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Abstract:  
Globalization and rapid urbanization in the developing world have been 
contributing greatly to a current unsustainable reality.  In order to move 
towards a sustainable society, the strength of people working collectively as 
a community must be recognized and harnessed to begin making changes 
from the bottom up.  This thesis will examine how a common participatory 
space has the potential to become a community hub, and to foster 
participatory dialogue, negotiation and decision-making within urban 
communities of poverty. After examining the current reality, including 
present development practices, this research strives to find universal 
elements for a common participatory space where vision building and 
strategic community action can flourish.  This study also examines the 
processes needed to engage community members in the cultivation, 
creation and maintenance of a common participatory space.  
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Executive Summary 

Introduction:  Global Perspective in an Unsustainable World 

As the reality of global unsustainability gains recognition in mainstream 
media and thought, the need for concrete and strategic implementation of 
measures becomes urgent.  This movement towards a sustainable world is 
multi-faceted, and layered with short and long-term goals needing to be 
achieved in conjunction with one another.  At first glimpse, the dilemmas 
facing the world may seem insurmountable, yet each step makes the 
journey possible.  ‘Systems thinking’ reminds us that every system is 
simply an aggregate of smaller components, and it is possible to alter the 
whole by improving the smaller parts.  In our thesis, we operate under the 
premise that the entire biosphere is interconnected, and that every small 
action indirectly and directly affects the world.  Continuing in this vein of 
thought we focus on development within urban communities of poverty as 
the catalyst for global change.  

Our vision of success for the global system revolves around a principled 
definition of sustainability (Holmberg and Robèrt 2000) and we use 
backcasting to strategically move towards that vision.  We determined that 
this definition of sustainability consisting of four principles is most 
successful when approached through the lens of the fourth principle.  This 
principle states that in order for sustainability to be reached “people are not 
subject to conditions that systematically undermine their capacity to meet 
their needs” (Robèrt et al. 2005).  In this thesis, we explore the idea that a 
common participatory space has the potential to transition society in a 
direction where people’s basic human needs are not undermined and 
ecological systems are no longer compromised by human hands.  In order 
to embark on strategic research and produce the desired community results 
the actions in a space must begin with a vision of a sustainable future.  
Then from this vision measures can be created to achieve steps towards the 
goal.  This participatory space, through an understanding that living 
systems are self-organizing networks, can build from the strengths of 
bottom-up action.  We suggest that the resulting emergent behaviour will 
manifest itself in the empowerment of individuals within the community as 
a result of their participation and collaborative efforts.  This movement will 
contribute to the sustained transformational change needed within urban 
communities of poverty in the developing world. 
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Research Questions: 

Our research questions have been formulated to ensure that our results from 
the first question inform the results of our second question.  It is our hope 
that by building an understanding of current trends with a ‘Systems View’ 
it will prevent us from becoming reductionist, and repeat the many of the 
fragmented and misinformed development approaches that are currently 
being used as a result of a misunderstanding of the system itself.  

1) What are some current trends in urban communities of poverty which are 
leading to the undermining of basic human needs? 

2) What are some characteristics and process guidelines that are conducive 
to creating and maintaining a common participatory space, which will help 
transition, a community towards sustainability? 

Methodology 

We first conducted a broad sweep of the literature available on concepts 
and information related to our area of interest, and from this we developed 
the foundation or conceptual framework from which future research could 
depart.  Then we developed the elements and process guidelines for our 
space by using deductive reasoning and logic based on our conceptual 
framework, literature review, dialogues with experts and practitioners, as 
well as our own experience working in communities.  We then organised 
our elements of space, with brief explanations as to why we had reached 
our conclusions, and then sent this document to experts and practitioners 
for feedback.  Finally, once these conversations had been completed we 
reassessed and restructured the space elements and process guidelines by 
bringing in further materials and extensive dialogue within our group. 

Results:  Current Trends in the Developing World 

Our research indicates there are many variables or factors leading to the 
undermining of individuals’ basic human needs.  The current reality in 
urban communities of poverty is a historical conglomeration of social, 
economic and cultural movements further escalated by globalisation trends.  
Rapidly growing cities in the developing world and the subsequent effects 
of this urbanization have a complex, casual relationship.  A few of these 
interlinking variables are the search for a better livelihood, structural 
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adjustments imposed by multinational financial institutions on the 
developing world and the multifarious effects of colonisation. The extent to 
which these variables impact a community directly relates to the state of the 
community’s various resources. 

However, there are many examples of strong social capital in urban 
communities, where people work together in various types of 
neighbourhood associations and grassroots organisations to find creative 
solutions.  These individuals take care of each other through small-scale 
loan schemes, shared labour or by expanding the definition of family.  On 
the other hand, there are many variables that undermine this social capital 
including: Labour Market, State Services, Housing, Rule of Law, Social 
Exclusion, Time, Apathy, and Climate Change.  Our research indicates 
these variables have a complex causal relationship, and their interactions 
result in feedback loops of varying intensities.  The traditional and official 
approach to addressing these variables treats the symptoms of these 
problems in isolation, failing to understand the intricate connections 
between them.   

The Desired Future, Identified Gap and a Common Participatory 
Space 

We started from a principled definition of a future sustainable society and 
developed a solid foundation of knowledge about current sustainability 
challenges and opportunities in urban community of poverty.  From this 
information we were able to expose a substantial gap between the reality of 
what is currently being done and the envisioned desired future.  Our 
hypothesis is that the formation of a common participatory space will be a 
strategic action towards sustainable community self-development.  This 
space has the potential to gather community members under one roof and 
provide them with a place to collectively assess their community’s specific 
strengths and weaknesses.  This assessment will provide the community 
with the information necessary to develop a vision and from this vision take 
the appropriate and relevant measures to strengthen the community from 
within.   

Proposed Elements of the Common Participatory Space 

Through our analysis of the positive characteristics, processes and actions 
embedded in examples from our research, we came up with seven elements 
which we believe constitute salient features of a common participatory 
space.  Some are interlinking and build off of one another, yet some 
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stand alone.  We feel it is the combination of all these elements which will 
make possible the creation and maintenance of a common participatory 
space. 

 

1) Inclusive Space.   Social inclusion is defined, “as the process by which 
efforts are made to ensure that everyone, regardless of their experiences 
and circumstances, can achieve their potential in life” (CESI 2006).  
This includes: equal accessibility; granting opportunity for all to have a 
voice and equitable partnership among all (i.e. individuals, government 
& organisations). 

 

2) Knowledge and Asset Sharing.  The community should understand how 
knowledge processes work and whom the knowledge workers will be in 
order to access existing, crucial and relevant information. These 
processes are: driven by both community, State and NGOs/CSOs and 
allow for horizontal and vertical knowledge sharing. 

 

3) Vision-Based.  The community should co-create a vision composed of 
the following three parts:  a principle based definition of sustainability, 
core ideology and an envisioned future. 

 

4) Participatory Governance Structure.  This structure relates to 
deliberative democracy theory where “deliberation of citizens as 
reasonable equals is a prerequisite for legitimate exercise of authority 
and a way of transforming the preferences and intentions of citizens.” 
(Baiocchi, 2003) 

 

5) Community Network Hub.  A common participatory space has the 
potential to become a strong hub which can bring people together, as 
well as strengthen existing connections in the community.   
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6) Physical & Visible Location.  The space should be located in an easily 
accessible and visible location in order to increase community 
participation. 

 

7) Stakeholders’ Accountability for Maintenance.  In order to foster and 
sustain an equitable partnership between all stakeholders they should 
come together to determine how their space will be maintained. 

Process Guidelines for Creation and Maintenance of a Space  

Processes of engagement may differ between communities since every 
community has its own unique structure; however, a few generalities may 
be subsumed. We highlighted the following process guidelines in hopes that 
they will help manoeuvre a community through the process of creating and 
maintaining of a common space with the elements described above: 

 

1) Entry Points.  First, it is necessary to begin by mapping the networks 
within a community to discover where, whom and what are the existing 
hubs and nodes (Krebs and Holley 2006). Then, when the hubs, nodes 
and links within the community have been identified, the connectors 
within the community can be approached. 

 

2) Community Driven Assessment.  Every community should assess its 
internal resources, this includes community members’ knowledge and 
skills, existing relationships between different associations, capacity of 
local institutions, existing public and private infrastructure and the local 
economy; and the process is to be ‘asset-based, internally-focused and 
relationship-driven’    (Rans 2005, 2). 

 

3) Reaching Out, Building Relationships.  An intensive outreach activity 
should be organised in order to initiate and facilitate contact between 
individuals and identified groups within the community. The focus here 
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is creating relationships, fostering trust and exciting individuals to 
consider the existing capital within their community (Cars 2006). 

 

4) Building Involvement (Strengthening Relationships).  It is important to 
involve and strengthen the community by drawing people together 
around common issues and concerns.  

 

5) Cultivation of Community Space.  Engaging community members will 
be a continuous process not only throughout the creation process, but 
also within the maintenance of the space itself. 

Discussion  

The elements and process guidelines of a common participatory space have 
been designed to incorporate the beneficial approaches of what is currently 
being done with new insights gained from our research that could transition 
a community towards sustainability.  We recognize through our research, 
despite positive endeavours currently being undertaken in community 
development, there are several approaches producing ambiguous and even 
detrimental results in urban communities of poverty. These approaches 
could undermine the creation of a common participatory space. In an 
attempt to confront these obstacles before they occur, we have closely 
examined the elements of a space in order to challenge the concept in its 
entirety.  

In regards to a common participatory space, our research indicates that the 
potential major challenges will be the generic nature of the space’s 
elements, a community’s scepticism and reservations about participation 
and time constraints. Theoretically, we believe the process and elements for 
the creation and maintenance of a common participatory space are generic 
enough to be applied in urban communities of poverty throughout the 
developing world.  However, we concede that the application of these 
generic elements may not be entirely feasible in certain contexts.  

The above constraints address a common participatory space as an entity; 
however, within the elements of a space there are potential challenges, 
which our research elucidated.  These challenges present themselves even 
in light of the fact that, due to context, the applicability of the elements will 
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need to be massaged by a specific community in order to be effective.  In 
the thesis we discuss the most pertinent obstacles, which we believe may 
hinder the creation and maintenance of a common participatory space. 
Within each element and for the process guidelines it became necessary to 
examine the challenges of our space, both in theory and actuality, in order 
to move the space beyond simple rhetoric.   

Conclusion 

Our research, with the deductive extrapolations of various case studies, 
appears to affirm our hypothesis that a common participatory space is a 
viable measure towards successful community building. In our definition of 
space the building simply offers a destination where people can come 
together and begin the process of finding solutions, rather than the building 
becoming the solution itself.   

We assert that healthy, self-reliant communities are built on connections 
stimulated by the empowering of individuals and groups.  Empowerment is 
possible only when resources within the community are rediscovered and 
mobilized through the building and strengthening of relationships among 
the community by the community member themselves.  External agencies 
may initiate or stimulate connection efforts and the building of capital, but 
the process of weaving and energizing relationships in a collaborative effort 
to solve community problems should lie in the hands of the community 
members.  

In conclusion, it is our hope that the knowledge gleaned in regards to space 
will potentially be incorporated within a community to build a sustainable 
vision leading towards the empowerment of individuals through 
stakeholder engagement, dialogue and capacity building.  We anticipate this 
vision will enable the community to move beyond treating symptoms and 
solving isolated problems into using a systems approach to co-create a 
resilient and robust community. 
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1 Introduction  

Humans are born with the capacity to meet their basic human needs, yet 
presently our world is in a state of crisis, rife with conflicts, starvation, 
genocide and natural disasters.  In many communities worldwide, people’s 
ability to meet their basic human needs is being undermined (Max-Neef 
1991).  For any variety of reasons, ranging from lack of voice to 
insufficient nutrition, interactions between people have decreased, 
weakening the community as a self-organizing system and eventually 
leading to a breakdown in the social fabric (Johnson 2001).  This tearing of 
the social fabric reacts in a domino affect directly and indirectly affecting 
humanity’s various life support systems such as the ecological, political and 
economical systems.   

This breakdown in social fabric is closely linked to the disempowerment of 
individuals which often occurs when they fail to recognize the importance 
of their contributions within their community. If individuals within a 
community believe themselves to be insignificant, the community’s ability 
to function as a positive unifying entity is compromised.  In addition, when 
numerous individuals within a community withdraw, the essential elements 
of sharing and self-organisation become futile.   

Frequently organisations working in communities of poverty adopt a 
fragmented approach to addressing community problems, rather than a 
more effective systems thinking perspective.  This is a reality in the 
developing world where the population in cities is increasing at a rapid rate.  
In Africa, it is estimated that by 2025 over 50% of the population will be 
living in an urban setting (Kamete 2001).  However, rapid urbanization is 
only one of the predicaments currently leading to an accumulation of 
poverties within the city setting.  We believe poverties can be better tackled 
through social inclusion and a weaving together of torn social fabric in 
communities (Max-Neef 1991).  Through our study of scale-free networks 
we believe that in order for a community to be strong it needs to be 
connected.  We believe that by creating a “hub” which involves all 
stakeholders the community will be strengthened. 

A whole systems overview of these issues led us to the realization that a 
productive way to begin addressing the fragmented and precarious situation 
in urban communities of poverty is to create a common participatory space.  
Our definition of a common participatory space is a “hub” where ideas and 
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people are interacting, randomly or intentionally, to access and mobilize 
social capital for collaborative decision-making based on a common vision.  
In many cases the creating of a community centre or space focuses on the 
actual building, and organizers place their hopes in the structure to unify the 
community.  Instead, we have chosen to focus on the people inside a space 
by trying to create cohesive networks and encouraging the space to become 
a “hub”.  

In our understanding of “space” the building simply offers a destination 
where people can come together and begin the process of finding solutions, 
rather than the building becoming the solution itself.  This meeting space, 
regardless of its form, which will be determined based on context and 
locality, could enable community stakeholders to meet and collectively 
build a sustainable community.  Our definition of space is dependent on the 
type of communication, negotiation and decision-making that is applied, 
establishing a strong foundation for collaborative vision building.  

This thesis will be presented in a manner which follows the sequence of our 
research.  The first section, following this introduction, will help clarify the 
background literature and ideas, which informed our conceptual 
framework.  Once our conceptual framework is established, our research 
questions and methods follow.   

 

 

1.1 Conceptual Framework 

1.1.1  Sustainability 

Sustainable Development is often defined in accordance with a paper titled 
“Our Common Future” published in 1987 by the World Commission on 
Environment and Development (WCED).  This paper, commonly referred 
to as the Brundtland Report, defines Sustainable Development as 
“development that meets the needs of the present without compromising the 
ability of future generations to meet their own needs" (WCED 1987). 

In order to create a more cohesive definition of sustainability our thesis 
group has chosen to further expand on the Brundtland report by informing 
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this definition with science-based principles for socio-ecological 
sustainability (Holmberg and Robèrt 2000, Robèrt et al 2005, Ny et al 
2006)1 listed in the chart below.   

 

In order for these principles “to fit with the methodology of backcasting, 
they should be principles of the outcome (sustainability), not the transition 
(sustainable development)” (Holmberg and Robèrt 2000, 297).  Defining 
the desired future of a sustainable society based on principles of success 
helps us to keep the long-term vision in focus thereby diminishing short-
sighted mistakes. 

These principles are: consensus-based, necessary and sufficient for 
achieving sustainability, general yet concrete enough to structure and guide 
action and non-overlapping to allow for proper analysis (Robèrt, et al. 
2005, xviii).  As we will discuss later in the conceptual framework, these 
principles were designed in conjunction with backcasting.  Both these 
theories were used in the conception of a common participatory space, as 
well as incorporated in the space to aid the community in the creation of 
their vision and prioritization of measures.  

                                                 

1 Sometimes referred to in the business community as The Natural Step “System 
Conditions” named after the charitable organisation “The Natural Step” that has supported 
and promoted their development.  

“In the sustainable society, nature is not subject to the systematically 
increasing of… 

        I…concentrations of substances extracted from the Earth’s crust, 

       II…concentrations of substances produced by society, 

      III…degradation by physical means and, in that society… 

      IV…people are not subject to conditions that systematically  
         undermine their capacity to meet their needs.”    

           (Robèrt, et al. 2005, 34)
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These principles are based on the realisation that scientists can reach 
consensus on the validity of the conservation laws and the second law of 
thermodynamics.  The conservation laws, in general terms, state, “neither 
matter, nor energy, disappears in the material flows and chemical reactions 
of the biosphere” (Robèrt, et al. 2005, 32).  The second law of 
thermodynamics builds off the above knowledge and states that, in regards 
to matter, because our earth is a closed system the entropy in this system 
will increase over time.  This means that to be sustainable the rate of 
degradation of natural systems on earth must in the least be balanced by the 
rate of restoration. The first three principles are therefore derived as 
necessary generic conditions that must be met in order for ecological 
sustainability to be attained. 

It is our belief that in order to comprehensively address the first three 
sustainability principles an improved balance in people’s ability to meet 
their needs must be attained.  Our emphasis on the fourth principle is 
derived from the fact that humanity is solely responsible for violating these 
principles within the biosphere.  Therefore, to prevent these violations from 
occurring the causality or cause and effect relationship of these actions 
must be understood.  For example, when numerous individuals begin 
systematically dismantling forestlands for the firewood it is important to 
understand that these actions may occur because certain citizens are living 
without affordable or accessible energy infrastructure and have no 
alternative.  The degradation of the forest may be  a gradual accumulation 
of individuals merely trying to etch a living in adverse conditions.  The 
causality within these systems is recognised when the systems theory or 
systems thinking approach is applied to evaluate the system as an entirety.  
This ‘bird’s eye view’ leads to the realization that to prevent land 
degradation, access to less harmful and eventually renewable energy 
options must be made available for these individuals.   

Systems are extraordinarily complex, as the above example only begins to 
illustrate, which highlights the relevance of systems thinking.  Systems 
theory explains that every system is an aggregate of smaller independent 
parts and the various relationships which exist between them.  In other 
words, in order to assess the large picture it is essential to first understand 
the minute parts which comprise the whole.  The origins of this theory are 
attributed to the Russian scientist, Alexander Bogdanov, who in the 1920s 
identified three elements within complex systems.  Ludvig Bertalanffy, a 
German scientist, further extrapolated on these theories, and in 1968 
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released a book titled General Systems Theory: Foundations, Development, 
and Applications.  Research in the field of Systems Thinking is a continual 
process and its relevance to numerous disciplines is constantly being 
recognized and revised.    

Viewing our global society through the lens of Systems Thinking enables 
one to first focus on continents and then slowly decipher the countries 
within.  Then magnifying this display brings communities into focus, and 
eventually this image gives way to the individuals that compose these 
communities.  In following this line of thought, the individual becomes 
representative of the whole.  From this viewpoint, we firmly believe that in 
order to holistically and successfully address sustainability there must be a 
focus on how human beings within communities, as an aggregate, form the 
world. 

In order to attain this focus on human beings our research needed 
parameters to define the needs, poverties and desires within humanity.  It is 
for this reason that we have used Manfred Max-Neef’s categorization of 
Nine Basic Human Needs as a platform to begin the discussion on what 
constitutes as needs and poverties (Max-Neef 1991). 

 

1.1.2  Basic Human Needs 

Humans are all born with the ability to meet their basic needs. However 
people’s capacity to meet their needs can be undermined resulting in 
poverties.   Often when the word poverty is used images of economic 
deprivation are conjured.  This belief that poverty is based solely on 
economics displays the immense misconceptions which plague our present 
society.  There are numerous poverties that manifest themselves in an 
equally broad manner due to violations of basic human needs.  Manfred 
Max-Neef organises these basic human needs into the following nine 
categories: Subsistence, Affection, Freedom, Protection, Creation, Idleness, 
Participation, Identity and Understanding.   

Although these needs are universal; the ways in which these needs are met 
are culturally and contextually specific. In addition to being universal, 
Max-Neef’s categorization of basic human needs portrays them as non-
linear, non-hierarchical and non-overlapping.  For example, having more 
than enough subsistence cannot fulfil the need for identity, while on the 
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other hand fulfilling protection doesn’t ensure that other basic human needs 
will be satisfied.   As well, if a person has a serious deprivation in 
subsistence (e.g. inadequate food or drinking water), this may impede the 
fulfilment of many of their other human needs (e.g. participation in the 
community).  In Max-Neef’s paradigm the ways in which needs are met are 
referred to as satisfiers (Max-Neef 1991, 30). 

There are 5 types of satisfiers used to describe either the preventing or 
attaining of basic human needs. Destroyers are a type of satisfier that 
ultimately impedes the meeting of not only the need is set about to satisfy, 
but other needs as well. A good example of this is censorship which 
theoretically aims to satisfy the need for protection, but often leads to the 
undermining of understanding, identity etc.  Pseudo-satisfiers are another 
kind of satisfier which gives people a false sense of satisfaction. State 
elections can be an example of a pseudo-satisfier that at first glance appears 
to fulfil people’s need for freedom and participation.  Inhibiting Satisfiers 
occur when one need is over-satisfied, thereby impeding the satisfaction of 
other needs.  Singular Satisfiers satisfy are able to satisfy one particular 
human need, yet are neutral in the satisfaction of the other human needs. 
Synergic Satisfiers satisfy more than one need at the same time, such as 
breast feeding, which satisfies subsistence, affection, protection etc. (Max-
Neef. 1991, 31-34).  Of these five satisfiers the first four represent 
exogenous satisfiers introduced to society from the outside, while the fifth 
is endogenous.  

 

1.1.3  Vision Building 

A principled view of sustainability, as defined above, in combination with 
the Basic Human Needs provides an overarching goal from which a 
community can begin to understand how to create and implement a vision.  
This vision that the community develops should contain the following three 
parts: the sustainability principles mentioned above, a core ideology, and an 
envisioned future.  Core ideology is composed of the core values and core 
purpose of that organisation, which includes communities.  Core values are 
“more about knowing what you are, rather than what you do” (Collins and 
Porras 1994).  These values are essential in providing motivation, 
inspiration and a collectively recognized foundation within an 
organization.  In summation, the core values define why and how members 
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within the organisation feel their organisation is unique and of pivotal 
importance within society.  In regards to the common space it will be the 
responsibility of the community to collectively determine what their core 
values are in order to ensure that the vision preserves or improves upon the 
existence of these core values.  

The core purpose “should highlight the real importance of the organisation, 
as well as justify the existence of the organisation in society” (Robèrt, et al. 
2005, 227). The core purpose of the common participatory space is to 
provide a platform for community members to empower themselves 
through participatory dialogue, negotiating and decision-making.   

The final element is the envisioned future in which a community creates the 
goals they wish to reach in both the immediate and long-term future.  These 
goals will serve as motivators guiding the community, as well as reminders 
of whether the organisation is heading in the right direction.  In regards to 
the space, we anticipate this envisioned future would enable the community 
to move beyond treating symptoms and solving isolated problems into 
using a systems approach to co-create a resilient and robust community.  In 
this common participatory space, members will co-create a vision, which 
will give direction and integrity to their work and development within the 
community. 

 

1.1.4  Backcasting from principles 

Once this vision has been co-created by the community, the next step in the 
process entails that the community glance back from their desired future to 
their present position.  It is from this vantage point that the community can 
determine which steps are necessary to move them towards their vision.( 
Fig. 1.1)  Keeping this in mind it is important to realize that catalyzing 
actions, which move the community from its current situation to the 
envisioned future, requires strategic planning.  Although, planning in 
complex systems is very difficult, often it is approached from a simplified 
perspective.  Perhaps the most commonly used method is know as 
forecasting which consists of   envisioning “a future that is more or less as 
today minus the range of the problems that they wish to solve” (Robèrt, et 
al. 2005, 39).  This method can be problematic as it is not necessarily 
effective in reaching the desired future.  “The problem of forecasting is that 
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when we are doing it we tend, repeatedly, to take today’s problems and 
preoccupations with us into the future” (Cook 2004, 40).  

An alternative to this method is known as backcasting.  This method entails 
theoretically standing in the desired future and from this vantage point 
assessing which steps are necessary in order for the current situation to be 
transformed into the desired future.  Backcasting is particularly useful in 
communities because community problems tend to be complex and wide in 
scope, with long-term horizons encouraging creative and deliberate choice.  
This contrasts sharply with several current approaches to development in 
communities of poverty which are often short-lived and linear (Uvin 2004).  
For these reasons backcasting can serve as a catalyst for shifting the 
development field from short term, reactive and mismatched approaches to 
long-term, proactive and cohesive solutions. 

 

Figure 1.1. Backcasting for a Sustainable Community 

 



9 

1.1.5  Network Theory 

Communities themselves are complex systems in which naturally created 
networks exist.  In order to strengthen communities as a whole it is 
essential to reach a greater understanding about the way individual within 
these communities interact.  Understanding and catalyzing such 
connections generates the sustained collaborative conversation necessary 
for building the vision (Krebs and Holley 2006). 

According to Network Theory, networks are the “fabric of most complex 
systems” (Barabási 2002, 222) made of nodes connected by diverse 
interactions. A community, by this definition therefore is a network of 
people, groups and organizations.  Like many networks, communities are 
scale free, meaning they are characterized by a universal architecture where 
some nodes, called hubs, have more links than others.  Hubs are areas, 
which experience a larger volume of links connecting them more directly to 
the network.  In social terms, hubs are basically hotspots where the 
exchange of people, ideas, or information occurs frequently.  In network 
theory a hierarchy of hubs determines the structural stability, dynamic 
behaviour, and robustness of a community (Barabási 2002).  For a healthy 
community it is essential to incorporate the scattered clusters and nodes 
within a community by knitting them to the major hubs in order to access 
the social capital embedded within the community.  

In most communities there are active leaders, called network weavers, who 
are engaged in facilitating collaboration among various community 
members (Krebs and Holley 2006).  Often what happens is that by bringing 
together these scattered clusters and nodes, network weavers become hubs 
themselves, linking the various nodes together. Unfortunately, when this 
occurs not only does this grant an individual disproportionate power, but 
also makes these newly formed links extremely vulnerable.  Networks may 
therefore become dominated by the weaver or become vulnerable to 
fragmentation in the case of the weaver’s withdrawal (Krebs and Holley 
2006).   

According to Valdis Krebs and June Holley, a robust community calls for 
“many collaborations among community members” (Krebs and Holley 
2006, 2).  Essentially this means creating a multiple hubs and spokes 
topology, rather than the one wheel and spokes model. In our view, this can 
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be achieved by the creation of a space that would allow for different nodes 
to be interwoven and interact creating a state of emergence. 

 

1.1.6  Emergence Theory 

The Emergence Theory focuses on bottom-up local action that has global 
implications.  Emergent behaviour describes “the movement from low-level 
rules to higher-level sophistication” (Johnson 2001, 18).  This theory was 
developed by looking at the emergent behaviour in other complex systems, 
such as ant colonies where it is commonly thought that the queen is “the 
boss” of colony.  However, her role is to lay eggs and perpetuate the 
colony.  She does not direct the thousands of ants in their daily moves to 
forage and maintain the colony; rather they take care of her because it is in 
their best interest to do so, not because she is in command. (Johnson 2001, 
31)  Collective emergent behaviour comes not from a top-down approach 
where there is a clear leader, but from the bottom-up when the environment 
is right and each individual action contributes to strengthening the whole.  

This theory suggests that interactions among diverse, interdependent 
elements within the common space will allow participants to self-organize; 
and build the relevant structures and relationships necessary to carry 
forward the vision of a sustainable community.  Communities, as complex 
systems, exhibit emergent behaviour, and we believe that a common 
participatory space will actually create a greater opportunity for artificial 
emergence by utilizing the principles of emergence. Artificial Emergence 
moves from interpreting the world, and the actions of complex systems, to 
changing the world through intentional actions (Johnson 2001, 21). 

A common participatory space is expected to foster artificial emergence by 
utilizing some of the principles that have been identified when macro 
intelligence and adaptability has been derived from local knowledge.  Our 
common space is expected to encourage or exhibit the following:  

• Encourage Random Encounters – the space is to encourage 
unplanned interactions that allow people to assess and look for 
opportunities in the larger system,  

• Pay attention to your neighbours – “Local information can lead to 
global wisdom.” here as communities strengthen social fabric, 
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information can be shared not just within the community, but spread 
to a larger scale. (Johnson 2001, 78-79) 

 

1.2 Intended Purpose and Scope 

Originally our focus for this research was on the role of traditional forms of 
governance within a common participatory space.  Our research team had 
intended to travel to Rwanda to examine local forms of governance, and see 
how these might be applied to a chosen community in Kigali.  Our research 
team recognized that this specific case study would only be possible if we 
had the opportunity to travel to Rwanda and speak with urban and rural 
community members, elders and those involved with community 
organisations.  This due to the fact that the majority of information on 
traditional forms of governance has been passed down by generations 
through oral tradition, becoming part of the “genetic memory” of the 
community (Johnson 2001). 

Although various avenues for funding were pursued, due to time constraints 
and available resources our research team was unable to travel to Rwanda.  
This resulted in limited access to individuals who would have been able to 
share their valuable oral knowledge.  , These existing constraints led to a 
shift in our research to eliminate the risk of basing our thesis on speculation 
and assumptions from the limited literature available. 

Our research team acknowledged that changing our scope to urban 
communities of poverty within the developing world also presented us with 
challenges due to the breadth of this topic.  This change of scope opened up 
a plethora of literature through which we had to sift in order to find the 
most applicable information.  As a result of this, our data collection focused 
on the examination of current documented trends in urban communities of 
poverty in the developing world and case studies about successful 
community driven actions in these communities.  As we were unable to 
apply these theories in practice to a specific community, we recognize that 
our results will be general reflections rather than context specific.  

Despite the generic scope we strongly believe that our research and the 
resulting elements of a common participatory space are valuable first steps 
towards incorporating our definition of sustainability while backcasting 
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from a vision of the desired future.  We view this thesis as the beginning of 
research, experience and labour needed for a common participatory space to 
exist.  

 

1.3 Research Purpose and Questions 

The purpose of the first research question is to enable us to assess the 
current reality of communities of poverty in a cohesive and erudite manner.  
It is from these results that the second question, dealing with the integral 
elements for the space, can be deduced by comparing the existing gap 
between what is being done with the desired future.  Our research questions 
have been formulated to ensure that our results from the first question 
inform the results of our second question.  It is our hope that this will 
prevent us from becoming reductionist, and repeating the numerous 
fragmented and misinformed development approaches of which we are 
acquainted.  

 

1.3.1  Question 1 

What are the current trends in urban communities of poverty which are 
leading to the undermining of basic human needs? 

 

1.3.2  Question 2 

What are some elements most conducive to creating and maintaining a 
common participatory space, which will help transition a community 
towards sustainability? 

 

The purpose of the first research question is to enable us to assess the 
current reality of communities of poverty in a cohesive and erudite manner. 
The current reality encompasses the identification of pertinent positive and 
negative variables, as well as what is presently being done by external and 
internal organisations to combat the undermining of basic human needs.  
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It is from question one’s results that research on the second question, 
dealing with integral elements for the space, can begin.  By examining the 
gap which exists between ‘what is being done’ and the ‘desired future’ 
preliminary elements for the common participatory space can be selected.  
Our research questions have been formulated to ensure that our results from 
the first question inform the results of our second question.  It is our hope 
that this will prevent us from becoming reductionistic, and repeating the 
numerous fragmented and misinformed development approaches of which 
we are acquainted. 
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2 Methodology 

2.1.1  Initial Phase 

First we conducted a broad sweep of the literature available on concepts 
and information related to our area of interest, and from this we developed 
the conceptual framework, discussed in the previous section, from which 
future research could depart.  Once a brief scan of literature had been 
assessed we sharpened our focus to hone in on specific authors, case studies 
and knowledge, which were pertinent to our research questions.   Then with 
this sharpened focus we conducted a literature review using the library 
databases for UCLA, Stanford and Harvard, ELIN, LIBRIS and a general 
web search which provided us with a list of available articles, books and 
websites to guide us in our research.  

This literature review provided us with the knowledge from which we could 
logically identify a gap between current unsustainable trends and a 
sustainable future.  As previously discussed, this definition of a sustainable 
future for a community included the four sustainability principles and 
backcasting from a desired future.  The other concepts discussed in the 
conceptual framework enhance this definition of sustainability and further 
compliment our focus on communities.  It is from this desire to move urban 
communities of poverty in the direction of sustainability that our hypothesis 
of a common participatory space was envisioned. 

 

2.1.2  Core Phase 

The core phase of our research was accomplished by testing our hypothesis 
about a common participatory space against our reviewed literature about 
current urbanization trends in the developing world.  Once we had 
developed an erudite and detailed picture of current trends we shifted our 
focus to learning more about solutions that have thus far been attempted.  
These examples of what is currently being done in urban communities of 
poverty included case studies from the fields of international aid and 
development, community grassroots efforts, state driven community 
collaboration and assessments from academia.  It is at this step we began to 
contact experts and practitioners from the fields of aid, development, 
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human rights, and social sciences to help direct us towards more relevant 
resources.  

These results granted us an informed perspective from which we identified 
general variables which are presently undermining people’s ability to meet 
their basic needs.  We then synthesized these variables into general 
categories to assist in determining what elements could aid in the creation 
of a successful common participatory space.  These elements and process 
guidelines were formulated through deductive reasoning and logic based on 
our conceptual framework, literature review, dialogues with experts and 
practitioners, as well as our own experience working in communities. We 
began by taking the current variables that our research indicated were 
leading to or reinforcing poverties.  Then we brainstormed potential 
solutions to these variables using a systems perspective as opposed to one 
variable at a time; looking for synergic solutions that could be fostered 
within the community.  Through our various methods we formulated 
elements that were viable to bring about ‘home-grown’ solutions in a 
common participatory space.  Once the elements had been decided upon in 
isolation the next step was to examine their viability when linked with one 
another cohesively in the form of a common participatory space. 
Throughout the process we iteratively examined the data we extrapolated 
from our research.   

 

2.1.3  Final Phase 

We then organised these preliminary elements of space, with brief 
explanations as to why we had reached our conclusions, and then sent this 
document to experts and practitioners for feedback.  Whenever we received 
feedback we would, as a group, review the comments we had received.  
Then if these experts and practitioners were willing we set up an 
appointment for a conference call.  This provided us with the opportunity to 
have a dialogue, which sparked new ideas, uncovered weaknesses in our 
elements and provided us with valuable oral information that we were 
unable to find elsewhere.  Finally, once these conversations had been 
completed we reassessed and restructured the space elements and process 
guidelines to reflect their feedback coupled with our research team’s 
dialogues and discussions. 
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3 Results 

3.1 Current Reality in the Developing World 

In order to begin develop a strategy to foster sustainable communities, it is 
essential to rise above an understanding of just the community, and place 
the entire global system within view.  This viewpoint has become 
increasingly necessary within the last two hundred years since society has 
been changing at an erratic and rapid pace.  However, in order to preserve 
the focus of this thesis we will begin discussing the urban setting through 
the phenomenon of globalization; although, we are entirely aware that 
Globalisation is a progression of numerous historical movements, such as 
Colonisation and Industrialisation.  By examining the current reality of 
communities from this expanded viewpoint we can begin to see how 
complex community self-development includes the following: external and 
internal stakeholders, pressures of rapid urbanisation, and different 
variables’ causes and effects. 

Globalisation is incredibly complex, encompassing both the political, 
economic, environmental and social aspects of humanity’s existence.  
Debates are currently waging and depending with whom you speak 
Globalisation is either being hailed as a modern miracle or a real danger to 
society.  Regardless of which stance you choose, Globalisation inarguably 
has had a tremendous impact on the manner in which we live from an 
increase in consumerism, to a massive rural to urban migration trend to the 
mass-production of food.  The industrial age provided society with the 
ability to design, market, produce and transport everything from 
strawberries to Hummers across continents and back again. This has 
brought with it a drastic change in the way society views commodities, until 
products are no longer marketed as necessities rather as luxuries.  

This consumer mentality has blanketed people around the world stimulating 
the desire to search for a “better” life which in this definition ultimately 
means migrating to an urban centre.   

“In 1950, one-third of the world’s people lived in 
cities. Just fifty years later, this proportion has risen 
to one-half and will continue to grow to two-thirds, 
or 6 billion people, by 2050.   The most alarming 
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accompaniment to urbanization in this globalizing 
world has been the deepening of urban poverty and 
the growth of slums that now envelop nearly one 
billion persons worldwide” (UN-Habitat 2003, 3).   

Furthermore, as urbanisation continues, the number of slums or 
shantytowns have simultaneously been increasing until it is estimated that 
“by 2050 there are estimated to be 3 billion or one-half of the urban 
population” living in slums (UN-Habitat 2003, 3) (see figure 3.2). 

 

Figure 3.1. Urban Population Living in Slums  Source: UN-HABITAT 2003
      

3.1.1  Globalisation, Urbanisation and Developmen 

The Significance of Stakeholders  

Globalisation, Urbanisation and all forms of migration are inextricably 
intertwined forming a trans-national backdrop, in which each urban setting 
in miniature facets mirrors this composition.  This backdrop pervades every 
societal aspect and has altered the extent to which numerous stakeholders 
can abuse their power.  Power comes in various forms and bears relevance 
to every facet of our life.  It is important to keep in mind it is not the power 
which is ultimately destructive, rather the manner in which some 
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stakeholders yield this power.  The term stakeholder is representative of 
any individual, organisation or institution that has a direct interest in the 
outcome of a movement, action or transaction.  Recognizing that the variety 
and quantity of stakeholders within society is phenomenal, we have chosen 
to highlight stakeholders, which have a quantifiable affect on urban 
communities, such as the World Bank, International Monetary Fund, World 
Trade Organisation, Multinational Corporations, State Governing 
Structures, Non-Governmental Organizations (NGOs) and Civil Society 
Organizations (CSOs).  Although, we understand that all stakeholders and 
their actions indirectly have affects on the urban communities of poverty 
we find those listed above yield a substantial amount of the power.   

One example of the manner in which The World Bank and International 
Monetary Fund have abused their power is that in order to qualify as a 
Highly Indebted Poor Countries (HIPC), in 1999, a country’s debt often 
must be higher than their exports by 150 percent (UNRISD 2000, 27).  In 
addition, “In 1993-1994, out of every three dollars that the World Bank 
offered as IDA loans and grants it reclaimed two dollars as debt repayment.  
Of the remaining dollar, the IMF pocketed part” (UNRISD 2000, 27).  
Unfortunately, when a substantial amount of money is leaving a state as 
debt payment the first responsibilities the state abandons are state services.  
This becomes particularly acute when viewing the living conditions of 
inhabitants in urban communities of poverty.  

Although the aggregate impact from colonisation remains incalculable, the 
identified affects of colonisation bear heavy on numerous developing 
countries. “With or without loans from international financial institutions, 
the poverty imposed upon Africa by the so-called right of conquest can 
never be eliminated.  First of all, forcing Africa into the money economy 
meant that Africans had to start from point zero whereas her conquerors 
continued from plus one” (Ramose 1999, 4).  Realizing that many countries 
in the developing world are still trying to untangle themselves from 
imposed restructuring whether from colonialist powers or “debt relief,” can 
illuminate people’s understanding of today’s current reality. 

This cycle of debt, as well as the after-effects of colonization referred to 
above, have produced a global environment conducive to nurturing and 
enabling Multinational Corporations to obtain an unhealthy allocation of 
global power.  “In 1991, the ten largest businesses in the world had 
collective revenues of $801 billion, greater turnover than the smallest one 
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hundred countries in the world” (Hawken 1993, 19).  This extreme amount 
of power yielded through the economic playing field has manifested itself 
in social, ecological and economical disparities.  A Multinational 
Corporation’s ability to elude or transfer blame for the results of their 
actions by labelling adverse affects as externalities has created a lopsided 
power scheme.  Multinational Corporations have the power, through 
economic bargaining, to force a state into creating policies which either 
reinforce or re-establish below subsistence wages, limited tax revenue or 
hazardous working conditions, to name only a few (Hawkins 1993; Arnold 
2003).  These policies, which on paper bear no human face, directly affect 
poor people and the communities they live in. 

Two more significant stakeholders, who affect communities of poverty, 
originate from the fields of Human Rights and Development.  Although, it 
would appear that these two fields would logically work in collaboration 
with one another, this is often not the case.  Currently there is a 
disconnection between the academic, theoretical branch of Human Rights 
and the applied on-the-ground experiences of those within the developing 
world. Due to this disconnection, many of the strategies to improve 
communities are not directly connected with the needs of neither 
community members nor development workers. This in turn prevents these 
two fields from functioning at full capacity and achieving their goals.  A 
few reasons for this weakening in their potency are the short-term nature of 
project aid, the hierarchical structure involved with obtaining funding and 
inappropriate development projects (Uvin 2002).  If work continues within 
this current structure, the fields of Human Rights and the Development will 
simply maintain an inefficient system in which a stagnate atmosphere 
prevents growth and transformation.   

The Rights Based Approach (RBA) to development is the most current 
attempt to unify these two branches of humanitarian work in order to 
achieve beneficial results.  This approach pursues Development and Human 
Rights work from the foundation that it is every human’s right to have his 
or her basic human needs met; not a privilege, which someone else bestows 
on another individual.  However, the RBA falls short of achieving its goal 
for a few reasons.  The first being that if an individual’s rights are not being 
met then the individual is encouraged to demand these rights.  
Unfortunately, the conflict which arises when rights are demanded often 
places already marginalised and vulnerable groups at greater risk and 
prevents the advancement of their case in front of the state.  Another 
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downfall with the RBA is that it fails to capitalise on the importance of 
working together with the state to create change.  If the state is approached 
from the standpoint that the community has already begun to take steps 
through their own empowerment they will be more apt to view the 
community’s requests as an opportunity for collaboration (Mitlin and Patel 
2005).  A remedy to the problems presented by the RBA has been termed 
the Rights-Plus Approach by David Satterthwaite at the International 
Institute for Environment and Development (Satterthwaite 2006).  This 
Rights-Plus approach encourages movement from the people for the people 
in a manner that emphasises the rights of every human while avoiding 
unfruitful conflicts.   

In the above paragraphs a few key stakeholders have been highlighted to 
show the impact their decisions, actions and transactions have on 
communities.  The World Bank, International Monetary Fund, and 
Multinational Corporations make global decisions from faraway that affect 
communities of poverty from state cuts in services due to heavy debt, to 
low wages and unsafe working conditions which affect community 
members directly.  At the same time, those stakeholders working directly 
with communities, such as Human Rights and Development organisations 
are constrained by bureaucratic systems of aid, regulations imposed by 
other more powerful stakeholders and general disconnection preventing 
them from understanding the real needs of the communities themselves.  
However, not all stakeholders undermine or negatively impact basic human 
needs within communities; there are emerging areas of development 
founded on thinking similar to the Rights-Plus Approach, which not only 
ideally but practically places the specific needs of people first.  In the 
following sections our research will look more closely at these 
organizations and development strategies with the potential to move 
communities of poverty towards sustainability.  This information will then 
offer a substantial and solid foundation on which a common participatory 
space can be researched, envisioned and created. 

 



22 

3.1.2  Variables Affecting Basic Human Needs 

 

Variables Description/Example 
Labour Market Lack of employment opportunities, inadequate household incomes, unsafe 

working conditions etc. stemming from globalized economic system 
State Services 
 

 

• Unsafe water and inadequate sanitation,  
• Inequitable Energy distribution, health hazards associated with 

inaccessible electric sources,  
• Inadequate/Lack of Public Transportation 
• Inadequate/Lack of Emergency Services 
• Inaccessible/Poor quality Education 
• Health problems due to combination of factors including lack of 

state services 
 

Housing Unsafe and insecure housing, forced eviction, lack of land tenure 
Rule of Law Inadequate protection by the law and denial of civil and political 

rights.E.g. lack of police and emergency services contributing to 
increasing corruption in communities 

Social Exclusion Rural to Urban migration disconnecting people from community, 
oppression of various groups (due to gender, age, ethnicity, etc), lack of 
trust, negative experiences working with NGOs 

Lack of Time Resulting from combination of variables including: lack of state services, 
and inadequate employment opportunities 

Apathy Loss of Faith in future as a result repeated negative experiences  
Climate Change Increased illness and injury due to flooding, increased social conflict as a 

result of decreased natural resources. Increased vulnerability due to lack of 
infrastructure.  

Figure 3.2. Overview of Variables affecting Basic Human Needs 

This shift in reasoning towards the recognition that all individuals have the 
right to basic human needs has unfortunately done little to reduce current 
urban development strategies that are often market driven and paternalistic 
in their ‘delivery approach to development’.  In reality, the numerous 
employed strategies ignore the needs within growing communities of 
poverty (Carley et al. 2001).  As mentioned earlier, state, international and 
local development agencies typically define and measure poverty in terms 
of economic deprivations (Mitlin and Satterthwaite 2004).  Although, the 
economy plays a pivotal role in reinforcing the current poverty traps there 
are additional tangible and intangible variables which factor into the 
complexity of the situation. In the following paragraphs we have listed 
variables that we find most relevant based on our research.  We established 
these relevant variables by first comprehensively listing current human 
needs violations, and from this extensive list variables were restructured 
and condensed for purposes of clarity and scope.  A general overview of 
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these selected variables is presented below, in categories which we feel will 
help the reader gather a whole system’s perspective on the current reality of 
urban communities of poverty.  

 

Labour Market 

The labour market has undergone tremendous change alongside the 
economy as a result of Globalisation and the other factors discussed in the 
previous paragraphs.  The current state of the labour market strongly 
contributes to the undermining of people’s basic human needs in 
communities of poverty. While on the local level the labour market may 
appear to simply represent the availability of adequate paying jobs, in 
reality the labour market encompasses a much larger scope.  Therefore in 
order to accurately understand the current state of the labour market in 
communities of poverty it is essential to also discuss the current economic 
trends.  Primarily the two ways in which individuals are able to accumulate 
economic capital are through hereditary means and the labour market.  
“Simply put, the labour market remains the filter through which the 
distributional and poverty outcomes of globalization are shaped. It remains 
critical therefore that the impact of globalization on an economy's labour 
market is detailed”(Bhorat and Lundall 2004, 9). 

Trade flows, which describe the flows of goods and services, and rapid 
technological change and increase of ICT, have both direct and indirect 
affects on the labour market. Both of these factors affect the economic 
capacity of a state to participate in the global economy, which in turn 
impacts communities. Foreign Direct Investment (FDI) deals with capital 
that is exchanged across borders in a manner that concedes control of the 
investment to the investor alone. This has created a debate whether FDI 
draws countries out of economic poverty, or if it re-enforces the poverty 
trap; because the vast proportion of FDI flows go to other developed 
countries, especially the “Triad” of USA, UK, Japan, but also countries 
such as Germany, France, Canada, Netherlands (UNCTAD 1999). 
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Figure 3.3 Regional FDI Inflows in 1998  Source:  UNCTAD 1999 

The Fourth factor is the role tariffs and trade barriers play to the advantage 
or disadvantage of a country’s economic welfare. In the recent years, tariffs 
have been employed as bargaining chips in the global market often to the 
detriment of countries already heavily indebted and poor. 

Finally, in the last 50 years there has been an increasing structural shift 
throughout the world from production to services.  “A significant structural 
change has occurred in the global economy, as all regions within the world 
economy have increased their output in services, relative to agriculture” 
(Bhorat and Lundall 2004, 23).  This shift in conjunction with the increased 
access to education around the world has changed the composition of the 
job market.  Unfortunately, there is a shortage of cohesive unemployment 
figures for the developing world, which makes it difficult to determine 
exact causes and affects for specific states and communities. Although, a 
lack of jobs presents itself as the most obvious dilemma in the labour 
market it is important to note that “the majority of the poor of working age 
are not idle, but work.  However, their income from work is below the 
poverty line and they usually do not benefit from the other items that define 
decent work: social protection or representation rights (voice)” (ILO 2006).  
Those living in urban communities of poverty typically lack skills and 
access to obtaining these skills, because of this, they are relegated to the 
less than desirable section of the labour market.  In this area of the labour 
market below subsistence wages, hazardous and unsafe work conditions 
and abusive employers, to name only a few issues, are commonplace.  
Often individuals who find themselves employed in these positions have 
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little or no alternative, nor a way to break the cycle, regardless of their 
tenacity or vigorous work ethic (Carley et al. 2001). 

Underemployment is a major negative contributor to urban employment 
issues in developing countries. Due to lack of social safety nets and 
alternatives, such as unemployment insurance or job training for formal 
sector work, people undertake any available economic activity no matter 
how poorly paid and unproductive it is. In Ghana, for instance it was 
estimated in a survey that unemployment rate was 1.6% of the workforce, 
but the underemployment rate was almost 25% (ILO 1996). 

The existence of underemployment, abusive or sub-standard employment 
factors deeply into the prevalence of a state’s informal market, which is 
said to employ over 60% of the urban labour force in Sub-Saharan Africa.  
The informal sector includes activities such as small-scale peddling, petty 
services or work in unregistered factories. It is an extensive sector 
providing a variety of goods and services, absorbing a great number of 
underemployed and also facilitating the setting up of Small and Medium 
Scale Enterprises (SMEs) in many cases. In Latin America and Caribbean, 
a large majority of the urban poor work in the informal sector. This sector 
accounted for 83% of all new jobs between the years 1990 and 1993. The 
picture is no different in several Asian countries. In India and Pakistan for 
instance, the ‘unorganized segment’ of the manufacturing sector makes up 
75% and 70% respectively of total manufacturing. The informal sector in 
India makes up 45% of total labour force in urban areas (ILO 1996). 

In addition, there is a serious lack of skilled positions within the developing 
world, which directly affects the possibility of climbing from an unskilled 
to a skilled position simply through education and hard work. This has a 
major bearing on the number of skilled labourers who have chosen to 
immigrate to another country taking with them valuable social capital 
which could lead a labour market expansion within their own country.   

This outflow of labour has a multitude of hidden costs for a country.  
However on the flipside, remittance or income which emigrants send home 
slightly balances the loss of human capital with the economic capital 
brought into the developing world.  Remittances grew from 2 billion to 70 
billion between 1970 and 1995 indicating that remittance “plays by far the 
largest role in improving the level of living of low-income groups in 
developing countries” (UNRISD 2000). 
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The obvious impacts of the labour market on communities of poverty are 
the availability or unavailability of safe, appropriate and adequate wage 
employment for the people.  Unfortunately, the affects of the labour market 
on communities of poverty cannot be remedied as quickly as increasing the 
opportunity for quality jobs because this is not an issue to be solved in 
isolation.  The poverties imposed on communities through the labour 
market are inextricably connected to the economy within the country as 
well as the world.    

 

State Services 

In addition to affecting individuals within the community, the labour 
market directly affects and reflects a state’s ability to provide services for 
its citizens.  While a majority of people living in deprived communities 
within urban areas have limited or inadequate income, there are other major 
reasons for their deprivations. These deprivations lie greatly in institutional 
failure (Mitlin and Satterthwaite 2004).  One of the key characteristics of 
urban poverty is inadequate provision of state services, including: access to 
clean drinking water, electricity, acute transport problems, sanitation and 
drainage, healthcare, schools and emergency services, among others (Kedir 
2005; Danida 2005). The inadequate provision of these services within 
communities derives from their social, political and economic relationship 
with service providers and/or state agencies, particularly local government 
(Mitlin and Satterthwaite 2004).   

Currently there has been little progress to remedy these deprivations; 
meanwhile, cities continue to grow at a rate exceeding a state’s capacity to 
extend these basic services (Hewett and Montgomery 2001).  It is estimated 
that for instance, 50-60% of urban dwellers in Bogota, Bombay, Dehli, 
Buenos Aires, Lagos and Lusaka; 60-70% in Kinshasa, Dar es Salaam, and 
More than 70% in Addis Ababa, Cairo, Casablanca and Luanda live in slum 
dwellings (UN-Habitat 1999).  An individual or family’s access to basic 
infrastructure such as water, energy and transport is integral to household 
life, economic production and prosperity. 

Most of the urban poor live in overcrowded, marginalised settlements that 
are often illegal.  Because of their illegal status, government agencies and 
organizations often do not provide them with formal infrastructure and 
services. They must procure some of these services in the informal market 
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at exorbitant prices or live without services many take for granted.  Studies 
in several Pacific cities show that poor urban dwellers pay up to five times 
more for such services than higher income city dwellers (UNESCAP 2005).  

In addition, if a community is fortunate enough to secure land it is often 
located in the most undesirable and distant location.  Development on this 
land is often haphazard, leaving no space for the installation of 
infrastructure. Moreover public works systems in developing countries are 
complicated and disorganized, and do not provide satisfactory nor 
expanded services. They are also susceptible to corruption and 
politicisation.  In an attempt to eliminate deficits in these agencies, charges 
for these services are raised at the expense of meeting consumer needs 
(Solo et al. 1993).   Inadequate state services in general undermine 
community members’ basic human needs in various ways.  We have chosen 
to describe specific state services below to highlight in some detail how 
communities are affected by either the poor quality or the lack of these 
services.  

 

Water and Sanitation 

Water and Sanitation is a basic service that all humans should have the right 
to access, yet in communities of poverty across the developing world, 
figures indicate that 50% of households in urban areas in Africa (150 
million) and Asian countries (700 million) lack access to safe water.  As 
well, 60% (180 million in Africa and 800 million in Asia) lack access to 
adequate sanitation. The figures for Latin America and Caribbean are 30% 
and 40% respectively for water and sanitation (UN-Habitat 2003).   

Households in areas of poverty often procure water from other neighbour’s 
pipes with access or wells, from vendors and tanker trucks or from naturally 
occurring water such as open streams and rainwater (Hewett and 
Montgomery 2001). A majority of these households must purchase water 
from vendors, which is more expensive than water from the state’s piped 
grid. Women especially bear the brunt of labour resulting from limited or 
no infrastructure, since they often bear the responsibility of providing water 
for their homes (UN-Habitat 2003). 

This lack of clean water also has dire health affects in terms of sanitation.  
Sanitary conditions in urban slums are woefully inadequate leading to 



28 

disease and deplorable living conditions.   In slum sections in Nairobi 
Kenya, a 10-seater toilet facility with two bathrooms needs to serve a 
population of 1500 residents. A 1998 survey in Ahmedabad in India 
showed that 80% of slum residents had no water connection and 93% rely 
on unhygienic communal toilets (UN-Habitat 2003).  Without access to 
clean drinking water and proper sanitation, people living in these 
communities are forced to focus on ways to satisfy basic requirements for 
human survival that many take for granted. 

 

Energy 

In urban communities of poverty household energy consumption is mainly 
for cooking, heating of water and other small scale uses.  However, there is 
also an energy demand for state and private activities, such as health 
centres, emergency facilities, schools and commercial organisations. 

Urban communities of poverty suffer from a phenomenal inequality in the 
global distribution of energy.  The disparity between how people from 
various parts of the planet consume their energy has severe global impacts.  
In several Asian developing economies, average electricity consumption is 
300 kilowatt-hours per person, which is 30 times lower than the 9000-
kilowatt hours per person in Europe and North America (UNESCAP 2006). 
As well as this global imbalance there is often a drastic difference between 
the energy consumed from neighbourhood to neighbourhood, with the 
wealthier and elite neighbourhoods living in a lifestyle mirroring the 
Western world’s energy intake while impoverished areas live in a pre-
industrialisation manner. 

Due to the inaccessible and high cost of electricity many countries in the 
developing world still rely heavily on biomass as a major fuel source. WHO 
estimates that more than half the world’s population cooks and heats with 
solid fuel, including biomass and coal (WHO 2006).  While this is more 
prevalent in rural areas, many city dwellers still rely on solid fuel, which 
poses numerous health and environmental impacts.  These impacts include 
acute respiratory problems, possible fatality due to airborne particulates, 
deforestation and loss of biodiversity (WHO 2006).  These examples show 
how energy accessibility can impact the cost and quality of living, people’s 
health and the environment within a community 
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Public Transportation 

The lack of public transportation plagues many societies; however, it 
critically impacts those individuals for whom the option of purchasing an 
automobile or scooter doesn’t exist.  As urban areas quickly grow, people 
with the least resources typically settle on the outskirts of the city centre, 
this impedes their ability to find employment and connect to state services.  
Where public transport is available, it is often overcrowded, time 
consuming, rickety and unreliable. In Tanzania, for instance, travel in 
deprived communities during fair weather is difficult and costly, yet almost 
impossible during the rainy season due to treacherous roads (Olvera et al. 
2003).  

Transportation difficulties directly affect an individual’s access to other 
services (e.g. health and education) and reduce the number of accessible 
jobs.  Long travel times increase fatigue of labour intensive, unskilled 
employment reducing productivity, energy and time for rejuvenation among 
workers (Olvera et al. 2003).  It is indicated that inadequate transport and 
communication services are major constraints in achieving key health 
targets in developing countries.  WHO estimates that 40-60% of people in 
developing countries live more than eight kilometers from a health care 
facility (DFID-UK 2002).  Besides facilitating the evacuation of the sick or 
pregnant women to hospital and other emergencies, transportation aids in 
the acquisition and distribution of drugs, vaccines etc. essential for the well-
being of a community. 

 

Emergency Services 

Emergency services include fire service, flood protection, paramedics and 
police. Emergency services in slum settlements are often inadequate to deal 
with even the lowest demand, not to mention what occurs when the demand 
is increased due to the vulnerability of these settlements.  In conditions 
where 50 to 70% of a city’s dwellers live in urban settlements, the risk of 
disaster is high. Limited police service is an example supporting the 
reinforcing loop in which communities of poverty find themselves trapped.  
The lack of police in these specific areas leads to an increase in exploitation 
and violence (Mitlin 2005).   Inadequate emergency services aggravate an 
already disregarded problem, and increase the precarious nature of already 
vulnerable neighbourhoods.  
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Education 

Education among the urban poor is characterized by insufficient school 
sizes, which constrain pupils’ access to a quality education, increase 
prohibitive school expenses, and continue to reinforce gender inequality. 
Public authorities fail to provide adequate school infrastructure, as well as 
safety nets to ensure pupils continue to stay in school even in the face of 
family economic hardship. Often the quality of education in these schools is 
tremendously low, especially in comparison to the high-income 
neighbourhoods in the city.  Moreover, insecure and unaffordable transport 
services decrease pupils’ access to an already inadequate school system 
(Baharoglu and Kessides 2002).  These issues which also include 
transportation, social and economic constraints often lead parents to decide 
that schooling is not viable.  In Thailand for instance, some children were 
removed from school by their parents, because of the combined effect of 
transport and education costs (DFID- UK 2002).  This limited or complete 
lack of access to quality education for children of all ages reinforces the 
cycle of poverty in growing communities strengthening the poverty traps 
related to education. 

 

Health 

Health related issues are one of the major contributory factors to the 
incidence of chronic poverty in developing countries. In Nairobi, Kenya, 
2004 figures show an extreme low of 20 hospital beds per 100,000 people 
(Kibaru et al. 2004). According to Swardt et al. there are mutually 
reinforcing interactions between malnutrition, poor hygiene, sanitation, 
morbidity and continued deprivation. Again in Nairobi, child mortality rates 
in slums are greater than elsewhere, exceeding even rural statistics for 
Kenya. It has been indicated that the high level of malnutrition and stunted 
growth among children is evidence of the nutritional vulnerability of the 
urban poor (Montgomery and Hewett 2004). 

Health problems can derive from unhygienic living conditions, no access to 
water, inadequate state policies and an overall distinct failure of public 
services to keep pace with population growth and the basic needs of their 
marginalised citizens.  A UN-Habitat report estimated that 2.2 million 
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people die yearly as a result of improper sanitation, and of this figure a 
substantial portion are children. Child mortality rates in cities without 
proper sanitation conditions are ten to twenty times higher than those with 
adequate or basic living conditions (UN-Habitat 2003).  There is an obvious 
connection between the numerous variables listed above and their 
contribution to the high instances of health problems in urban communities 
of poverty.  Poor health in entire communities can also impede motivation 
and energy to work together to improve their current conditions. 

 

Housing 

One of the increasing dilemmas for urban community of poverty is the 
subject of housing.  The complete lack of housing, hazardous housing or 
insecure land tenure has broad effects on people and their ability to meet 
their basic human needs.  There are numerous detrimental effects associated 
with housing which directly and indirectly reinforce the sub-standard living 
conditions in slum settlements, such as increases in disease, higher costs for 
basic services and limited access to employment and state services.  

As defined by UN-Habitat, a slum “is a household that lacks any one of the 
following five elements: access to improved water, access to improved 
sanitation, security of tenure, durability of housing, and sufficient living 
area (defined as not more than two people sharing the same room)” (UN-
Habitat 2006).  A squatter is defined as a person who lives on property to 
which they do not have legal title (COHRE 2005).   

Although not every squatter lives in a slum, nor are all people who live in 
slums squatters, the correlation between the two has substantial overlaps. 
UN-Habitat estimates that by 2030 three billion people will be in need of 
housing and basic infrastructure, contrasted against the current figure of an 
estimated one billion people living in slums worldwide (UN-Habitat 2005).  
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Figure 3.4. Projected Slum Populations  Source:  UN-HABITAT 2005 

State and local government’s attempts to address housing have been either 
inadequate or inappropriate. A good example of government’s failure 
occurred in South Africa in 1994 when the African National Congress, after 
securing authority, promised to build 1 million homes.  However instead of 
giving each household money in the form of a building subsidy, or at the 
least recruiting the opinions and help of the citizens for whom the houses 
where being built, the government privately contracted the building of these 
housing units.  The result of this endeavour was problematic homes that 
were woefully designed (many were only a single room structure with a 
latrine), badly constructed and built in areas that were too far from 
employment opportunities. (Mitlin and Satterthwaite 2004). 

Hazardous housing conditions result from factors more complex than only 
poor construction. For example, the use of paraffin instead of electricity due 
to its lower cost is a major contributor (De Swardt  et al. 2005).  As well the 
lack of water and sanitation services can lead to diseases varying in 
intensity from cholera and typhoid to conjunctivitis, amoebic dysentery and 
diarrhea (UN-Habitat 2003).  

The insecure nature of land tenure in squatter settlements is further 
exacerbated when corrupt landlords abuse their power.  This abuse of 
power manifests itself in numerous ways from bribes exhorted by landlords 
to actually eviction without cause. Unfortunately, in the developing world 
many government initiatives aimed at “cleaning up” cities actually leads to 
the displacement of hundreds of thousands of people each year (COHRE 
2005). 
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In Zimbabwe, a government initiative called Operation Murambatsvina 
meaning “drive out rubbish,” has evicted over 700,000 people and 
disrupted basic services for 2.4 million people.  Residents’ dwellings are 
being destroyed by bulldozers and flamethrowers; in some instances the 
owners of the houses themselves are made to tear down their own houses at 
gunpoint or pay the cost of demolition (COHRE 2005).   

If there is no help from the state to alleviate housing dilemmas the struggle 
to secure or maintain housing is tied directly to an individual’s income and 
access to credit. Individuals from communities of poverty are usually 
unable to obtain credit and their insecure living conditions often affect their 
ability to garner adequate wages, reinforcing the poverty trap.  Perhaps the 
most tragic factor in this equation is the fact that the urban poor often have 
the knowledge, skills, and social capital to address the above deprivations; 
but the institutional structures in place, excluding them from states services, 
thwart the utilization of these skills (Mitlin and Satterthwaite 2004).  
Housing issues have become the centre of many grassroots community 
movements, a few of which this research will examine more closely.  

 

Rule of Law 

In many communities in the developing world, especially slums and other 
economically depressed areas, certain services such as judicial and police 
are denied to the inhabitants.  This can be due to the area being physically 
inaccessible, or can simply illustrate a failure in the government to provide 
these services, ultimately resulting in the undermining of people’s basic 
human needs. 

The volatile nature of this current situation has its origins in diverse roots 
ranging from the structural chaos resulting from colonialism and 
international intervention, to corruption, to military coups and an over all 
unequal distribution of their state’s resources among citizens.  

In addition to the social implications corruption negatively impacts 
economic activity, ultimately undermining the confidence of local and 
international investors.  This loss of confidence in a state’s public and 
private sectors contributes to the flight of social, economic and political 
capital from a country. This further leads to the undermining of service 
delivery to the very poor, since fewer resources will be available for social 
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programmes. Finally, the loss of public confidence in rule of law by 
government institutions leads to an increase in political instability and 
violence (UN-Habitat 2004, 12 –13). 

The poor bear the brunt of the effects since corruption contributes to an 
increase in insecurity and violence within urban settings. A limited 
municipal budget means that civil servants, judges, police and emergency 
personnel are underpaid, increasing the likelihood for corruption through 
bureaucratic and opaque administrative practices. As many of the above 
variables have illustrated such as state services and housing, the 
inaccessibility of certain slums also plays an important role. In the year 
2000 29% of cities in the developing world had areas considered 
inaccessible or dangerous to the police. In Latin America and the 
Caribbean, this figure was 48 % (UN-Habitat 2001).  When considering 
accessibility in the context of a limited municipal budget, it becomes 
clearer how insufficient rule of law contributes to the overcrowding of 
prisons, child abuse, rape and neglecting of basic services. (Simone 2000).  
When the state does not provide adequate rule of law, if any at all, 
community members’ feelings of security are terribly compromised.  In 
turn the feelings generated from the lack of protection can lead to the 
undermining of a number of other basic human needs. 

 

Social Exclusion 

While difficult to quantify, social exclusion is a large contributor to the 
current state of cities in the developing world.  If community members feel 
excluded, they are unable to participate in making decisions that might 
affect them; their needs are impeded because they do not feel a part of their 
own community.  Social Exclusion can be a result of religion, gender, 
ethnicity, education or income level according to dominant political group 
or organizational affiliation.  It may also occur as result of people’s past 
experiences working with NGOs/CSOs, and this previous involvement may 
affect community members’ feelings of being included or excluded 
(Dorsner 2004). 

As a result of the rapid rural-urban migration, when people first arrive from 
an outside community they maybe susceptible to exclusion if they have no 
access to existing networks upon their arrival (Devas 2004, 61).   Already 
marginalized individuals or members of minority groups will become 
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further vulnerable if their new community contains no organisations 
representing them (Devas 2004, 63). In the context of community 
development belonging to a vulnerable or marginalised group has 
immeasurable implications.  When people have been excluded time and 
time again they are reluctant to believe their voice and ideas will be 
considered.  To combat this cynicism or diminished hope, a strong and 
intentional approach is necessary to draw these marginalised oppressed 
groups into the discussion. Low self-esteem and confidence, resulting from 
and reinforcing social exclusion, stem from the psychological impact of an 
individual’s inability to participate which is inherently linked to levels of 
education, economic and social aspects of this individual or group of 
individuals (Dorsner 2004). 

An example of how this lack of trust leads to exclusion is illustrated in the 
case study of a microfinance institution in Senegal.  The steering committee 
was dominated by one political group, the NGO overseeing the project was 
understaffed, and community members did not have trust in the 
management of the process (Dorsner 2004).  These factors make it 
impossible for the institution to achieve their desired success. 

Exclusion can also be psychological, stemming from many of the above 
factors, where low confidence and self-esteem contribute to lack of 
participation or feelings of exclusion; this has inherent links to levels of 
education, economic and social aspects of the individual or group of 
individuals (Dorsner 2004). 

 

Lack of Time 

The issue of time is complex especially because it is closely interwoven 
with other variables that undermine basic human needs.  A plethora of 
people spend much of their time attempting to satisfy their need for 
subsistence. This may be due to an exhaustive work routine or the lack of 
services, such as water and basic sanitation, where time is spent in queues 
at the water taps or latrines (Devas 2004, 46).  Time is also consumed when 
a person’s place of employment requires long journeys on public 
transportation (Olvera et al. 2003).  These daily responsibilities monopolize 
an individual’s time leaving them minimal if any spare time.  This directly 
relates to participation where people in such communities of poverty find it 
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difficult to justify taking time to participate in endeavours initiated by 
NGO’s or the local government (Goolooba-Mutebi 2004). 

 

Apathy 

Apathy occurs as causality when many or all of the above variables cause 
individuals to loose faith or hope in the future.  This can occur as a result of 
extended periods of unemployment, the futility of the continuous daily 
struggle or frustration due to failed attempts to participate relating in social 
exclusion (Goolooba-Mutebi 2004).  Over time, even the most optimistic of 
individuals can grow weary and disillusioned by repeated disparaging 
experiences with society and the exclusionary aspects of its institutions.  In 
the most severe case, these feelings can manifest themselves as apathy or 
fatalism, which can impede the meeting of all basic and fundamental 
human needs (Max-Neef 1991). 

 

Climate Change 

There is increasing evidence that the global climate is changing due to 
anthropogenic means, which will create varying weather conditions around 
the world.  For those people who are living in tenuous conditions, such as 
those mentioned above, these conditions could pose substantial additional 
risks.  Some risks include the following: death and injury associated with 
flooding, food-related and waterborne infections, salination of the drinking 
water supply due to increasing sea-level and increased social conflict due to 
decreased natural resources (WHO 2000).  

The actual estimates of those who will be affected by climate change are 
difficult to project because scientists are still learning about socio-
ecological interactions and the effects on climate change.  However, it can 
be ascertained that those communities currently lacking infrastructure and 
services will become more vulnerable due to decreased resiliency in times 
of environmental challenges. 
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Labour Market X  X X X X X X X

State Services X X X X X X X X X

Housing X  X X X  X X X

Rule of Law X X  X X X X X X

Social Exclusion X X X X X X X X X

Lack of Time X  X X  X X X X

Apathy X X X X   X X X

Climate Change  X  X X  X  X

Table 3.1 Variables affecting Basic Human Needs* 

*This table represents a summary of the process our group’s research in determining 
variables affecting communities of poverty. X’s indicate where a human need is 
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undermined.  Please note, that as Max-Neef’s definition of each need is largely left to 
personal interpretation, this research group determined that a basic human need was being 
violated through group discussion based on reading and experience. 

 

3.1.3  What is Being Done? 

Building From Strong Social Capital  

When examining the variables that undermine people’s basic human needs, 
it is also important to look at the ways in which people are currently 
satisfying needs themselves.  These positive building or strengthening of 
social capital may be a result of traditions brought during migration from 
rural areas or arise from necessity.  Regardless of the origins, these positive 
characteristics can be strong contributors to urban social networks and the 
building of social capital (Beall 2001). 

Pooling money, communal meal sharing and overall physical and 
psychological support to family members and neighbours in times of crisis 
are some of the ways that community members currently collaborate 
(Devas 2004).  Often in urban areas the sphere of family and kinship 
expands to embrace a more extended network.  This occurs because people 
must rely on extended family or pseudo-kinship to offer support normally 
provided by close family members (Beall 2001). One organised form of 
these support groups are Ethnic or Hometown Associations which currently 
form in the urban areas as a way to create social networks and strengthen 
communities with new inhabitants.  These organisations often have direct 
links with the original community where members are from, and offer a 
way to retain a connection between the inhabitants of the hometown and 
those who have immigrated to urban areas.   

 

Development and Aid Approaches 

The relationship between the different variables in urban areas within the 
developing world is very complex. Currently there are several approaches 
that aim at alleviating poverty in the developing world by providing the 
“minimum economic, social, political and cultural goods needed to 
maintain an acceptable way of life” (UNESCAP 2005).  Many of these non-



39 

governmental approaches have arisen as a result of the state’s inability to 
deal with the vast range of emerging and existing community issues 
(Fischer 2006).  These approaches are a combined effort of arrangements 
made between Community Based Organisations (CBOs), CSOs and state 
agencies to represent or serve the needs of excluded groups (Mitlin 2004; 
Lucas 2001).  They take numerous forms from the creation of spaces where 
citizens, experts and/or governments cooperate on policy issues to specific 
actions aimed at catalyzing the right-based approach to development 
(Fischer 2006). There are also select examples of governmental-sponsored 
participatory arrangements that involve citizens in local government 
decision-making (Baiocchi 2003).  In the first two sections the two 
predominant approaches in respect to aid and community development will 
be described.  The following examples provide a brief summary of the 
various ways community needs are currently being addressed in reflection 
of the above variables existing in urban communities of poverty within the 
developing world. 

Top-Down vs. Community-Driven Delivery Approach 

The current development strategy is often market driven or top-down not-
for-profit delivery approaches (Carley et al. 2001). In several cases, 
solutions are generated by professionals external to the community, who are 
regarded as people with the knowledge and ‘keys’ for addressing all 
community problems. They focus on the delivery of tangible products to 
meet people’s needs, rather than enhancing people’s capacity to provide for 
themselves (Mitlin and Satterthwaite 2004).  Even in the instances when the 
community is consulted, most often they are not given the opportunity for 
involvement in the process of generating solutions.  For example, in 
Faisalabad, a Pakistani city of close to 2 million inhabitants, politicians 
with the support of donors invested a substantial amount of money in the 
water and drainage infrastructure.  However, as a result of the community 
not being consulted the work was of poor quality and unnecessarily 
expensive.  The completion of the project resulted in non-functioning 
drains, and water supply that fails to reach all areas of the planned 
settlements (Mitlin and Satterthwaite 2004, 141). This is one of many 
examples how, in general, externally generated interventions and solutions 
fail despite funding and good intentions.  

On the contrary, community driven solutions are far more successful. In the 
same city, between 1995 and 1999, the Anjuman Samaji Behbood (ASB) 



40 

NGO succeeded in developing and constructing a piped water and 
underground sewer system with 253 houses benefiting from in-house 
connections to water and 1300 houses on the sewer system. This project 
was self-financed, and at its completion the community had invested around 
US $19,000, which was a third of the state agency’s estimated cost (Mitlin 
and Satterthwaite 2004, 151). 

Top down solutions often fall short because they are out of touch with the 
reality of what is happening on the ground (Carley et al. 2001).  Several of 
the current approaches to development in communities of poverty, while 
making important contributions related to specific issues, are short-lived, ad 
hoc, fragmented or result in increasing these communities dependence on 
external support (UNESCAP 2005).  Moreover, large portions of 
development projects ignore the needs of the growing numbers of poor and 
marginalised in urban communities of poverty (Carley et al. 2001).  One of 
the reasons is that development ‘experts’ lack knowledge about the specific 
issues in these communities, and fail to understand that the solutions are as 
specific as the issues themselves.  The solutions offered by external 
‘experts’ often reflect the belief that solutions for the poor involve 
‘upliftment’ whereby the poor should model their material lives after the 
middle class (Mitlin and Satterthwaite 2004). Such efforts at integrating the 
poor into the middle class by purely economic means always result in 
failure, because community members’ skills and potential contributions are 
devalued. They fail to recognize that several of these people survive in 
ways that are different from the formal world (Mitlin and Satterthwaite 
2004). 

The short-term project based nature of aid is yet another significant factor 
contributing to development’s ineffectiveness.  The institutional structure of 
several donor agencies require quick results, and are rarely designed to 
support long-term oriented community development processes (Mitlin and 
Satterthwaite 2004).  This nature of funding adversely affects agencies’ 
abilities to focus on empowering the community, rather than searching for 
the next potential donor or completing quarterly progress reports.  In 
addition, when the need to search for donors becomes a primary focus, 
development work is often viewed as requiring immediate and tangible 
improvements.  This outlook changes development into a market 
transaction and the importance of involving the community in the process is 
overlooked (Satterthwaite 2006).   
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Process Approaches 

Our research indicates that development experiences more success when 
the process is driven with an emphasis placed on local capacity, and when 
community members are empowered to make appeals to their local social 
support institutions and service providers (Mitlin and Satterthwaite 2004; 
Carley et al. 2001).  Deprivations facing urban communities of poverty are 
best addressed when strong, effective local processes are encouraged to 
flourish (Mitlin and Satterthwaite 2004).  This emphasizes the realization 
that no external plan, solution or organization can effectively solve a 
community’s problems (Rans 2005). The community needs to participate 
actively in deciding the nature and shape of the services they require 
(Fischer 2006).  Mobilizing social capital within a community involves 
connecting local assets, cultivating the skills and resources of its people, 
harnessing the power of voluntary associations and recognizing other assets 
present in the local institutions and economy. Asset-based community 
development that is internally focused and relationship driven ensures a 
more self-reliant community, which is better equipped to address its needs 
(Rans 2005). 

Although, “local actions are not all successes, and those that are may not be 
replicable in any simple way, they represent the way forward for 
sustainable development” (Carley et al. 2001, 22). “People invariably want 
to participate in something tangible, in improving their lives and having the 
satisfaction of self-development, and the confidence it engenders” (Carley 
et al. 2001, 4). Understanding the balance between building social capital 
and accomplishing tangible results enables development through the 
community, which ultimately has far reaching implications.  Our research 
indicates that finding this balance between empowerment and actual results 
has proven difficult for numerous development agencies.  For example, 
entering a community, with grandiose promises about the possibilities for 
improvement, without the understanding and ability to motivate concrete 
improvements can increase disillusionment in a community.  Whereas, 
when external agencies focus on tangible infrastructure as in the Faisalabad 
example, there are also risks of failure. At the same time, simply adopting 
existing solutions developed by the community is not sufficient (Mitlin and 
Satterthwaite 2004).  The key to success is developing solutions by finding 
a balance of involvement between community and agencies, which 
together, have the ability to catalyze change.  
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Examples of What is Being Done 

The following examples provide a brief summary of the various ways 
community needs are currently being addressed in reflection of the above 
variables existing in urban communities of poverty within the developing 
world. These examples include: micro-credit and savings and loan schemes, 
where community members take responsibility for their economic 
livelihood and support one another through small loans; the Porto Alegre 
budgetary meetings which demonstrate the importance of inclusion of the 
community when the government makes decisions affecting them; and the 
Urban Resource Centre, which shows how academia, community as well as 
NGOs can come together to gather and disseminate pertinent information 
for the community.  While these examples may represent a downstream 
approach, by addressing existing problems, these few examples have 
influenced our research.  These examples, examined with a strategic and 
systemic view, represent community action; the approaches of these 
examples have influenced the elements of the community space as well as 
the process guidelines for the creation of such a space. 

 

Micro-Credit and Savings & Loan Schemes 

Presently, local tactics for addressing deprivations range anywhere from 
micro-credit and housing federations, to community asset management 
(D’Cruz and Satterthwaite 2005) and the negotiation for basic services such 
as food and health care (Mitlin and Satterthwaite 2004). Several of these 
projects, regardless of the longevity of the original issue, have long-term 
implications for the community.  For instance, micro-credit or saving & 
loans schemes, “create a core, organized group within communities around 
which other issues of concern can be discussed and addressed by activating 
other community members” (UNESCAP 2005, 7). Micro-credit and savings 
and loans schemes are one of the ways that communities have tried 
internally to cope with factors undermining basic human needs.  These 
schemes may be structured in a more traditional, yet informal way such as 
with Esusu in Nigeria.  Typically, women agree on a weekly contribution 
and the number of members determined the length of the loan’s rotation 
cycle (Lucas 2001, 190).  Other more formal types of micro-credit include 
non-collateral organisations such as the Grameen Bank and other forms of 
NGO micro-credit (Yunas 2006). 
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One example of how micro-credit has been used to address the immediate 
needs of a community is the grassroots organization, Country Women’s 
Association of Nigeria (COWAN).  COWAN “combines both human and 
financial resources to achieve economic and social development” (Lucas 
2001, 189).  Through this organization micro-lending is used to give 
opportunities to women for income generation.  These loans are short term 
and small scale, similar to the Grameen Bank (Hossain 1998).  This type of 
micro-credit is based on the principle that poor people are not in need of 
charity, rather credit which formal banks hesitate to offer without proper 
collateral.  Similar to the Grameen Bank, COWAN views credit as a human 
right, and as a viable way for people to lift themselves out of poverty 
(Lucas 2001, 190; Hossain 1998).   

Micro-credit, as a strategy to utilize the bottom-up approach is only one 
part of COWAN’s functions.  They also work with rural and urban women 
in Nigeria to encourage self-sufficiency, true participation and 
organizational responsibility to develop real solutions to the issues in the 
community.  This empowerment occurs when women are in a position to 
make decisions for themselves.  When provided with loans women can 
begin to gain economic stability, and then direct their attention to tackling 
larger scope improvements at the local and then national level (Lucas 2001, 
190). Beyond the micro-economic element, women who joined COWAN 
have become empowered members in their community who are capable of 
igniting macro-economic and social development (Lucas 2001). 

Another example of how micro-credit has been used to address the current 
state of urban settings is through the South African Homeless People’s 
Federation.  This organization, through their affiliation with the NGO 
People’s Dialogue on Land and Shelter, has organized urban communities 
in South Africa to find solutions to their housing issues through micro-
credit.  The Homeless People’s Federation is a collection of over 1500 local 
community organizations that seek to empower people through 
participation and the use of collective resources as a means of 
empowerment (Mitlin and Satterthwaite 2004). 

The Federation uses micro-credit as the ‘glue’ in their development 
strategy. They offer three types of micro-credit: income generation, 
economic crisis and housing loans (Mitlin and Satterthewaite 2004, 199).  
Incorporated in these micro-credit schemes are the principles that people 
know what is best for them and their community, and that from successful 
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implementation of these solutions communities can share and learn from 
one another.  Often, loans begin on a small scale during economic crisis, 
but then expand to offer opportunities for income generation and the 
creation of housing.  In a few cases, these community lending groups 
collaborated on purchasing land which then allowed them access to state 
housing subsidies (Mitlin and Satterthwaite 2004). 

In both of these examples, micro-credit is a bottom-up approach aimed at 
fulfilling the immediate needs which may impede personal or community 
development.  These schemes, which are based on trust rather than 
collateral, are maintained by small groups that share a common 
understanding of the rules of borrowing, repayment and accountability.  
These lending mechanisms based on trust have proven to be quite 
successful, as can be seen by the low rate of default (Mitlin and 
Satterthwaite 2004, 199; Lucas 2001, 190).  Micro-credit poses practical 
ways for people to solve their own problems by focusing on single issues in 
a collective manner.  In addition, as illustrated in both the COWAN and the 
Homeless Federation examples, micro-credit opportunities prompt people 
to become further involved in improving their communities.  These 
opportunities can also be employed in a way, which draws people into 
organizations eventually encouraging more active community participation.  
As well, once people feel more financially secure they are able to take on 
more responsibilities and become valuable contributors to the welfare of 
their community.  

Porto Alegre’s Participatory Budget 

In the case of Porto Alegre’s participatory budget, the sponsorship and 
presence of the state was integral in encouraging participation in the 
decision-making process.  The participatory budgeting in Porto Alegre is an 
initiative in Brazil, which allows participants from all neighbourhoods to 
have significant input in decision-making processes for their 
neighbourhoods.  Typically, budgeting sessions include broad and diverse 
segments from the population within the city’s districts. Delegates regularly 
attend assemblies to collaborate and educate themselves on potential and 
current city projects ranging from road construction to health delivery and 
social services (Baiocchi 2003). The meetings are run by a facilitator who is 
responsible for adhering to the agenda and deciding whose turn it is to 
speak. The participants usually have little formal education in regards to 
budgeting and city projects, but gain experience through regular attendance. 
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The community member’s a priori information combined with the 
knowledge they gain from attendance has positively influenced the quality 
of discussions. For example, it has been noted that experienced members 
help enforce certain ‘unspoken rules’ and also work in the background to 
solve conflicts (Baiocchi 2003). Another factor, influencing the quality of 
discussions, is the existence of well-defined civic networks, which lead to 
the enhancement of cooperation and collective behaviour towards common 
goals (Baiocchi 2003, 57).  

Often these settings generate “open-ended civic discussions” rather than 
simply addressing budgeting issues and allocating priorities (Baiocchi 
2003, 53). These budgeting meetings have essentially become a central 
place for engaging with other community members.  They display how 
different communities begin to recognize the similarities between each 
other, and they also serve as places for collective and pragmatic problem-
solving across various communities.  In addition, the state’s involvement in 
these deliberations has enabled the provision of resources necessary for 
implementation of the decisions taken (Baiocchi 2003).  Attendance to 
these budgeting assemblies has increased over the years from less than a 
1,000 in 1990 to around 13,000 in 2001.  The tangible results also indicate 
the level of success that the participatory budgeting process has 
experienced. In just a year, from 1997 to1998, the percentage of residents in 
the city with access to running water had increased from 75% to 98% 
(Baiocchi 2003).  The Porto Alegre Participatory Budget is now being used 
as a model for other communities due to its inclusive stakeholder 
involvement and its ability to simultaneously address issues of exclusion, 
granting a voice to community members and valuing the opinions of all 
participants. 

The Urban Resource Centre 

The Urban Resource Centre (URC) provides another example where 
positive results have arisen from the community’s involvement in decision-
making.  The URC is a clearing-house for information relating to social, 
political and environmental issues mainly concerning communities of 
poverty in Karachi.  The premise at its foundation was to collect and 
disseminate information, because the knowledge of NGOs, CBOs, 
professional institutions and academia is often scattered, unpublicised and 
not easily accessible (Hassan 1998) and therefore needs to be centralized.  
In addition, there is a substantial amount of knowledge, which is unknown 
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due to lack of statistics, researchers’ inability to conduct an accurate census 
as an outsider, and other constraints arising from the living conditions in 
urban communities of poverty.  Often, development projects are undertaken 
without consulting all stakeholders, especially the supposed beneficiaries of 
such projects.  The plans and implementation in the development field is 
almost always undertaken by a combination of politicians, bureaucrats, 
formal sector developers and international agencies. This excludes many 
stakeholders especially, CBOs, informal interest groups and other members 
of the community.  When these stakeholders are excluded from the 
planning process, the possibilities for corruption and inappropriate, 
insensitive projects is exacerbated (Hassan 1998). 

To combat this discrepancy in knowledge, the URC identifies the 
stakeholders and issues involved in shaping the development of Karachi, 
conducts further research on major urban development projects and offers 
an analysis about their effects on communities. Their database of 
knowledge draws from researched case studies, forums on different 
subjects involving communities, community driven assessments and 
information gathered from informal service providers, state agencies, 
academia and CSOs.  This database is well documented, cohesive and 
available for dissemination to various interest groups.  The existence of 
such a knowledge database increases public awareness, which through 
increased stakeholders involvement, offers alternatives to government 
plans.  The URC also holds forums on relevant issues within communities 
of poverty to strengthen links between the community, NGOs, CSOs and 
professionals able to offer valuable advice. The topics discussed at these 
forums range from transport and land management to sewerage and water 
supply (URC 2006). 

The URC has fulfilled several diverse purposes due to way it has 
approached knowledge and the issues surrounding knowledge processes 
and workers.  The involvement of stakeholders in the knowledge gathering 
and disseminating process has far reaching implications directly improving 
social capital and community member empowerment.  The URC also 
facilitates the exchange of knowledge between groups such as flat owners, 
commuters, resource personnel, experts, and working women.  This 
exchange provides a means by which these groups can identify the cause 
and effect relationship of their problems. For instance, through URC’s 
activities, the Karachi Mass Transit Project (KMTP) became more 
environmentally-friendly and cost effective.  This occurred because 
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necessary information and alternatives were collated and provided to 
citizen’s groups who in turn pressured city authorities about their plans. 
URC also played a major role in preventing the Lyari Expressway project 
from taking place.  This project would have forced 125,000 people to 
evacuate their settlement, and also had adverse environmental implications 
for the city.  As a result of this community action, a by-pass was 
constructed, as proposed by the URC, instead of the expressway (URC 
2006).   

 

3.2 Desired Future 

In order to move communities towards sustainability, the desired future 
should be clearly defined and co-created by the members of the community. 
For this reason, in this thesis, we neither define the desired future nor the 
specific details within a community’s vision for them.  This is because the 
foundation of our thesis lies in the belief that communities themselves must 
create their own vision.  This desired future and vision must be tailored to 
their own understanding of reality in adherence to the four sustainability 
principles.  An understanding of these principles will enable the community 
to backcast from the vision they have created of a sustainable community.  

 

At the very minimum this vision will consist of:    

A self-reliant sustainable community where: 

 …people are not subject to conditions that systematically 
 undermine their capacity to meet their needs… 

And the community does not contribute to the systematic increasing of… 

        …concentrations of substances extracted from the Earth’ crust, 

            …concentrations of substances produced by society, 

 …and degradation of natural systems by physical means. 
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     (Robèrt et al 2005) 

By self-reliance we mean that the community will have the capacity to 
manage their own affairs, to make their own judgments and to decide their 
own future with the aim of becoming more independent and self-sufficient. 
Max-Neef points out that self-reliance should be understood in terms of a 
horizontal interdependence as opposed to an isolationist tendency of the 
part of nations, regions, local communities or cultures (Max-Neef 1991, 
58).   Abusive authoritarian relationships will be absent in this definition of 
interdependency and it will instead combine harmoniously the objectives of 
economic growth, social justice, personal development and freedom in 
order to achieve both the collective and the individual satisfaction of 
different fundamental human needs. 

It is clear that through this process, development will be defined from 
within the community instead of being dictated from outside.  This will 
increase creativity, self-confidence and the empowerment of community 
members.  From this vision of the desired future and our understanding of 
community self-development our research aims to find a strategic tool for 
catalyzing internally generated actions that will lead communities towards 
sustainability.  

 

3.3 Making a Case for the Common 
Participatory Space 

By extrapolating the data we realize that there is a tremendous gap between 
the current reality of urban communities of poverty in the developing world 
and the desired future. The effects of globalization and rapid urbanization 
in the developing world fail to create an environment where people’s needs 
are being met.  Many of these needs are being undermined as a result of the 
degradation of natural systems, a good example being the lack of access to 
clean drinking water. The information provided in the current reality 
illustrates how interwoven with one another the different variables are, and 
how the complexity of the situation requires fundamental changes from the 
bottom-up.  In this present age an isolated band-aid within a community 
will do little to heal the source of the wound.  The current reality makes it 
apparent that beneath the surface poverty traps are simply creating new 
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combinations rather than providing avenues for escape for urban 
communities of poverty.   

This strengthening in poverty traps occurs despite the several positive 
outcomes from the process-based approaches to development mentioned 
above, and unfortunately a great multitude of these actions fail to bridge the 
gap in a cohesive and thorough manner.  We believe these shortcomings 
can be addressed by offering a common participatory space as an 
alternative to what is currently being done.  This common participatory 
space will build self-reliance, facilitate random and intentional interactions 
within the community; as well as access and mobilize social capital for 
collaborative decision-making based on a common vision of a sustainable 
community. 

The co-creation of a vision is of vital importance in order to remedy the 
incoherent or short-term nature of the standard approaches to community 
development.  The vision will become the foundation and platform from 
which community members will begin their participatory dialogue, and 
without this shared vision long-term achievements will be undermined.  A 
coherent shared vision, which guides action, is a key to success, as it 
provides purpose and meaning for all members of the community. When 
the purpose of collective action is explicitly defined there is a deeper 
understanding between the member of the community in regards to why 
they exist and what they would like to achieve. This shared vision also 
provides community members with the possibility of making decisions in a 
proactive rather than reactive manner.  Solutions of longevity, arising from 
a vision incorporating the sustainability principles, offer a clear orientation 
point for Strategic Sustainable Development in an uncertain future (Robèrt 
et al. 2004).  Please refer to figure 1.1, Backcasting for a Sustainable 
Community. 

 

3.4 Elements for the Common Participatory 
Space 

We envision a common participatory space that combines elements drawn 
from the above examples and our conceptual framework, which will serve 
as a community hub, fostering participatory dialogue, negotiation and 
decision-making.  Through our analysis of the positive characteristics, 
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processes and actions embedded in examples from our research, we have 
derived the following elements, which we believe constitute salient features 
of a common participatory space.  Many of the elements of the space are 
interlinking and build off one another, where other elements stand alone.  
Our research indicates that while each element may develop at different 
times, that it is the successful combination of all seven elements that will 
help to create the common participatory space. 

 

3.4.1  Inclusive Space 

Social inclusion is defined, “as the process by which efforts are made to 
ensure that everyone, regardless of their experiences and circumstances, can 
achieve their potential in life” (CESI 2005).  This includes:  

• Equal Accessibility 
• Granting Opportunity for All to Have a Voice 
• Equitable Partnership Among All (individuals, government & 

organisations) 

Creating an inclusive space will allow all members of the community an 
opportunity to voice their thoughts, participate in decision-making and in 
general experience a level of comfort at the prospect of becoming involved.  
A majority of our research, in regards to the topic of inclusion, has focused 
on variables or structures that undermine social inclusion.  Social exclusion 
is incredibly complex and is often a combination of many different issues.  
These issues can directly or indirectly be linked to self-esteem, lack of 
education, belonging to an oppressed group and insufficient income level, 
to name a few (Dorsner 2004).  In the hopes of combating social exclusion 
in communities, we have focused on positively reinforcing inclusion as a 
necessary element of the space.  

In the same way that it is difficult to determine the root causes of exclusion, 
measuring inclusion poses a similar challenge.  For this reason, member 
participation will be used as an indicator including the monitoring of the 
following: who and how often individuals speak during meetings, general 
attendance records and assessing the demeanour of a variety of represented 
participants, including women and other vulnerable groups within the 
community.   
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When reflecting on the success experienced by Porto Alegre’s participatory 
budget, a few components of this program highlight areas where a space 
needs to focus in order to increase social inclusion.  Porto Alegre’s success 
has attracted thorough research about its processes. When looking at the 
level of participation between community members, gender and level of 
education play the largest role in inequality.  Fortunately, it has been noted 
that this discrepancy shows signs of levelling out when the years of the 
participant’s experience increases (Baiocchi 2001).  The manner in which 
the meetings are conducted allows for different points to be expressed and 
heard, regardless of an individual’s aptitude or language style.  In addition, 
the meetings have a built in mechanism that fosters understanding about the 
process in order to foster inclusion (Baiocchi 2001).   

In this example, although intangible, we can see that increased participation 
leads to greater inclusion and moves towards true community 
representation.  

“The lesson, I believe, is that participatory settings 
should include mechanisms to deal within 
equalities specific to its setting, and that we should 
reframe “the problem of inequality” as a problem 
of settings and not as a problem of persons. The 
difficulty with lack of education or of the poverty 
of participants is not that these are in themselves 
barriers to deliberating or collective problem 
solving.  Persons across all walks of life are 
effective problem solvers and discussants in their 
own affairs. The difficulty involves establishing a 
setting in which certain types of speech are not 
more valued than others, and in which learning is 
broadly available (Baiocchi 2001, 22).” 

Equitable partnership is not only important between individuals in the 
community who may not feel valued, but also between the community and 
relevant government agencies and organizations (Carley et al. 2001).  One 
challenge of community development work is that often problems affecting 
the community are caused by external actors (Satterthwaite 2006).  As a 
result of this causality, the community may be unable to create change 
without partnering with the state, as well as NGOs and CSOs.  State and 
local government involvement is crucial because many community 
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initiatives are inherently linked with public policy.  Unfortunately our 
research indicates that many partnership attempts between officials, outside 
organizations and communities make the mistake of “projectizing” as an 
approach to urban development (Appardurai 2001).  The focus on projects, 
as discussed, can undermine long-term goals as well as emergent strategies 
within a community.  

One example of successful and equitable partnership between NGOs, 
CBOs, local government and community members is The Alliance working 
with slums in Mumbai, India.  Under the guidance of The Alliance, these 
communities design, develop and build appropriate housing, and upon 
completion invite the government and other multinational institutions to 
partner with them in further work (Satterthwaite 2006; Appardurai 2001).  
This way of partnering brings about practical, innovative solutions that 
create positive relationships among partners.  

‘Equitable partnership’ takes on multiple meanings in terms of inclusion.  
In one way it ensures that community members entering the space will feel 
valued regardless of their gender, education or income level.  On the other 
hand, by inviting in the local government, NGOs and other stakeholders as 
partners, the space aims to keep each partner’s role equitable.  Thereby, 
reinforcing that needs of the community and their vision remains the focal 
point for all action.  

A common participatory space cannot make the claim that inclusion is 
possible to prescribe or impose, but rather that there should be an 
intentional process which values social inclusion.  This is why all 
community stakeholders must be included to reach an accurate 
understanding of any issue.  Each community is unique, and it is expected 
that existing power structures will be mirrored inside the community space 
both with positive and negative reflections (Kauzya 2006).  In conjunction 
with the elements in the following paragraphs, creating an ‘inclusive space’ 
is an over arching element which will provide the opportunity for everyone 
in the community to participate. 
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3.4.2  Knowledge and Asset Sharing 

The community should understand how knowledge processes work and 
whom the knowledge workers will be in order to access existing, crucial 
and relevant information. These processes are: 

• Driven by Both Community, State and NGOs/CSOs 
• Consists of Horizontal and Vertical Knowledge Sharing 

One challenge in creating sustainable communities is that in order for 
participants to make thoughtful and appropriate decisions for themselves, 
they need to have access to relevant information.  This information maybe 
gathered by community members themselves, as in the example of 
community-driven assessment (D’Cruz and Satterthwaite 2005), or 
information and knowledge sharing may involve a cross-section of sectors 
including academia, governmental agencies and civil society organizations 
(URC 2006).  This element of space stresses that information and 
knowledge sharing is not just vertical, but also horizontal.  It has been 
proven that this type of horizontal community-to-community sharing is a 
valuable communications tool that both empowers people and builds 
capacity. 

The Urban Resource Centre, mentioned in previously, is one example of 
how knowledge is gathered and disseminated throughout a community.  In 
1989, with the help of urban planners, academia, grassroots organizations 
and NGOs, the URC was founded as a way to conduct and gather 
knowledge to aid communities in making more informed decisions.  This 
Centre has broadened its original scope and now facilitates a coalition of 
local organizations, as well as holds forums that provide an opportunity for 
poor communities to interact within formal and informal sectors. This 
community space focuses on the dissemination of relevant knowledge 
among people and organizations as a way to strengthen and empower 
communities. As a result of this space, citizen groups have pressured the 
government to improve the public transit system, halt a highway project 
that would have displaced over 125,000 people, as well as excite an interest 
group to form and explore alternatives to the solid waste system in Karachi 
(URC  2006).  Access to reliable and digestible information is necessary for 
community members to build a knowledge base that allows them to make 
erudite choices, which move them towards their vision. 
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The urban shelter or slum federations that exist across the developing world 
employ a number of different strategies to both gather and disseminate 
knowledge.  One effective strategy has been the use of community driven 
surveying and mapping. In this way community-directed data is collected 
and the members feel ownership, which allows them to further develop an 
understanding of their community (D’Cruz and Satterthwaite 2005, 41).  
Among other tools, a key characteristic is the exchange of information and 
knowledge horizontally between communities.  This action has many 
benefits including: the spreading of knowledge, its ability to attract 
numerous participants, cultivating fertile ground for federation building, 
and the creation and strengthening of existing personal bonds (D’Cruz and 
Satterthwaite 2005, 41).  A typical way this horizontal sharing occurs is 
once a project has been noted a success; members from this community will 
visit other communities to share their experiences.  For example, in 1998 a 
federation from South Africa travelled to Zimbabwe to help them develop a 
community enumeration system (D’Cruz and Satterthwaite 2005, 41).  
These particular processes demonstrate that horizontal information sharing 
is mutually beneficial for all members as it builds the trainer’s capacity as 
well as the learner’s. Both vertical and horizontal methods of spreading 
knowledge and understanding will be used in the space to bring in whatever 
information the community may need to make intelligent choices. 

 

3.4.3  Vision-Based 

Creating a vision and developing measures to strategically move towards 
this vision is the basis for the common participatory space.  This element 
will be built from the gathering and dissemination of knowledge.  The 
vision is important in building “a collective sense of what is important and 
why” (Senge et al. 1994, 299). It will incorporate the immediate needs of 
the community from information gathered in the process for the creation of 
the space.  All of the examples of community action and processes begin 
with a focus on one area of community concern (housing, lack of credit, 
lack of information, lack of voice, etc.) rather than having an overarching 
vision which various strategies and measures can be applied.   

The vision will be co-created by community members’ and based on this 
vision, short and long term measures will be co-generated to work to create 
a platform for successful community action.  The vision will be a source of 
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pride in the community and the measures generated will be revisited and 
fine-tuned as part of the process. Mistakes and failure are incorporated into 
the base of the co-learning process. 

 

3.4.4  Participatory Governance Structure 

Participatory Governance structure relates to deliberative democracy theory 
where “deliberation of citizens as reasonable equals is a prerequisite for 
legitimate exercise of authority and a way of transforming the preferences 
and intentions of citizens.” - Gianpaolo Baiocchi 

• Deliberation Process Understood and Accepted by All 
•  Facilitated by Individuals Chosen by Community Members  
• Built-in Conflict Resolution Mechanism 

Similar to the other elements, the interior details of the overarching 
participatory governance structure are dependent on the specific community 
where a space is located.  This means that each sub-point within the 
participatory governance structure will need to be conceptualized and 
decided upon by the community itself.  Therefore, it should be noted, that 
especially within this element there is a tenuous balance between our 
descriptions being too prescriptive or too ambiguous.  The following 
paragraphs are designed in alignment to this balance, in the hopes that the 
essence of this element will be preserved.  

As mentioned in the previous section, our definition of a common 
participatory space is founded on the belief that a space is where citizens 
collaborate on creating their own vision.  The deliberative nature of a space, 
when stimulated, has the potential of taking this created vision and 
transitioning a community towards sustainability.  It has the role of 
empowering local citizens, who when supplied with relevant knowledge 
have the capacity to make local tailored decisions to improve their own 
situations.  As they participate in the decision making process, they will 
feel more confident and committed about implementing their decisions, 
rather than accepting those decisions imposed from outside (Mitlin and 
Satterthwaite 2004).  

In a deliberative setting, participants are granted the opportunity to voice 
their opinions and given a chance to defend to their stance on each specific 
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issue.  This deliberation offers community members the chance to reach a 
common understanding, and collaboratively use this understanding to reach 
a decision.  The process by which decisions are finally reached has been 
left to the community’s volition, and could range from the common 
definition of democracy in which majority rules, to discursive democracy 
where decisions are consensus-based.  

The facilitation of this common participatory space is a crucial sub-
element; since the facilitator will not only set the tone for deliberations, but 
“can influence how a particular participatory space is understood and 
socially experienced by those who enter it” (Fischer 2006, 26).  Ideally the 
facilitator(s) would be members of the community.  However, in the 
beginning, research shows that most often this position requires external 
facilitators to initiate such a project (Satterthwaite 2006; Fischer 2006; 
Krebs and Holley 2006). The facilitator, whether an outsider or member of 
the community, should be as familiar as possible with the community 
members; this also includes an understanding of the community’s historical 
and current context.  In an attempt to shrink the divide between “experts” 
and non-professionals the chosen facilitator must possess “high levels of 
social commitment and personal self-development” (Fischer 2006, 24).  
The facilitator has the responsibility of guiding participants, especially 
newcomers, through the procedures and processes within the space in a way 
that increases their level of comfort and comprehension (Baiocchi, 2001, 
Fischer 2006).  

In the Porto Alegre example, facilitators were professionals from the City 
Hall appointed by the state.  This provided a neutral vantage point, as far as 
facilitation was concerned, over the proceeding.  However, this also creates 
a disconnection between the participants and the facilitator, especially since 
this individual was a state representative.  In the Nazaré district, the 
facilitator used didactic techniques to foster participation, which includes 
offering the audience transparent details about what is happening, how this 
is happening, and why this is happening.  This technique places an 
emphasis on the delivery of unembellished information in a literal way to 
both educate and attract the interest of the participants (Baiocchi 2001).    

This example also stresses the need for a facilitator to balance the 
importance of allowing everyone to have an equitable voice with the value 
of adhering to the original focus of the meeting.  In their book “Deepening 
Democracy”, Fung and Wright state that in order to have a successful 
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deliberation, the discussion should address a specific problem, the 
deliberation should rely on the empowered involvement of ordinary citizens 
and officials in the field, and the experiment should attempt to solve 
problems through processes of reasoned deliberation (Fung and Wright 
2003, 24).  

Finally, the facilitator plays an integral role in ensuring that ‘the 
deliberation process is understood and accepted by all,’ and both of these 
points intertwine with the sub-element of ‘inclusive space’ that emphasizes 
the importance of equitable stakeholder engagement.  It is inappropriate to 
attempt to describe what this sub element, ‘deliberation process understood 
and accepted by all,’ will embody, because it will be a reflection of their 
specific community structure, traditions, assets and the desires of 
individuals within the community.  We believe that existing and familiar 
mechanisms, such as traditional forms of governance, are viable solutions, 
whether these consist of reaching consensus or the common ‘democratic’ 
voting system. 

The Asante in Ghana provide one example of a community that has 
traditionally used consensus to reach collective community decisions 
(CDD-Ghana 2001).  The Asante elders, as well as several other African 
communities, would deliberate until a consensus was reached and joint 
action could be taken.  Deliberations were conducted in a manner that 
ensured all points of view were heard before any proposed scheme or 
activity was begun.  Total consensus was not always achieved, but 
eventually there were compromises, which entailed ‘agreed actions without 
necessarily agreed notions’ (Wiredu 2000, 3).  Such consensual decision-
making processes are often characterized by long deliberations that at times 
may be followed by ‘willing suspension of disagreement by the ‘residual 
minority’.  This outcome supports a general principle, which explains, 
“human beings have the ability eventually to cut through their differences 
to the rock bottom identity of interests” (Wiredu 2000, 12).  The Asante 
believe that simple majority opinion without minority representation is not 
adequate for community decision-making (Wiredu 2000). They believed 
that any stalemate or conflict in deliberation could best be handled through 
dialogue. 

In the Asante community, a conflict resolution mechanism was built into 
their deliberation process to facilitate reconciliation when and if conflict 
would arise.  Conflict resolution mechanisms that have existed traditionally 
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can be of vital assistance in the governance processes of a space, especially 
since they reinforce the need for governance to be of a context-specific 
nature.  A good example of this is the form of Gacaca presenting being 
employed in Rwanda.  Gacaca is a traditional reconciliatory process that 
has been revived and adapted to help restore justice in a post-genocide 
society. Gacaca, which means grassy place, has historically been used to 
settle land disputes and other family law issues.  However, after the 
genocide in 1994, it was proposed as an alternative to assist with the 
backlog in the official courts and initiate the process of healing (Schabas 
2005).   Gacaca is used as a forum to create community involvement as 
members speak openly about their experiences in “the spirit of social 
rehabilitation and reconciliation” (Wierzynska 2004, 23). While gacaca has 
not been completely successful, on the whole it is being hailed as a 
practical and effective way of solving conflict in Rwanda. The restorative 
nature of gacaca creates “community networks of interdependence and 
develops a demand for accountability” (Wierzynska 2004, 26-27).   

Gacaca is simply one example illustrating how traditional mechanisms can 
currently be employed to solve community conflicts, because of its ability 
to mirror local culture and familiar customs.  The relevancy of traditional 
forms of conflict resolution for a space depends on the location of this 
common participatory space, and whether the community is receptive and 
comfortable with using traditional forms of conflict resolution as a way to 
approach resolving conflict. 

 

3.4.5  Community Network Hub 

A common participatory space has the potential of becoming a strong hub, 
which can bring people together, as well as strengthen existing connections 
in the community.  This includes the following: 

• Attractive “place to be” 
• Information is Shared and Accessible 
• Safe Place (physically and emotionally) 
• Provides Opportunity for Random Interaction (casual meeting, 

recreation, social events, and services) 
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Network theory, explained earlier in this paper, provides us with essential 
information in regards to the innate networks at work in all living systems.  
The space should capitalise on the existing network of a community and 
from this foundation begin the construction of new links, nodes and hubs.  
As mentioned earlier the forming and merging of new networks with 
existing ones is a natural process.  However, this process can be accelerated 
within a space to increase community participation, information sharing 
and community interactions (Krebs and Holley 2006).   

We believe that a space can create a hub where all citizens have the 
opportunity to work together to achieve their common vision. In order to 
become and remain a hub, a space needs to be attractive and welcoming.  A 
space should be affiliated with no specific group; otherwise there is a risk 
that it could be labeled as partisan by other members in the community 
(Kauzya 2006; Dorsner 2004; D’Cruz and Satterthwaite 2005). It should 
attract the extremely marginalized members of the community such as poor, 
minorities and women and connect them to the network. The network can 
serve as an avenue for the collaboration and exchange of information, and 
through this members will be able to contribute more to the appropriate 
solutions in their communities through a common understanding.   

The Homeless Peoples’ Federation in South Africa, composed of 85% of 
women is a good example of a network which has succeeded. Created in 
1994 with the support of the NGO People’s Dialogue on Land and Shelter, 
it represents a collective group of autonomous local organizations that 
develop savings and credit schemes in order to remedy housing dilemmas 
in their communities.   Their maxim is learning by doing which draws 
together communities who are doing similar work.  When these 
organisations meet in a horizontal learning process their confidence and 
determination is deepened from these community to community 
interactions.  Once dialogue is initiated these communities are able to share 
their experiences, alternatives are found and they learn more about the 
process of empowerment from one another.  The Homeless People’s 
Federation is managed by formally uneducated woman who have developed 
and honed their skills through community and external support.  In 2000 the 
federation had 80,600 members, and with a savings of 5.2 million Rand 
they were able to construct 8,000 houses (Mitlin and Satterthwaite 2004).  
This success wouldn’t have been possible without the support resulting 
from a strong network within and between communities. 
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An aspect of the space, which works in conjunction and in reflection to the 
Network and Emergence Theory, is the opportunity for random and 
intentional interactions.  This could be fostered in a café, a coffee shop, an 
outdoor meeting area where informal activities continuously take place or 
any other way that is deemed appropriate by the community itself based on 
specific context.  As far as intentional interactions, any formal meetings or 
events will fulfill a large portion of these interactions.  However, the 
community can decide whether they would like to provide more areas for 
intentional interactions.  

As the network becomes more settled and community members begin to 
identify with the space, random interactions will naturally increase.  
However, the amount to which they can increase is directly related to the 
hours which the space as a physical location is open. If community 
members knew they could always find a member of the community to meet 
and talk with, the likelihood that they would randomly stop and visit the 
space would increase.  An increase in random interactions will further 
strengthen the community network by linking individuals and groups who 
may otherwise not had the opportunity to meet.  It is from these interactions 
that emergent strategies and behaviors become apparent (Johnson 2001). 

 

3.4.6  Physical and Visible Location 

The space should be located in an easily accessible and visible location in 
order to increase community participation and to enhance community 
networking capabilities.  It has to be a familiar, positive and recognizable 
place where every community member is able to feel included and 
welcome.  The actual building structure, while being important, isn’t as 
essential as the need for the location to be visible and relatively fixed.  This 
semi-permanent and visible element will hopefully pique the curiosity of 
those members not originally involved when they view and hear activity 
within the space.  If the space is in a semi-permanent location members can 
begin to take ownership of the space.  For example, bulletin boards can be 
installed, a garden could be planted, shared memories revolving around the 
space will begin to accumulate and various projects can be undertaken as a 
community.  As well, once the community has determined how the space 
will receive funding, they can hire permanent or temporary employees to 
perform administrative activities for the space, help in disseminating 
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information and further increase the likelihood of random interactions 
through an open office policy.   

 

3.4.7  Stakeholders’ Accountability for Maintenance 

It is necessary for the space to remain in longevity as a place for 
community participation, dialogue and decision making to ensure 
successful empowerment within the community through their agreed upon 
vision.  Therefore the maintenance of the community’s vision is 
inextricably linked with the physical maintenance of the space.  In order to 
foster and sustain this symmetry we have ascertained that all stakeholders 
should come together to determine how their space would be maintained.  
The involvement of all stakeholders in the maintenance decision further 
prevents those introducing the space to a specific community from 
imposing their own structure on a community to which they may be 
unfamiliar.  This leaves a variety of options open to the community, 
whether they design the space to be community maintained or invite 
external funding from the state or NGOs.   

At first glance a self-maintaining structure appears immensely beneficial to 
the vision of the community, because if collectively they are able to fund 
and manage the space a certain element of the power struggle could be 
disregarded.  In theory equal involvement in maintenance would reinforce 
equitable involvement in the participation, dialogue, and decision-making 
within the space.  However, our research indicates that, in some cases, if the 
maintenance for a space rests solely on the community’s shoulders this 
could actually detract from the intended purpose of the space (Satterthwaite 
2006).  The community may become burdened by daily maintenance tasks, 
and valuable time for participation, dialogue and decision-making could be 
lost.  At the other end of the spectrum, when the maintenance plan for the 
space is designed, it must cautiously address the monetary politics of power 
between all stakeholders.  A serious effort must be paid to ensure that the 
funding for the space comes from a source that will not claim nor exploit 
the potential power, which can be garnered from an initial or continuous 
grant.  This abuse of power could undermine the other elements of the 
space and taint the entire validity of the space. 

In India, the Alliance between SPARC, National Slum Dwellers Federation 
and Mahila Milan provides a notable example of a mutually beneficial 
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arrangement between stakeholders.  The NGO, SPARC, focuses on playing 
a supporting role to the National Slum Dwellers Federation and Mahila 
Milan while encouraging them to research, construct and implement their 
own solutions.  SPARC is unique to the world of NGOs and focuses on 
creating an equitable partnership between all stakeholders.  This 
arrangement allows the women pavement dwellers in Mahila Milan and 
Federation members to gather at SPARC to address problems in their 
community, primarily through the creation of savings groups or micro-
credit (Appadurai 2001). 
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3.5 Process Guidelines for the Common 
Participatory Space 

Processes of engagement may differ between communities since every 
community has its’ own unique structure; however, a few generalities may 
be subsumed. The process of engaging community members in creating a 
space is equally important as the purpose for which it is created. As Diana 
Mitlin and David Satterthwaite concisely explain, “community involvement 
in conceptualizing participation is as important as the participation itself” 
(Mitlin and Satterthwaite 2004, 233). Engagement is a very powerful 
process in bringing about change to collectively address problems.  In this 
process, the beneficiaries of solutions are involved in deliberation of issues 
and implementing these outcomes. When they are able to identify their 
contribution, community members experience ownership and are 
committed to the process and outcomes (Harrison-Ward 2003). 

Along with various readings and interviews from experts and practitioners, 
these guidelines were influenced by a European Commission Research 
report titled “Neighbourhood Governance”, collaboratively authored by 
Göran Cars and others.  This report researched processes for community 
engagement within various contexts in Europe and gathered quantitative 
and qualitative data based on specifics within each community.  We have 
adapted the process guidelines of “bringing out, bringing in, and bringing 
on” into our process guidelines for the common participatory space (Cars et 
al. 2004). 

 

3.5.1 Entry Points 

Our research indicates that in nearly every example of community 
development/self-development there was an individual or organisation 
acting as a catalyst to bring about the beginnings of change.  This is usually 
someone from outside of the community who wants to create or help to 
make a change.  It is the intention and understanding with which this 
catalyst initiates the change that determines the success of the approach.  
For the purposes of this space, the people that would initiate the mapping 
would have an understanding of the area where the community is located, 
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would value the knowledge shared by the members of the community and 
would recognize the uniqueness of each community in order to foster a 
natural progression of the creation of the community space.   

Knowing the Network 

First, it is necessary to begin mapping the networks within a community to 
discover where, whom and what are the existing hubs and nodes (Krebs and 
Holley 2006).  This information will provide the individuals responsible for 
entering the community with the knowledge needed to assess the different 
structures in place and discover what techniques will be most applicable 
(Cars et al.  2004). This process may be done informally through 
observation and casual conversations, or in a more structured systematic 
way; again, context will determine the appropriate method. 

Establishing Initial Contacts 

When the hubs, nodes and links within the community have been identified, 
the connectors within the community can be approached. These networks 
are present in all communities, and offer an organic, endogenous key for 
enhancing the community (Rans 2005).  Keeping this information in mind, 
it becomes apparent that initial contact should be with the existing 
connectors in a community, those who spread information and those who 
are most connected (Kauzya 2006; Satterthwaite 2006).  Establishing initial 
contacts is vital, especially in communities, which tend to be sceptical of 
external development and aid agents due to previous disillusioning contact.  
Reconnecting a fragmented community requires connector who “knows 
everybody and is willing and able to make connections between people who 
might otherwise remain isolated from each other” (Rans 2005, 5). 

 

3.5.2  Community Driven Assessment  

Every community has internal resources that can be mobilized to work 
towards community regeneration. This includes community members’ 
knowledge and skills, existing relationships between different associations, 
capacity of local institutions, existing public and private infrastructure and 
the local economy (Rans 2005).  The community should discover and 
inventory these community-based assets if the development process is to be 
‘asset-based, internally-focused and relationship-driven’ (Rans 2005, 2). 
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The next steps consist of identifying the pertinent, deleterious issues 
affecting the community and then assessing how they are currently being 
handled.  As mentioned earlier, community involvement at the initial stage 
is necessary in order to instil local ownership of the community 
development process (D’Cruz and Satterthwaite 2005).  The participation 
of community connectors, at this stage of the process, will help facilitate 
the gathering of knowledge about issues within the community, how they 
are regarded and the current extent to which the community collaborates. 

At this stage, a clearer picture of the different groups existing within the 
community will begin to emerge, and the different approaches needed to 
engage the different groups should be addressed (Harrison-Ward 2003). 
This should encompass differences in culture, age, mobility, literacy, 
education, economic status, health and an individual’s specific interests 
(Harrison-Ward 2003). 

 

3.5.3  Reaching Out – Building Relationships 

At this stage, an intensive outreach activity should be organised in order to 
initiate and facilitate contact between individuals and identified groups 
within the community. The focus here is creating relationships, fostering 
trust and exciting individuals to consider the existing capital within their 
community (Cars 2006).  There are numerous options as to what type of 
outreach activity could be employed.  The decision will reflect the 
knowledge previously gathered about the community in order to understand 
which type of activity will best be suitable for a specific community.  These 
activities could be as simple as going door to door or organizing small 
group meetings; or more complex, community wide and visible events, like 
a city-wide conference or a lecture series.  In addition, these events will 
provide more information about what is happening within the community, 
and will serve as an outlet for members to have a voice (Cars et al. 2004). 

Every individual within the community has some talent, which when given 
the opportunity, can be cultivated and utilised for the community building 
process.  Creating connections between individuals through relationship-
building provides opportunities for tapping these potentials.  Long-lasting 
multifaceted relationships can be built in places where they previously were 
non-existent.  This can occur when previously isolated individuals are 
connected through associations like clubs, fraternal organisations, church 
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groups etc (Rans 2005; Kauzya 2006). “Finding and connecting existing 
assets is the most important work a community can do. And the more assets 
that are connected and mobilized, the stronger a community becomes. No 
one can be left out of the process if it is to succeed. Everyone and 
everything must be included” (Rans 2005, 3). 

In order to build trust at this stage it is essential to do the following: 

• Be clear about the purpose, and show how the benefits of 
participation can outweigh the true cost (time, energy, monetary). 
For participation to be effective, individuals or groups in community 
should make a choice to participate in the process by weighing the 
benefits against the cost of participation. They need to understand 
clearly the opportunities participation can bring, and will then be 
able to appreciate the impact it could have on their lives, their 
households, community and environment (Mitlin and Satterthwaite 
2004; Cars 2006). 

 
• Have interpersonal, face-to-face meetings.  Keep in mind that due to 

low literacy “many people can assess the sincerity, authenticity, etc 
of oral communication more readily than they can assess written 
communication” (Cars et al. 2004). 

 
• Have less formal means of communication, because for those with 

the use of formal language may exclude those with minimal 
education (Cars et al. 2004; Baiocchi 2001). 

 
• Use stories.  Stories are a wonderful way to engage people, because 

they are able to evoke emotions and captivate an audience’s 
attention. These stories could be success stories about how other 
communities have empowerment themselves and make positive 
change within their communities (Robèrt et al. 2004; D’Cruz and 
Satterthwaite 2005). 

 

3.5.4  Building Involvement (Strengthening 
Relationships) 

Creating organisational capacity involves strengthening the community by 
drawing people together around common issues and concerns. As Susan 
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Rans states, “people need ‘structures for participation’ in order to build 
community” (Rans 2005, 82). They need practical tools and specific 
support, rather than nice ideas.  

As during each stage, it is important during the building involvement step 
to involve all stakeholders by accentuating the influence their input exerts 
on community outcomes.  Initially certain members of the community will 
be hesitant to become involved, and for this reason an overview to ascertain 
whether diverse groups are represented is encouraged.  As Cars explains, 
“while only a minority of residents will participate in locally oriented 
residents' groups, it is important to assess whether existing groups span the 
range of social groups in the neighbourhood” (Cars et al. 2004, 111). 

The process of leveraging existing community networks to increase 
productivity is integral to all phases during the process.   However at this 
point new networks will begin to emerge if the process of building 
relationships has been successful.  These networks will form as new nodes 
linking to existing hubs or possibly even a new hub will emerge when a few 
small hubs develop links between one another.  Community networking “is 
a powerful platform for larger scale development – a platform that involves 
a synergy of learning, sharing of experiences, boosting of morale and 
mutual inspiration” (Mitlin and Satterthwaite 2004, 39). Fostering strong 
relationships within any community takes time and work, but is the 
foundation for any successful action. 

 

3.5.5  Cultivation of a Common Participatory Space 

It is our hope that the processes used when entering, reaching out and 
building relationships within a community will provide fertile ground for 
the cultivation of a common participatory space.  The existing and new 
networks will serve as messengers to generate excitement about the 
possibilities for collaboration within a common participatory space.  During 
the time of cultivation it will be beneficial if a substantial number of 
community members are involved, and willing to place their energy, time 
and thoughts into the tangible and intangible logistics of a space.  In order 
for a space to be inclusive from the beginning it is important to involve the 
community during all phases. 
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As mentioned earlier, once trust, interest, networking and engagement has 
occurred, this momentum should continue into the discussion phase in 
which a community begins to create their own vision from the constraints 
provided by the sustainability principles.  This is the point where the 
community must join together, and after participatory dialogue, begin to 
personalize the elements of a common participatory space.  Marginalised 
groups should be continuously encouraged to actively participate 
throughout the process.   

These elements have been developed from our research; and we believe 
they have the potential of guiding the community in the process of creating 
and maintaining a common participatory space for inclusive dialogue, 
negotiation and decision-making.  Engaging community members will be a 
continuous process not only throughout the creation process, but also within 
the maintenance of the space itself.  
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4 Discussion 

4.1 Current Trends in Urban Areas in 
Developing Countries 

Current trends in urban areas in developing countries show a variety of 
variables that affect how communities meet basic human needs. Our 
research points out that besides economic deprivations, access to basic 
infrastructure and services as well as access to information and exclusion 
from decision-making are major factors that undermine the ability of 
communities of poverty in urban areas to meet their basic human needs. 
While we admit our list of variables may not be exhaustive, we believe they 
bring out some major issues affecting communal and individual needs. 
What we uncovered showed that in spite of their low incomes, the urban 
poor are subjected to comparatively higher costs in accessing public goods 
and services like water, electricity, health and education among others. 
Moreover, lack of information make them susceptible to exploitation by 
corrupt public officials, regulatory agents, and landlords etc, often 
increasing the financial and social cost they incur in trying to improve their 
livelihoods. This results in persistent lack of money leading to an inability 
to accumulate savings for wealth creation. Consequently, we concur with 
some of our literature that lack of money is mostly an outcome of their 
several deprivations rather than the cause of deprivations among members 
of these poor communities.   

Some of these communities have however, leveraged traditional 
mechanisms like the extended family system to provide social, 
psychological support to ameliorate some of the effects of their economic, 
social and political deprivations. Hometown associations, savings and loans 
group, funeral associations and other social clubs have been used to build 
the social capital needed for meeting some of their basic human needs. 
These show how communities empower themselves to provide for 
themselves, what state institutions have failed to do.  It is in view of this 
that we think that once communities are empowered and development 
efforts are locally-driven, using new approaches such as the Rights-Plus 
approach, collaborations with state agencies and other external stakeholders 
would provide a way of effectively meeting community needs.  The 
COWAN example in Nigeria, the South African Federation of Homeless 
people, Porto Alegre experiment in Brazil and the Urban Resource Center 
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in Pakistan are  a few examples that provide a starting point for the 
development of a common participatory space.  These examples address the 
current reality in urban areas in the developing world; we aim to take these 
examples a step further using a systems perspective and the creation of a 
vision to tackle current issues upstream.  

 

4.2 Reflections on Elements for a Common 
Participatory Space 

As mentioned earlier, our common participatory space has been designed in 
a way to incorporate the beneficial progress from what is currently being 
done with the new steps designed to transition a community towards 
sustainability.  Insights collected from our research provided us with 
information about what features of these specific development projects and 
processes are moving these communities towards sustainability.  These 
features in turn provide us with important feedback on which elements are 
important to increase the envisioned success within our common 
participatory space.  A few of these cases have been exemplified below for 
the sake of further discussion about our case for a common participatory 
space. These highlighted case studies illustrate how people living in 
communities of poverty, once empowered, proactively solve their own 
problems.  

For instance, micro-credit or savings and loan groups “draw people together 
on a regular and continuous basis” enabling them to address their basic 
human needs by collaboratively joining their resources (Mitlin and 
Satterthwaite 2004, 29).  Often the other positive benefits gained from the 
participation and collective mobilisation of social capital outweighs the 
economic benefits, which may be the primary reason for initiating such 
micro-credit projects.     

The involvement of the government in Porto Alegre’s participatory budget 
is an enticing factor, and encourages participation, because community 
members perceive a link between state involvement and the likelihood of 
decisions taken actually being implemented (Baiocchi 2003).  The need for 
community space is evident in the behaviour of the people at these 
meetings.  People want the opportunity to be heard, and used the budgeting 
meetings as a platform to raise other community concerns. For participants, 
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being involved in the deliberative process created a sense of belonging to a 
larger community sharing common needs and problems. 

The Urban Resource Centre has created a community hub for the 
facilitation of knowledge processes and interaction between different 
stakeholders including communities of poverty, NGOs, private sector 
interest groups, voluntary professionals, academia and state agencies.  In 
several cases, the URC has been able to influence how issues are viewed 
and approached. It also provided opportunities for non-professionals to 
contribute to development plans.  This way more community-friendly 
development is undertaken with transparency, responsibility and 
accountability as central concerns.  

The above cases demonstrate how some communities are currently working 
to address numerous variables in the current reality that undermine basic 
human needs such as: the labour market, housing, limited state services, 
social exclusion, and apathy.  We believe that an important place to begin 
draws from current approaches that value the contribution of community 
members. This research attempts to build from these examples by 
introducing principles of sustainable development to facilitate the creation 
of a vision for communities of poverty to be strategic as they move towards 
sustainability.  The creation of a common participatory space in 
communities could encompass aspects of the above examples, as a part of 
the action plan in moving towards the vision.  Through our research, we 
believe that strategically incorporating the elements of a common 
participatory space are vital considerations in community development. In 
the following paragraphs we discuss each element, and how we arrived at 
the elements of a common participatory space. 

 

4.2.1  Inclusive Space 

In regards to the first element addressing social inclusion, initially we had 
included neutrality as an additional element to reinforce inclusion within 
the space.  However, after discussions and emails with experts we realized 
that the idea of neutrality as an element is neither viable nor desirable 
(Satterthwaite 2006; Kauzya 2006), because it would remove the energy 
necessary for dynamic change to occur.  Neutrality implies that participants 
have no bias, when in fact the space should represent the self-interest of all 
members of the community, including marginalised and vulnerable groups.  
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This realisation prompted us to eliminate the word neutral from our thesis 
and instead we included ‘a level-playing field’ as a third sub-point to 
‘inclusive space.’    

Another change in this first element was the transitioning of the sub-
element ‘equitable partnership’ from the ‘participatory governance 
structure’ element, to the ‘inclusive space’ element, because we recognised 
the redundant nature of ‘level playing field’ and ‘equitable partnerships.’  
This change further emphasizes our realisation that the partnerships 
between individuals, the community, government and other organizations 
must occur in order for social inclusion to be attained.  Additionally, the 
word “equitable” was used intentionally instead of equal because while 
equal means “the same,” equitable means “fair.”  In any community it must 
be the people who hold the most power, and other entities should partner to 
serve that community and its inhabitants.  

We recognize that creating inclusion, while crucial to creating a true sense 
of community, is not a simple task.  With many communities made up of 
diverse groups of people, there is a danger that the most powerful will take 
a leading role further excluding vulnerable or minority groups.  Creating 
inclusion in any community is an ongoing process, and as a goal would 
have to be constantly evaluated for success. 

 

4.2.2  Knowledge and Asset Sharing 

The second element ‘knowledge and asset sharing’ was added in response 
to our email correspondence and interview with David Satterthwaite.  
Initially, we had thought that placing a sub-element into the ‘community 
network hub’ element would be sufficient, but upon closer examination we 
realized how vital information sharing is; lack of reliable and accessible 
information is at the crux of many community dilemmas.  David 
Satterthwaite supported this element by referencing the Urban Resource 
Centre in Karachi and The Alliance in Mumbai.   He explained the integral 
role knowledge processes and knowledge workers play in the community, 
and how these organisations have successfully employed the power of 
knowledge. 

We realized that bringing relevant information into the community to make 
it accessible to all people would help to build a knowledge base from which 
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informed decisions can be made.  One possible shortcoming or dilemma is 
creating a process by what information can be deemed relevant or irrelevant 
for the community.  With this process there is a danger that information 
could be controlled externally to keep people oppressed, as well as used by 
the most powerful within the community as a way to abuse knowledge.  
While there is always the risk that power can be abused, we believe the 
participatory governance structure will address this threat by regulating the 
knowledge flows in the community as deemed important by all community 
members. 

 

4.2.3 Vision-Based 

We believe that vision building will set this space apart from other 
participatory community actions and processes.  In our research however 
we were unable to find any concrete examples of communities in the 
developing world using a principle-based vision as a way to define success 
and move towards sustainability.  Nevertheless, we include it as a main 
element with the understanding, using deductive reasoning, that it is the 
vision that will bring people together with a shared understanding of 
success and create opportunities for members to move in the same direction 
together. 

How the vision comes into being would depend on the specific nature of the 
community, as each community is different.  As a result, the community 
would need assistance in the creation of their vision by someone who has 
knowledge and experience about this process.  This assistance would entail 
the training of a community member or the dedication of someone from the 
outside to help facilitate the vision building process. 

 

4.2.4  Participatory Governance structure 

In the ‘participatory governance structure’ element, we had originally 
intended to research a community in Rwanda as a case study.  This 
reflected our early focus on how traditional forms of governance could help 
to strengthen deliberations within a community by using familiar processes 
perhaps more relevant than the common definition of ‘democracy’.  Our 
funding never materialized, and we were unable to explore how traditional 
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forms of governance in the context of Rwanda could presently, or in the 
future, supplement the creation and maintenance of a common participatory 
space.  Keeping this information in mind, we reassessed our focus and took 
a more general and broad view of participatory governance.  At the 
completion of our research we believe, due to the complexity of 
governance, this element warrants further research in both a general and 
community specific context. 

In reflection to the sub element ‘deliberation process understood and 
accepted by all’ we realize the likelihood for deliberations to be hijacked by 
powerful factions or the community elite.  They may view the space as an 
effective channel by which to pass their own information and get a ‘rubber 
stamp’ on decisions while claiming they had the population’s support.  Also 
those individuals more apt and confident at voicing their opinions may 
attempt to manipulate less erudite citizens in order to pass decisions in their 
interest.  While these possibilities are a real threat to deliberation, they may 
be possible to avoid if meeting guidelines and structure are decided upon 
first.   

The role of the trained facilitator is also critical, as this person will be the 
one responsible for overseeing that equitable sharing of voice occurs.  
There must be constant attention paid to this issue in order to ensure no one 
party begins to dominate the deliberations.  The facilitator(s) will also need 
to possess the skills necessary to implement the conflict-resolution 
mechanisms upon which the community has decided.  Originally, we had 
conceived that the position of facilitator could be shared by appointed 
members from the community.  However, upon further research we began 
to understand that in the beginning this may not be possible.  This is the 
case for the following two reasons: most likely the idea of a common 
participatory space will be brought into the community by an external 
individual or organisation, and secondly, in order to ensure that the 
deliberations about the vision are equitable, a trained, experienced 
facilitator will be required.  Both of these points illustrate the crucial role 
the facilitator will play at the inception of a common participatory space.  
The facilitator(s) must be comfortable and knowledgeable about the core 
elements within the space, and with this knowledge possess the skills 
necessary to guide the community through a steep learning and organising 
process.  
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In addition, if in the beginning the facilitator was an outsider to the 
community this may emphasize the intent for the space to be socially 
inclusive with equitable stakeholder engagement. However, there are risks 
associated with using an outside facilitator, even if only in the cultivation 
stages, which the Porto Alegre example illustrates.  In these participatory 
meetings often the agenda was taken over by participants who thought 
different issues were more relevant. This illustrates the drawbacks of 
having an external ‘neutral’ facilitator, because there is a risk that the 
facilitator’s agenda, proceedings, and additional processes will not be 
accepted by all participants (Baiocchi 2001). This power struggle would 
still exist if the facilitator was from within the community, but an internal 
facilitator would be able to recognise the projects, ideas and needs which 
were pertinent to the entire community not only a select group.  

It is our belief that in time having facilitator(s) from the community would 
be a logical and influential step in supporting the vision of the space as a 
tool to empower individuals and build social capacity within and for the 
community. We believe this is viable once members of the community 
begin to feel bolstered by the positive influence their involvement can have 
for their community.    

The nurturing of personal self-esteem through the collective empowerment 
of the community will take many shapes and this reflects the theory about 
‘champions’ being found in a community.  There are various theories that 
emphasize the discovering of champions within a community in order to 
rally the other members and reach their objectives.  However our beliefs are 
aligned with Satterthwaite’s theory about champions summarized in the 
following sentences.  There are lots of potential champions in a community, 
but social structural constraints don’t allow them to emerge.   If you look at 
the Federations, amazing leaders have emerged which might support the 
theory of champions, but in actuality they came from the most unexpected 
places that may have been overlooked by external agent searching to 
identify the champions.  There are so many potential champions within 
community organizations, yet there needs to be space to allow these 
potential champions to emerge.  There is probably an infinite supply of 
champions within the community if we are only able to remove their 
constraints (Satterthwaite 2006). 
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4.2.5  A Visible and Physical Location  

From our experiences with community centres, we realise they are often 
erected without any mechanism for drawing people into them. They often 
end up being underutilized and fail to facilitate integration within 
communities.  Because of our emphasis on people, we were cautious of 
including a permanent physical location as an element to a common 
participatory space.  However, we realized that having a space as a physical 
place the community will add value to take ownership by imbibing it with 
“social meaning” (Harrison and Dourish 1996, 6).  A space as a place 
creates connectedness, frames behaviour and structures interactions 
(Harrison and Dourish 1996).  As a collaborative setting, we expect a 
common participatory space to be turned into a place that creates a sense of 
identity, develops positive associations and evokes shared expectations and 
meanings among participants.  Over time, a space has the potential to fit 
cohesively with the community’s culture and through ‘practice and 
appropriation’ by participants become rooted into their daily ‘practices and 
understanding’ (Harrison and Dourish 1996, 8). 

 

4.2.6  Stakeholders’ Accountability for Maintenance 

Initially, our concept focused on the common participatory space as a 
community maintained entity.  This was sparked from our initial belief that 
this arrangement would help foster a level-playing field.  However, 
throughout our research we encountered various alternatives to this 
proposition, which appeared to offer a more plausible and dynamic way of 
maintaining a common participatory space. It is for this reason that we have 
restructured this section from ‘community-maintained’ to ‘stakeholders’ 
accountability for maintenance’ in order to reflect that from the inception, 
the maintenance of this space needs to be discussed and deliberated with 
the involvement of all stakeholders.   
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4.2.7   Community Network Hub 

Community Network Hub 

While we are aware of the importance of a hub in holding different nodes 
together, we do not lose sight of the fact that as a hub, the space faces the 
risk of being dominated by a particular group. By this, the idea of drawing 
diverse groups to the space could be compromised and the intention to 
strengthen connections could be defeated. There is a danger of a monopoly 
whereby one group of regulars would attempt to decide how the space 
should be used, especially besides its formal use for deliberation on 
community issues. Thus there would be selective admittance to certain 
functions or activities, and those to be most affected would be those already 
marginalised and whose voice in the space seeks to be raised. 

This challenge could be addressed by community members agreeing on 
how the space should be used from the onset. Guidelines could be set for 
the usage of the space other than the express purpose of deliberations on 
community issues. 

  

4.3 Reflections on the Process Guidelines 

We began this thesis focusing on elements, which we believed would make 
a common participatory space a synergic satisfier for building sustainable 
urban communities.  Issues about the process of actually creating this space 
were not addressed until further in our research.  General feedback and 
literature we encountered alerted us to this gap in our research.  We then 
recognized the importance of incorporating a description on process as a 
necessary part for making the space a successful vehicle for building self-
reliant communities.  This also reinforced our original belief about the 
importance of community involvement from the onset, in order to instill 
ownership of the space from its inception.  We concluded that, for the space 
to be a successful community-managed tool, it is imperative that the 
process of its creation must also be ‘asset-based, internally-focused and 
relationship-driven’ (Rans 2005, 2).  

The process is especially imperative in communities where individuals and 
groups have been marginalised or isolated, because the erection of a 
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common participatory setting will not automatically elicit participation.  
Relationships are what build the restorative bridges in fragmented 
communities. This means, there is a need to repair the torn social fabric by 
reconnecting people, and strengthening these connections before they can 
engage in solving community problems.  Catalyzing connections and 
harnessing the social capital in these communities is essential for building 
strong, self-reliant communities. This makes the initial process for 
community engagement an integral condition for recruiting members’ 
participation. 

The creation process highlights one of the major contradictions in our 
results. The very existence of a space rests on the assertion that it is 
community driven; however, we realize that most likely an external agent 
will be needed to jump-start the entire process.  This external presence runs 
the risk of evoking indifference from community members due to their past 
experiences with agents coming from the outside to prescribe development 
efforts (Satterthwaite 2006).   

The successful creation of a common participatory space hinges 
precariously on the engagement process. This is because, building trust is 
essential for gathering people together.  The longer it takes to win the trust 
of community members, the longer it will take before the common 
participatory space is functional.  In addition to trust, a shared sense of 
purpose is necessary if people are required to invest time, energy and 
money (which they could use elsewhere) in a common participatory setting 
(Cars 2006).  This shared sense of purpose reflects that concrete actions 
within the community are important.   

 

4.4 Transitioning Communities Towards 
Sustainability  

In this section we indicate why we think a common participatory space is a 
viable tool for transitioning communities towards sustainability. First of all, 
we believe a common participatory space as we have described it, has the 
capacity to satisfy all sustainability principles through the empowerment 
and guidance of the fourth sustainability principle.  In a common 
participatory space the social capital of a community has the potential of 
being harnessed to bring about the fulfilment of the fourth sustainability 



79 

principle, and one through three.  As mentioned earlier, this slight change in 
the ordering could make our principle-based definition of sustainability 
more accessible to people, by first addressing the immediate needs of 
community members.  

A common participatory space is a setting that fosters participatory 
dialogue and deliberation among community stakeholders in the attempt to 
achieve the community’s vision of sustainability.  A common participatory 
space addresses the need for participation, and aims at creating self-reliant 
communities where members have the potential to meet their needs using 
their own systems.  Tangible opportunities, through the co-creation of a 
shared understanding, can be transformed into collaborative actions 
designed to satisfy basic human needs, as well as the sustainability 
principles. It is also our belief that endogenously generated community 
solutions foster self-reliance in a community.  Self-reliance creates 
opportunity for people themselves to pro-actively satisfy their individual 
needs and those of the community.   

Moreover, a common participatory space is a platform that can provide the 
community with the opportunity of transforming the vision they co-created 
into a realisation.  This unique combination of collaborative creation and 
implementation, within the constraints of the four principles of 
sustainability, bestows an enormous advantage on the community’s further 
development.  Since a common participatory space is expected to engage 
all community stakeholders, ownership of a space will primarily be in the 
hands of its community members. This makes it a ‘smart space’ that can be 
modified to suit specific contexts as members grow in experience, exposure 
and understanding. In addition, we believe that through its design a 
common participatory space is flexible enough to incorporate other features 
that arise throughout its development. 

Furthermore, a common participatory space can provide economic and 
social returns to the community. This is primarily because endogenous 
solutions build capacity, empower individuals in ways that are more 
beneficial and more cost effective than external top-down approaches. Our 
research indicates that when community members are actively engaged in 
solving their own problems the financial and social costs are less than those 
of top-down delivery approaches.  There are many examples, some of 
which have been highlighted throughout our thesis, including: community 
designed and built toilets in India, successful community initiative for 
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sewers and drains in Pakistan and numerous housing projects throughout 
Asia and Africa (D’Cruz and Satterthwaite 2005).  One reason a common 
participatory space provides a good return on investment is because 
community driven solutions build capacity and empower individuals.  In 
addition, when the solutions are endogenous the waste of material and 
financial resources due to a result of inappropriate development projects are 
eliminated.  

We began our thesis with the purpose of exploring how a common 
participatory space can foster the development of urban communities of 
poverty in the developing world. We envisioned self-reliant communities 
where basic human needs are met and the environment is not subject to 
abuse. We then backcasted from this vision of a sustainable community in 
order to identify the gap between this vision and what is current reality in 
urban communities of poverty.  We identified certain variables from our 
research that directly and indirectly led to the social, economic and political 
disempowerment of the urban poor. Once these variables have been 
unearthed we began to examine what were the current approaches to 
solving these dilemmas.  We realized that often these approaches are top-
down whereby experts impose packaged solutions on communities.  In the 
cases where community participation is recommended, this often takes a 
rhetorical form and the community is rarely involved from the beginning of 
the process.  Such fragmented and inappropriate delivery approaches often 
fail resulting in increased cynicism, fatigue and general distaste and distrust 
towards external initiatives and their implementers.  

However, we also found examples where community members were 
actively engaged and took the initiative to solve their own problems once 
provided with the necessary tools. Such community-based approaches 
proved to be empowering, bestowed confidence and built capacity within 
the community. In cases where community members were organized, 
informed and given the opportunity to create change from within, they 
became committed and determined to improve their lives. They were able 
to come up with solutions that were more effective, lower in cost and long-
lasting.  

This being said the value of proper external support and involvement 
should not be discounted.  Our research indicates that a community-based 
approach to problem-solving still requires support, but not reliance on or 
prescriptions from external stakeholders. 
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We discovered that the best way to approach community development is to 
foster involvement between all community stakeholders, internal and 
external, in a manner where they are guided by their co-created vision 
aligned with sustainability.  This broad-based, bottom-up approach allows 
for inclusiveness, just deliberations and more meaningful participation and 
implementation processes. 

 

4.5 Challenges facing the creation of the 
common participatory space 

We recognize through our research, despite positive endeavours currently 
being undertaken in community development, there are countless 
approaches producing ambiguous and even unfavourable results in urban 
communities of poverty.  In reality, these approaches, in conjunction with 
the variables previously presented, when interacting around and with a 
common participatory space will challenge its integrity.  Against this 
backdrop, it becomes necessary to examine the challenges of our space, 
both in theory and actuality, in order to move the space beyond simple 
rhetoric.  This is an especially important task, as we were not presented 
with the opportunity to apply our idea of a space in a real community.  In 
our research we were not able to take the knowledge gathered from 
literature and our communication with experts, and apply this synthesis to a 
case study from which we could expand our theory into practice.   

Theoretically, we believe the process and elements for the creation and 
maintenance of a common participatory space are generic enough to be 
applied in urban communities of poverty throughout the developing world.  
However, we concede that the application of these generic elements may 
not be entirely viable in reality.  In response to the risk of becoming 
prescriptive we may have made the elements too general to be directly 
applicable in different settings.  On the flip side, these elements are general 
and flexible enough to be adapted by different communities to suit their 
specific contexts.  For instance, saying that a common participatory space 
has a deliberation process acceptable to all is generic enough for 
stakeholders themselves to decide what deliberation process is suitable for 
their adoption and implementation.  
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An individual’s skepticism or disillusionment about participation is another 
substantial barrier standing in the way of the creation and maintenance of a 
common participatory space.  The space’s entire reason for existence hinges 
on the fact that the community will begin to participate, and without this 
participation our idea of space will fade into yet another futile development 
scheme.  The multi-faceted origins of this skepticism are easier to identify 
than it is to find a solution to this disillusionment.  In response to past 
experiences with ‘participatory’ development projects, some community 
members will be ambivalent or simply refuse to participate in such 
deliberations (Carley et al. 2004). Thus not all stakeholders will be 
involved in the initial stages, because some people adopting a wait-and-see 
approach will opt out.  Through our research, especially our 
correspondence with experts currently working in the development field, 
we strongly believe that an individual’s innate desire to participate will 
overcome this skepticism and disillusionment.  We believe that in the 
beginning even if only a small number of people are enthusiastic about 
participation, others may eventually be drawn in when deliberations result 
in positive outcomes.  

Another component in people’s reluctance to participate revolves around 
their past and present experience with the multifarious forms abuses of 
power can take.  We have attempted to interweave mechanisms into various 
elements of the space in order to prevent abuses of power.  We grapple with 
the viability of creating a space that could retain, in longevity, its original 
integrity without becoming dominated by any specific group(s) or 
individual(s).  There is a strong likelihood that powerful groups and 
individuals within the space will attempt to abuse their role and manipulate 
the space in order to influence decisions in their favour.  For instance, the 
local government, as a major implementation agency, may want to 
influence projects aligned with their vision rather than the community’s.  
Also major funding agencies in the community, perhaps not even involved 
in the space, may attach certain conditionality to the funding which 
ultimately will undermine the role of community members within the space.  

In addition to the issues arising around the general aspect of the elements 
and scepticism, we are equally concerned that members in urban 
communities of poverty may fail to participate due to time constraints.  
These constraints will affect daily participation, as well as the level of 
patience and determination required for long-term results.  A crucial 
component to a common participatory space is the building of shared vision 
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for the community by the community.  This implies long-term commitment 
in order to achieve long-term results. The commitment and enthusiasm of 
stakeholders will dictate how long it takes for the space to be created, 
nurtured and institutionalized.  

The above constraints address a common participatory space as an entity; 
however, within the elements of a space there are potential challenges, 
which our research illuminated.  These challenges present themselves even 
in light of the fact that, due to context, the applicability of the elements will 
need to be massaged by a specific community in order to be effective.   
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5 Conclusion 

From our research and through the deductive extrapolation of various case 
studies, we affirmed our hypothesis that a common participatory space is a 
viable measure towards successful community building. A common 
participatory space, both as a physical and social setting, can be a platform 
that catalyzes stakeholder involvement to derive actions based on a shared 
strategy towards sustainability in urban communities of poverty.  A space’s 
effectiveness as a strategic tool hinges on elements and process guidelines 
such as the ones presented in the thesis:   

• Inclusive Space,  

• Knowledge and Asset Sharing,  

• Vision-Based, Participatory Governance Structure,  

• Community Network Hub,  

• Physical and Visible Location and  

• Stakeholders’ Accountability for Maintenance.   

In addition to these elements a general atmosphere of accountability, 
honesty and transparency are necessary to instil a common participatory 
process with the integrity necessary to achieve its aim.   

We maintain that community engagement at the start of the process is 
essential for local ownership and to sustain the interest needed to achieve 
long-term goals. We assert that healthy, self-reliant communities are built 
on connections among empowered individuals and groups.  Empowerment 
is possible only when resources within the community are rediscovered and 
mobilized through the building and strengthening of relationships among 
the community by the community members themselves.  External agencies 
may initiate or stimulate connection efforts and the building of capital, but 
the process of weaving and energizing relationships in a collaborative effort 
to solve community problems must lie in the hands of the community 
members.  The community development process can further be 
strengthened when communities engage in the sharing of knowledge and 
their experiences with other communities. This horizontal dissemination of 
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knowledge spreads innovation, ensures co-learning, foster pride and 
demonstrates to community members what the power of collective efforts 
can accomplish. 

We strongly believe that communities need to have a place where people 
can come together and through participatory deliberations make changes for 
themselves.  We fundamentally believe that community members know 
what is best for them, and given the opportunity they can harness their 
social capital to build self-reliant successful communities. Our idea of a 
common participatory space, driven by a sustainable vision, will provide a 
platform for relevant and concrete actions.  This platform will enable the 
community to celebrate early and frequent achievements, share valuable 
knowledge both within and outside their community, build social capital 
and foster pride for their community. The implementation of a common 
participatory space, once the community has tailored the elements to suit 
their specific context, will hopefully aid in catalyzing a global change from 
the ground-up. 
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