GRASSROOTS MATTER:
LESSONS LEARNED FROM
COMMUNITY‐BASED LOCAL
ECONOMIES PROJECTS
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
The NGO Committee on Social Development presents the
results of its 2015 survey of community‐based local
economies projects. The 70 projects identi ied, located in 26
different countries, are local, collaborative groups in which
people assessed their own needs and developed economic
strategies to meet them. These include participatory
economies such as cooperatives; community farming and
agricultural projects; small scale industries and
entrepreneurship; micro inance and savings groups. Groups
served are those most often left behind by other
development efforts; many focused on women living in
extreme poverty.
Factors that contribute to project effectiveness fall into three
broad categories: use of a highly participatory, group
approach; careful planning with regular monitoring of what
works and does not work; and selection of a reasonable
project that its with local conditions, uses local resources,
and yields bene its to the participants. The community‐based
participatory approach appears particularly effective in
achieving social as well as economic bene its. Along with
better livelihoods and improved food security, participants
gain self‐esteem, experience better community relationships,
and engage actively in local decision‐making.
The lessons learned can be helpful in moving forward to
achieve the 2030 Agenda and the Sustainable Development
Goals (United Nations, 2015). The projects strongly indicate
the interconnectedness of the SDGs and the ability of a single
project to address multiple goals. As such, we urge member
states to take these lessons and examples into consideration
in continuing to develop means of implementation of the
2030 Agenda at national and global levels.
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THE REPORT

METHODOLOGY

“Development geared to the satisfaction of
fundamental human needs cannot, by de inition, be
structured from the top downwards. It cannot be
imposed either by law or by decree. It can only
emanate directly from the actions, expectations and
creative and critical awareness of the protagonists
themselves. Instead of being the traditional objects of
development, people must take a leading role in
development.” (Max Neef, Chilean economist)
Introduction
The launch of the United Nations 2030 Agenda for Sustainable
Development is an optimal time to re lect on lessons learned
from effective efforts to reduce poverty, enhance equality, and
strengthen social integration while protecting the
environment. Experts at the 54th session of the UN
Commission for Social Development called for a platform for
sharing good practices and knowledge for mutual learning, as
well as for effective partnerships between governments and
civil society organizations, among other groups (United
Nations, 2016). It is in this spirit that the NGO Committee on
Social Development presents results of its 2015 survey of
community‐based initiatives to improve people’s economic
and social well‐being.
The projects discussed in this report are local, collaborative
groups in which people have assessed their own needs and
developed economic strategies to meet them. Many are
sustainable with limited external inputs. All use a people‐
centred approach to engage individuals and groups that have
been left behind by other efforts. Lessons learned from
examining factors that contribute to project success will help
in designing policies and projects that will meet the goals of
the 2030 Agenda to end global poverty and leave no one
behind (United Nations, 2015).
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The Committee on Social Development’s Grass Roots Task
Force regularly surveys grassroots organizations to glean
best practices from their efforts on the ground. The 2015
survey focused on local economies projects that engage
persons at the grassroots level to address individual and
community poverty, often also addressing migration,
education, health, and ecology. A semi‐structured survey
instrument containing 12 questions about grassroots
projects, including their effectiveness and sustainability, was
circulated in March and April, 2015, to NGOs with diverse
locations world‐wide. Seventy surveys were returned by the
cut‐off date. The analysis was conducted by members of the
Grassroots Task Force. Most respondents included extensive
description and evaluative comments. Because the most
useful data are qualitative, the report quotes comments by
respondents to illustrate the points made and includes case
examples.
SURVEY RESPONDENTS

Survey responses were received from 26 countries across six
continents as follows: Asia—26 responses; Africa—21, South
and Central America—8; North America—7; Europe—5;
Australia and the Paci ic—3. The
numbers served varied greatly,
ranging from six people creating
crafts and jewelry in the United
States and seven working on a water
project in Zimbabwe, to as many as
350,920 affected by a community
development project in India. They
addressed needs of over 410,000 persons, from newborn to
95 years. Not all initiatives recorded gender statistics, but it
is clear from the descriptions that the majority of those
served are women. Participants' educational levels ranged
from no education to those in tertiary school and adult
literacy programmes.
3

Types of Projects:
The community‐based initiatives included the following
types:
 Participatory economies, such as cooperatives
 Community farming and agricultural initiatives
 Small scale industries and entrepreneurship
 Savings groups and micro inance projects
 Education and health projects
Many of the projects included a mix of strategies, such as
blending savings with entrepreneurship or agricultural
projects with cooperatives.
Geographic Span of the Projects
Most of the projects surveyed
were based in one or more
geographic communities, although
other de initions of community are
possible. Well over half of the
respondents said their projects
involved persons from one area.
That area could be a speci ic
village or city, various slums in
Oselumense Cooperative Society one locale, a collection of villages
(p. 6)
on a mountainside in India, or, as
in Tanzania, a sector within an hour’s walk. Although
programmes had a speci ic location, they were open to
engaging persons from outside their geographic area. For
example, a Kenyan project is based in Nairobi, but serves
persons who travel there from outside the city.
Some
initiatives, such as one in Botswana, serve multiple locations.
Perhaps the broadest service area was that of a West Bengal
initiative which engages persons in 3,624 villages within a
10,000 kilometer radius. Participants from within a 300
kilometer area take part in a Zambian project. Persons travel
up to 2 ½ hours to participate in a Peruvian effort.
Vulnerable Groups Served
Many respondents pointed out the signi icance of identity
factors other than geographic location. For example, a project
4

involving Dalits and illiterate women in India reported,
“Geographic area is really not the criteria for the initiative. It
is thrift and credit which binds them; self‐help groups have an
identity of their own regardless of geographic location.” A
Canadian respondent described participants as “people who
have fallen through the cracks.” In an Indian initiative which
engages rag pickers, it was noted that caste played a large
role and was a unifying factor. Target groups of other
projects included youth, indigenous persons, migrant settlers,
persons with disabilities, persons with Hansen’s Disease,
relocated farmers, slum‐dwellers, women who have HIV,
mothers, girls on the street, landless persons, mothers of
disabled children, and brick‐workers. A respondent from
Zimbabwe said, “The community is based on clan lines but
they are being united by one common issue— ighting poverty
that has resulted in a number of developmental issues
affecting their different villages.”
STRUCTURING PROJECTS THAT WORK
This section of the report will present
indings on project structures and Par cipants of these
projects are o en
processes. These are useful in
“people who have
determining how grassroots projects
fallen through the
engage vulnerable groups and sustain
cracks.”
their involvement. Important elements
include leadership and processes for
decision‐making, methods for dispute resolution, and sharing
of risks and bene its.
Participation in Leadership and Decision‐Making
Grassroots group‐based projects must develop processes for
decision‐making and address their leadership needs. Various
leadership models are used:
 Rotational leadership and decision‐making by consensus.
 Consultative or representational participation.
 Rules‐based operations such as selection of leaders at
speci ic intervals.
Leadership development is often an important element of
5
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Two cooperative initiatives in Nigeria are empowering persons
who might previously have felt excluded.
Oselumense
Cooperative Society and Favour PWD Kerosene Enterprise are
medium‐scale
cooperative
businesses in the Edo State of
Nigeria which were proposed, set
up, and are now managed by
persons with disabilities. The 10‐
member Oselumense Coop sells
food items while the 15‐member
Favour PWD Kerosene Enterprise
sells kerosene. Both groups began
as associations of persons with
disabilities registered with the government. Six experience visual
impairments while the remainder experience physical disabilities.
Among the groups’ aims are self‐advocacy for inclusion,
empowerment, and equalization of opportunities.
Pro its pay the salesperson, maintain the facility and repay the
non‐interest loan from the Daughters of Charity used for startup
capital. Speci ic amounts of the pro its then are allocated to
individual members. The groups share risks, dialogue, weigh
options, seek information and advice, monitor, and use lessons
learned for further planning.
The cooperatives have saved local people time and transport
costs to fuel stations and markets. Fewer people are dependent
upon handouts. Persons with disabilities are now seen no longer
as objects of charity but as useful and responsible members of the
community. They have greater self‐esteem and self‐con idence.
This initiative involves multiple Sustainable Development Goals,
including those dedicated to eliminating poverty and hunger, as
well as those promoting gender equality (the groups involve men
and women), decent work, reduced inequalities, and sustainable
communities.
6

community‐based projects. As stated by a multi‐faceted
project in India, “the ultimate goal of the community initiative
is to be enhancing the target group [at] a grass root level by
promoting leadership through capacity building to bring up a
sustainable society by themselves.” In groups such as
neighbourhood‐based, self‐help units there is a high level of
participation of all the members in decision‐making while
elected leaders do assigned tasks. Leaders are usually elected
by consensus rather than majority vote. Members have equal
rights and opportunities for attaining a leadership position. .
In a very few programmes it is the NGO or other
implementing agency that makes the decisions with
opportunities for others to give their suggestions. In others,
the project is entirely locally controlled.
In many projects,
Respondents from a water‐point, bore‐
hole project in Zimbabwe said: “The leaders are chosen by
consensus.
concept
of
community‐based
management implies that the bene icial
community are in total control, have full authority and
responsibility.”
Most of the responding projects use a group approach,
organizing participants into small to medium size groups. One
project noted that “[the participants] don't even want their
number to exceed twenty. Other women who wished to join
have been advised to begin another group entirely.”
Regular group meetings are the norm throughout the
initiatives. Most project groups meet monthly but in some
instances meetings are weekly or quarterly. Projects re lect a
sensitivity to cultural values and traditions in approaches to
leadership and decision‐making. At the same time, they chart
new territory in expanding the voice and participation of
women. Participants have a vested interest in continuance of
initiatives and decision‐making processes re lect this. There is
on‐going communication, consultation and dialogue among
the participants. Based on participants’ opinions and views,
limitations are recognized and practices modi ied to avoid or
eliminate problems. A consensus style of decision‐making is
7

bene icial as it ensures inclusion of comprehensive local
knowledge in an initiative; for example, local farming
methods were embraced in a community agricultural
initiative in Nigeria. We have learned not only that capacity‐
building and opportunity are key to participation and
leadership but also that community‐based organizations are
the best means to facilitate leadership and participation.
Community participation in choosing the nature of a project
contributes immeasurably to its success. “Grassroots projects
must come from a felt need,” said one respondent from
Ecuador. Also important is participant involvement in
evaluation and recommendations for future action; the
Community Participatory Review and Re lection Process
(CPRRP) conducted at Bemhiwa Community Development
Support Centre in Zimbabwe involved 48 participants.
Dealing with Grievances and Disputes
The maintenance of positive relationships within a group is
essential to effective operation of the
group.
Open
communication,
“Grassroots projects
transparency and accountability are
must come from a felt
most important in sustaining positive
need.”
relationships. Also, when participants
have ownership and greater stakes in
the initiative, they are more inclined to ind solutions to
problems.
Groups have developed different ways of dealing with
grievances and disputes. Methods for dispute settlement
included the following:
 Dialogue and open discussion are most frequently used,
although this can take many hours or even days as was
learned by the Phomphokwe Women’s Association in
Botswana.
 Dependence on tried and tested community practices of
elders settling disputes through community dialogue is
sometimes effective. For example, respondents from the
‘Garden of Oneness’ initiative in Zambia stated, “Local
8








leaders have a way to sit and dialogue and iron out
things… and we trust their wisdom.”
Mediation or arbitration by outside parties was used in a
few situations when consensus could not be reached.
In one or two cases the grievance was resolved by the
aggrieved person removing herself from the group or by
the group asking the disputant to leave the group when an
amicable solution could not be reached.
On rare occasions, the organization sponsoring the
initiative intervened in a dispute that could not be solved
by initiative participants.
Some groups have a code of conduct which is followed
when dealing with a dispute.

Dispute resolution is time‐consuming but done transparently,
properly and justly it holds future
bene it for the initiative as was learned
by the Deepshikha organisation in
Delhi who said: “As time passed they
have become used to it and gained
more
knowledge
about
the
proceedings and gained trust in the
Burkina Faso project
policies.”
(see opposite)

Sharing of Risks and Bene its
Local economies projects involve risks as well as promise
bene its to participants. Although well‐managed projects take
many steps to minimize risk, complications can arise.
Therefore, it is essential that projects plan for sharing of risks
and bene its at the outset.
In most cases, bene its and risks are shared by members of
the community according to agreed principles. In the case of
micro‐ inance projects, this was usually done in proportion to
the members’ investment in the scheme. Dividends were
shared proportionately at the end of the year according to the
value of their savings. Discussion and dialogue were named
as important in cases where risks affected the project
negatively. In the case of default of loan repayments, pressure
was brought to bear on the defaulter by the other members of
9

the community. In cases where family crises are the reason
for default, most projects indicated that participants
discussed the circumstances and found a way of temporarily
supporting the members from their own resources. Only one
group—a cultural group in Australia—had a formal insurance
policy to manage risk.

organizations, followed by governmental bodies.

Engagement with Governments, Civil Society Groups and
Others
The majority of the survey responses indicated that other
groups and organizations are involved with their initiatives
on some level. The range and scope of involvement varied
from providing initial funding/resources to more robust,
ongoing direct involvement with the projects. The most
common partners reported are non‐governmental

Projects that did not report involvement from other groups or
organizations generally were micro inance/loan programmes
that are managed by the community members. Savings are
generated by the members and dispersing of funds is done
through the members of the programme; one noted little
interest in involving outside organizations due to “lack of
trust and the perception of ‘middle men’/agents who in the
garb of helping [roles] destroy groups.”
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Weather patterns signi icantly affect people in the village of
Nouma, Burkina Faso. Nouma experiences
three months of rainfall per year. The
season may result in looding. A lack of
water during remaining months of the year
leaves persons living in poverty with little
to do, since 80 per cent are farmers.
Therefore, an income‐generating project
was begun for women, particularly focusing on women with
disabilities. However, it was noted that male farmers also would
bene it from such projects because the growing season is so
limited. Projects include soap making, animal rearing, and
transforming local products to give them greater market value.
As activities grow, individuals are introduced to micro inancing
entities, which enables them to further develop their small
businesses.
This project addresses a number of Sustainable Development
Goals, including those related to ending poverty and hunger,
ensuring decent work and economic growth, reducing
inequalities, and ensuring sustainable communities.
10

Some noted the importance of key partnerships within the
community to maintain funding streams. Several programmes
reported that their partners worked to educate the
community members about how to integrate the components
of the programme into the culture and lifestyle.

Of the 11 projects that reported no outside involvement, the
majority said that they believed that involvement from other
groups would be helpful. “The cash to the bene iciaries will be
increased for the expansion of their businesses and more
women will be enrolled.”
Most respondents commented that inancial assistance, as
well as technical and moral support would be most valuable
for their projects. “Some good mechanical/technical
assistance from the start of the initiative would be helpful for
a good, developed project” and “for the initiative to be
sustained there is the need for technical supports for
members of the initiative and also grants for expansion and
maintenance.” Another priority area included funding for
strategic planning and development of sustainable
participation from the community. “We need outside funding
resources to help us fully implement the project and to reach
out to more families to join this
project.” Other projects believed that
“Involvement of any
any support or involvement from
other groups will be
outside groups would be helpful to
helpful and welcomed.” their mission. “Certainly, involvement
or increased involvement of any other
11

groups will be helpful and welcomed.”
Projects that stated that increased involvement would not be
bene icial focused on the cultural/programmatic component
of the programmes, rather than the inancial implications of
partnerships. One programme stated that the “services they
currently received were adequate for what the programme
seeks to provide, and therefore, not necessary’.” Another
response: “It may not be very helpful to join/involve other
groups due to the geographical proximity, lack of common
socio‐political background.”
IMPACT OF GRASSROOTS PROJECTS: BENEFITS TO
INDIVIDUALS AND COMMUNITIES
Grassroots local economies projects yield economic and social
bene its for individuals and families and often for their
communities. Some projects also have a positive
environmental component, thereby addressing the three
dimensions
of
sustainable
development—social, economic and Community members were
environmental—identi ied in the able to generate income for
themselves and their
2030 Agenda.
families in all the micro‐
Projects’ Impact on Individuals
inance and savings groups.
Economic Bene its
Most of the projects responding to the survey identi ied
improving the economic conditions of participants as one
important goal. The fact that community members had
been able to generate income for themselves and supplement
their family income was mentioned by all the micro‐ inance
and savings groups. This was particularly highlighted in
the women‐led groups where access to income generating
activities and to credit has traditionally been limited or totally
absent.

their small business initiatives.
 In one example from Bilhar, India a total of 2,083 women
participated in 162 self‐help groups supported by one
Development Center. Most of the women, coming from the
Dalit community, were now helped to support their
families through self‐employment ‐ vegetable cultivation,
agriculture, poultry and cattle raising and by setting up
small grocery shops.
Other economic bene its mentioned by micro‐ inance groups
included having access to loans, developing a culture of saving
and having more security in times of economic and family
crisis.
 Participation in community‐based “Savings and Internal
Lending Communities” (SILC) groups in several African
countries “enables members to access small loans at times
of crisis in their families such as death or
Savings groups
sickness; provides small loans for fertilizer
allow members
in the growing season…funds to repair the
access to loans
roof of their hut…and money to pay school
during a crisis.
fees,” according to a group in Zambia.

 A community‐based outreach project among marginalized

people living with HIV/AIDS in Kenya helped to provide
basic business skills and training to more than 166 people.
With loans, some have been able to buy assets such as
land or sewing machines while others have expanded

In a signi icant number of cases such as the Osuelumense
Cooperative Society in Nigeria, economic bene its were also
identi ied in terms of providing opportunities for self‐
employment or job opportunities. Economic bene its that
were sustainable in local conditions were often linked to
taking full advantage of locally available resources. This was
true for both craft and agricultural projects.
 In Fiji a recycling craft project which took advantage of
paper and plastic waste turned “trash to cash” and had

12
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enabled some families to have a source of livelihood.
 Women’s groups organized among the Masai pastoralists
in Tanzania were able to start bee‐keeping and goat
projects to supplement their meager income as nomadic
pastoralists. Leather is readily available, and skills in
processing it are seen as the next step.
 In northeast Brazil, a community association of rural
producers is promoting indigenous drought‐resistant
palm trees (licuri) for local processing and sustainable
production of palm oil for local food, local cuisine,
cosmetics, craft industry and brick
making.
Economic and
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Nausori Women Recycling Trash represents the intersection of
small enterprise with ecology. The project began as a group of ive
women who decided to convert discarded
trash, such as noodle, biscuit, soap, candy,
and chip packaging into marketable
goods in Fiji. They were mentored by a
Daughter of Charity named Sr. Anna
Wiwiek Soepraptiwi. Several years later,
trainers have expanded the project to 62
villages.

One of the most frequently mentioned ways social bene its of
the projects are
in which the socio‐economic wellbeing of
individuals was enhanced was by education closely intertwined.
and skills training. Participants, especially
women, often gained skills that enhanced future employment
or self‐employment. Not only did participants themselves
bene it but participation in self‐help groups and trainings
enhanced their savings and made it possible for more of their
children to be sent to school. This was cited across the board
in examples from all the continents.

Participants are mostly homemakers, with some the sole
breadwinners in their families. A few youth, who had left
school, also learned the technique. They transform rubbish
into pencil cases, bags, mats, bracelets, and more.
Products
are registered with the government under the name Fiji
Made. Among the ways Government came on board was through
the creation of television advertising encouraging this recycling
process. The project also has the support of the Ministry of
Women, the Ministry of Trade, and the Ministry of the
Environment. Several NGOs are involved.

Social Bene its
Economic bene its of community‐based initiatives were
closely intertwined with social bene its, clearly showing that
inancial inclusion and social inclusion are intimately
related and mutually re‐enforcing. Often, social well‐being of
participants was also associated with more productivity,
better livelihood strategies and improved living
conditions. Projects identi ied numerous lasting social
bene its to individuals.

One woman, who earned $75 per week through plantation work,
discovered she could take home twice as much pay by
selling goods she fashioned from plastic. A grandmother produced
items at home, which funded the purchase of sugar, milk, and book
bags for her grandchildren. A teacher carried the concept of
respect for the earth into her classroom, where students pick up
rubbish and crate crafts. One young man, who helped his mother
pick up trash and design products, now wishes to become a doctor
because, as he says, “I want people to have a healthy environment
and a healthy life.”

Participating in a cohesive group, developing skills and
acquiring new sources of income strengthened the sense of
self‐esteem of members, giving them greater self‐
con idence and self‐worth.
Self‐esteem was often
accompanied by a strong sense of ownership and pride in
what they were able to accomplish.
14

This project involves, to some degree, at least seven cross‐cutting
Sustainable Development Goals: Goal 1 (End Poverty); Goal 2 (End
Hunger); Goal 5 (Achieve gender equality); Goal 8 (Decent work for
all); Goal 12 (Sustainable consumption and production); Goal
14 (Reduce marine pollution); and Goal 15 (Halt and reduce land
degradation).
15

 In the case of a community garden in Zambia it was noted

that “people are proud of what they are creating. They
have a great sense of ownership…They ind a peace and
wellbeing in the garden; not for monetary bene it.”
 In Burkina Faso, the community initiative had created a
social avenue enabling members to share their ideas and
their problems and thereby serve a therapeutic function.
Many expressed the view that participants were now able to
speak in public and felt empowered to move towards greater
independence. This was particularly evident in the comments
from women’s groups from India, where several noted that
because of their engagement in the self‐help groups they were
no longer so dependent on their husbands.
Literacy skills and other basic skills were highlighted by some
of the most marginalized groups. In several cases where
participants had been marginalized and
Many projects
stigmatized because of being HIV positive or
helped participants suffering from leprosy, enhanced self‐worth
feel more
helped them to view themselves in a new
independent and light, giving them the con idence to live in
con ident.
the locality and be seen as fully contributing
members of a diverse community.
Many of the social bene its identi ied related to strengthened
community relationships and networks. Participants felt
empowered by new knowledge, skills and training, and were
able to be more actively involved in their local communities.
Being accepted and integrated into local communities meant
they enjoyed a wider network of contacts and new friends
and greater social standing. They were seen to be
contributing members of the community, which was more
closely knit and offered mutual support.
 “Our groups savings and loans programmes help
improve the relations of the families in the community
through helping and supporting each other,” reported a
project in Cambodia.
 Cultural interchange programmes have been helpful to
immigrant groups in UK and US and to aboriginal youth in
16

Australia.
Projects also yielded health bene its. Members of agricultural
cooperatives felt that their household food security was
strengthened. Growing vegetables locally was associated with
better nutrition which, in turn, was associated with health
bene its for the family.
 In Peru, a tree‐planting project highlighted the fact that
members had an enhanced diet “with organic vegetables
and edible mushrooms.”
 In Brazil, where local plants were being collected and
processed to make teas, syrups, healthy food, less money
had to be spent on the purchase of
medicines in pharmacies.
Enhanced access to clean water, more
knowledge
about
hygiene
and
preventative health measures made for
healthier communities and served as an
incentive to people to produce home
Bemhiwa Community
remedies locally, thereby saving on
Development
Support
pharmacy purchases.
Center (p. 19)
 One group in Zimbabwe reported
that it had established a water point fund, from which its
members bene ited because there was reduction in
diarrhoeal diseases.
 Sessions concerning hygiene have helped members in
India to prevent opportunistic infections.
Projects’ Impact on Communities
Communities also bene it as their residents gain
economically and socially. The social impact on the
community was noted through greater solidarity and mutual
support, expressed through higher levels of participation in
community affairs. This, in turn, leads to community level
improvements that reach beyond direct participants in
projects.
 After the earthquake in Nepal, 507 families from Koshi
Dekha Village Development Committee have had to work
together very closely to rebuild the houses and schools
17

developed concrete initiatives in responding to the HIV
pandemic through preventative programmes, as well as
providing care and support to their members living with
AIDS.
B
that were destroyed. All are in need of each other and
focused on the reconstruction work for the welfare of all.
 In an area of New York where ethnic tensions can run
high, a Women’s Craft project has demonstrated that
women brought together to engage in a meaningful group
activity can learn from one another and from the
community.
Greater social acceptance of minority groups was expressed
by a number of different projects.
 For people affected by leprosy in River State, Nigeria, a
community‐based combined farming initiative had
“broken the barrier of stigma.” Those affected by leprosy
are accepted and loved, allowed to marry and to
participate in community affairs. Cooperatives with
people with disabilities in Edo State enhanced respect for
them.
 Through
their
participation
in
the
Neema
Entrepreneurship project in Kenya, women introduced
their HIV positive colleagues to organizations which
supported persons with HIV AIDS directly, enabling them
to gain access to counseling, care, treatment and child
sponsorship.
 Aboriginal people who attend Baabayn groups in Australia
have a greater sense of pride in who they are and have
succeeded in raising awareness about the situation of
aboriginal communities
For many communities, membership in a group meant having
access to a broader range of community‐based services.
Sometimes this was linked to a speci ic area of need.
 Several groups in India, Nigeria and Zimbabwe had
18
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The Bemhiwa Community Development Support
Center came about in response to local felt needs
in a drought‐stricken rural area of Marange,
Zimbabwe, where the effects of widespread HIV
and AIDS, hunger and poverty brought women from four villages
together in an effort to resolve their problems.
Engaging their local leadership and seeking
support from the Diocese of Mutare Community
Care Programme they were able to develop a
number of income generating projects over a 13
year period. These included a grinding mill, a
nutrition garden, a piggery, a tuck shop and a
school uniform/dressmaking project, all of which evolved in
response to needs and gradually became mutually sustainable. So
far, 762 households have bene ited from the initiative. Bene its to
the families and impact on the community relate to 12 of the 17
SDGs, most notably SDG 1–6, 8, 10, and 12.
In the last six months, the severity of the 2015/16 “El Nino” has
had a serious impact on food security, health, and water
availability in the community, and threatened the sustainability of
some of the projects. However, the resilience of the community
has come to the fore, as the villages remain united despite the
harsh drought and failed harvest. The participation of young
women and girls has increased and there has been sustained
moral support for this women‐led initiative from traditional
(male) leaders. The women‐led committee has demonstrated
enhanced capacity in managing the center in this time of crisis. In
an effort to respond to climate change, they have also adopted
drought‐responsive initiatives that promote conservation of the
natural resources.
19

 A community initiative in a poor, informal settlement in

Brazil was able to develop a greater appreciation for
alternative medicine in the local community. The whole
community began to take care of plants and the
environment and recuperate the value of traditional home
‐based cures and there was greater knowledge of
public health policies.

With strengthened social cohesion and the training of local
leaders, new needs were identi ied and new initiatives
developed to address them.
 Vandalism virtually disappeared in
one low‐income area in Newcastle‐
upon‐Tyne due to the community‐
based development of varied
concrete activities for young people.
In some cases, the training opportunities
offered and greater awareness of social
issues had brought about signi icant The Community Association
of Uruçu (p. 21)
changes in local cultural norms.
 One striking example was in a social service initiative in a
remote rural area of India where awareness training had
led to the elimination of female infanticide and a 30%
reduction in child marriages.
In the political arena, community‐based groups named
various ways in which their involvement had impacted local
communities. Firstly, participants were better informed about
their rights and were better able to voice their grievances and
seek justice when their rights were violated. Sometimes this
meant that as a marginalized group in the society they were
able to be represented in local decision‐making structures
which had previously side‐lined them. Having a voice also
meant that the community was better able to challenge unjust
structures.
 A community‐based youth project in Albania is helping
people learn that youth are part of the solution. It is
proving to be an advocacy initiative for more investment
in youth, with young people being given the opportunity
20
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The Community Association of Uruçu is made up of 28 families in
the Mairi area of Bahia, Brazil. The Association has as its goal
enhancing family‐based sources of income cooperatively in a way
that explores the more productive use of local resources while
respecting the agro‐ecological balance of the zone. One of the
indigenous trees that thrives in the semi‐arid conditions of
northern Bahia is the Licuri Palm, a tree which holds great cultural
importance to the local people. The palm nuts can be eaten raw,
but also processed to produce coconut food products, biscuits,
liqueurs and cosmetics. Licuri milk is a traditional component of
local Bahia cuisine. The Community Association is promoting
sustainable use of the licuri palm nuts by developing processing
skills locally. 14 people are now working
directly in a mini‐factory, networking with
other rural producers in the area.
In conjunction with CESOL, the Public
Center for Solidarity Economy and various
faith‐based and Government agencies, they have held workshops
demonstrating the various uses of the Licuri palm Its seed extract
can be used to produce vegetable oil, its leaves are used for craft
work and even the shells of the nuts can be made into bricks. The
Community Association is encouraging local producers to plant
more orchards of indigenous trees and Licuri palms, and providing
a market for their organically grown fruit. While the project is not
yet self‐sustainable, they are working towards this end, hoping to
establish increased family income, promoting the practice of
sustainable use of local resources and helping to stem the tide of
rural urban migration. The initiative highlights an integrated,
community‐based approach to SDG 1, 2, 8, 12 and 13.
to be animators of change.

 A tree‐planting initiative in the mountain communities of

Peru has strengthened democracy at local level by involv‐
ing the legally constituted representative body of the
“Junta de Campesinos” in all the decisions and activities.
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Because more people were able to exercise their right to vote,
democracy was strengthened. Communities that had formerly
been marginalized now had more credibility in the public
sphere. Political impact was cited most often in the
community‐based initiatives in India and was often associated
with higher motivation and an overall sense of empowerment.
In some countries such as Kenya and Zimbabwe the political
impact of the project took on another important dimension,
namely, greater tolerance for political and ethnic diversity.
 One entrepreneurship project on the outskirts of Nairobi
noted that people from different political parties and
ideologies were able to work together in the same group
in order to achieve the goal of economic empowerment.
 In the women‐led Bemhiwa rural project in Marange,
Zimbabwe, the team spirit that had drawn them to work
together as a community of 762 households facing
poverty, food insecurity and drought had helped to
“neutralize the political tension that used to exist in the
four villages.”
The impact in the economic sphere was noted most in
improved economic status at the household level but was also
re lected in the community as a whole. People were able to
exploit local resources for self‐reliance, generate income to
support their families, have access to small loans and escape
the clutches of the money lenders. Greater inancial
independence and increased productivity were linked to
general improved standards of living and opening up of
employment opportunities.
 Two cooperatives in rural Edo State, Nigeria established a
local market for much‐needed items such as kerosene and
foodstuffs, thereby providing income for their members
and saving people time and transport costs to fuel stations
and markets.
In at least half the cases explored, enhanced gender equality
was explicitly cited as an important outcome of community‐
based initiatives, an important inding in addressing SDG5.
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This was particularly noted by women’s groups, where
participants claimed that their economic contribution to the
upkeep of the family had led to greater respect for them as
persons and as breadwinners.
 Participation in savings groups in India had empowered
women to exercise their franchise in elections, thereby
becoming leaders in their communities and even
confronting men who exhibited a
patriarchal mindset. They were able to Improved gender
demand their right to food ration cards
equality was
from the Government and their children’s explicitly iden fied
right to education.
as a major outcome
in
at least half of the
Women’s collective rights have brought about
some signi icant changes at local level. Women grassroots projects.
said that they now had greater awareness of
their rights and were able to advocate more effectively for
them. Participation in community‐based initiatives had also
helped many to have a more critical approach to social and
political realities and to stand up against gender based
violence and discrimination.
 For example, in the Bilhar region of India their demands
resulted in the electri ication of a village, the construction
of a sewerage system, a paved road and the issuing of
ration cards and housing allocated in the name of women,
as well as reserving 50% of the seats for women in the
election of local of icials.
 Because women have been empowered through learning
and practicing conservation farming skills, crop
diversi ication and composting, as well as loan
management skills in a rural agricultural project in
Kaoma, Zambia, they stand a better chance in ighting
against gender based violence.
FACTORS CONTRIBUTING TO EFFECTIVENESS
In order to bene it from the lessons learned from the projects,
it is important to identify the factors that contribute to
programme effectiveness. This should help new projects to
improve their chances of success. Respondents identi ied
many elements that contribute to effective grassroots
23

projects. These can be grouped into three broad categories:
relationships with and between participants; sound project
planning and management; and selection of projects that
meet participant needs and are appropriate and reasonable
given the local context. Most effective grassroots projects use
a highly participatory, group approach and emphasize
relationship building. Regular group meetings contribute
to building solidarity and trust. A project in the United States
that focused on health and social services identi ied
communication as “the key element for better understanding
and relationships.” They report that involving everyone with
a role to play toward a common agenda worked well. Trust is
particularly critical when the groups manage funds such as
savings and micro‐loan projects. The role of staff varied and
different models contribute to success. Many projects said
that the participants themselves manage successful projects
using group decision‐making and problem solving.
A few, however, credited regular “hand‐
holding” by staff as important to ensure Solidarity and trust
success. The role of sponsoring NGOs
are extremely
varied from providing initial assistance important factors in
and training to ongoing support. Some the eﬀec veness of
degree of common background of grassroots projects..
members contributes to solidarity and
trust, aspects that all groups aim to achieve. A project serving
an aboriginal population in Western Australia is run by Elders
from the community who share the background of other
participants.
As reported by the response, “the Elders have similar lived
experience as those they work with and so are respected and
trusted. They are known in the community to be those who
take initiative…They have a strong sense of pride in being
Aboriginal and all their work is voluntary.” A common
background is not essential to effectiveness, however. An
income generating project in Kenya managed to create trust
and cooperation among women from different tribal groups.
The groups in this savings and loans project, including two
24
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The An Siol Community Development project came
into existence as a response to the needs of women
in a deprived area of inner city Dublin where few
had been able to complete basic schooling and there was a high
instance of alcohol and gambling addiction
among the male population. Sisters from the
local parish helped the women form groups and
receive training in various skills identi ied in a
needs survey. These ranged from sewing, craft
work and child care to assertiveness training. A
local employment service was established to help
the women access jobs and receive training in interview skills. In
response to the drug problem in the area, volunteers from the
community set up a group to support “dry users” and their
families. By the mid 1990s the women’s network was in a position
to set up their own community development project and “An
Siol” (The Seed) was born.
An Siol aims to address the causes and consequences of social and
economic exclusion, acting as a catalyzing support for the work of
local residents in identifying and responding to issues of concern
and helping to provide local services that enhance their
livelihoods and quality of life. The community development
project has grown over the 20 years since it was established and
now involves about 200 people. Some of the needs to which it
responds include homework support for children in primary
schools, low cost services to meet the needs of Senior Citizens and
training in organizational skills. In response to a crying need in
the community a “Personal Counseling and Psychotherapy
Service” has been established with the aid of volunteer
professionals. Seen in the context of the Sustainable Development
Goals, the initiative addresses SDGs 1, 3, 4, 5, 8 and 10.
groups of HIV positive women, created and enforce their own
Constitution. The project reports that this holds the members
together and that they often do jobs for each other during
times of personal or family crisis.
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Self‐help groups also considered themselves to be sustainable
because they were connected with the community and had
resources to engage members over time. A common strength
of those projects that identi ied themselves as sustainable
was the ability to understand the class/caste system and
build trust among members that are connected via geography,
educational level and familial relations.
Secondly, effective projects tend to be well
planned with regular monitoring and
evaluation of what is and is not working.
Clarity of goals was mentioned by several
respondents. A rural development project
in Bahia, Brazil stressed the importance of Chetna Bharati project
(p. 28)
setting targets and assessing progress
towards them through monitoring. Whereas values and good
intentions matter, sound management is essential to project
effectiveness. An interesting example was provided by a
savings and loan group’s project in Zambia. The money
generated in the project is kept in a safe box with 3 locks; the
keys are lodged with 3 different participants and money is
only disbursed during group meetings. This demonstrates
that trust can be combined with caution and safeguarding of
member money. Transparency is also helpful in building and
maintaining trust. Training of members is important in
building participant capacity.
The third key element is selecting a reasonable project that
takes local conditions into account, uses local resources
wherever possible and yields bene its to participants. As
one respondent from a sustainable agriculture project in
India put it, a project that is successful takes
the local situation into account and pitches
itself in a manageable mode. Examples are
choosing the right kind of crops or animals,
and production of products that are easily
sold and use readily available raw
materials.
Chetna Bharati project

 An example is a project in a semi‐arid part of Kenya that is

serving women (and a few men) who are mothers of
children with disabilities. Mothers are given a goat and
trained to care for goats; they then give the irst baby goat
born to another family. One factor in the success is the
choice of goats: “The goat project is a simple project…
Goats are hearty and can eat most anything so they are
easy for the women to care for. The goat
Factors that
milk is very nutritious and in high
improved project
demand.”
eﬀec veness also
 Handicraft projects are more successful if
contributed to
the products are easily sold. The
sustainability.
availability of plastic trash in Fiji
contributed to the success of the handicraft project in Fiji
that converted trash to craft items.
 A farming project in India introduced new methods of
paddy cultivation and attributed effectiveness to
appropriate technologies and to the training provided in
use of the technologies.

Successful projects meet the needs of participants. As
noted earlier, one respondent indicated “grassroots projects
must come from a felt need.” Because our survey focused on
economic projects, this was fairly easy. Participants shared
the need for income, so projects that are income generating
address a basic need. As one project noted, the community
served is very poor so it is easy to motivate participation. In
this case, the project served workers and their children in the
brick ields in West Bengal India with community water,
sanitation, education and hygiene projects.
Many of the factors that respondents associated with
effectiveness were also cited as contributing to project
sustainability. Most respondents considered their projects to
be sustainable and cited support of their communities and
community
leadership,
contributions
to
economic
empowerment and good project models that could be
replicated in other villages or communities.

(p. 28)
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It is 25 years since self‐help groups were started among a
Dalit community in an area of India where
people were landless, illiterate and
dependent on daily wage labor for the upper
caste people of the villages. Today some
6,500 women in Chatra District are
organized in 591 groups. The community‐
based initiative focused on the formation of
savings groups, each consisting of 10 – 12 people. Through
organized struggle, the people confronted landlords, thereby
retrieving some 2500 acres of land which was redistributed
among the people. This has made it possible for them to
cultivate land and carry out income‐generating projects.
Many have built their own houses.
The initiative has had a far‐reaching impact on the
community, which is now cohesive, interacting with others
beyond caste divisions. Enrolment in school has increased,
fewer girls are dropping out of school, and there has been a
decline in the rate of child marriage. Immunization rates have
increased. There is increased political participation and a
large turnout for elections. Women have begun their own
movement, numbering 1,200 members and is called the
“Struggling Women’s Committee for Emancipation.” The
entire process has been replicated in 9 out of 11
development blocks in the Chatra district. The bene its to
individuals and the larger community relate particularly to
SDGs 1, 2, 4, 5, 8 and 10.
Factors Hindering Effectiveness of Projects
Fewer respondents identi ied factors leading to
ineffectiveness. Some of those that were identi ied are factors
beyond easy control of projects, including droughts, poor
health or migration of participants, and lack of funding.
Agricultural projects are hindered by drought or other
weather‐related disasters.
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A sustainable farming project in Delta State in Nigeria suffered
from water problems. Some small businesses in a savings and
loan project in Nepal failed due to inability to control the
required temperatures to sustain mushroom growth that
members had invested in.
The project serving families working in Indian brick ields
commented that families seldom return to the same ield the
next year. As such, the project is serving new groups each year
and cannot build long‐term relationships. Poor health of
participants hindered a project serving women with HIV/
AIDS when they became too ill to repay their loans.
Lack of funding was mentioned by many projects as a barrier
to effectiveness. Although some NGOs could do more to raise
funds, serious obstacles exist. A programme in Ireland
reported that the government had ceased all funding for
informal education, leaving them few options. Moreover, in
general agricultural and educational initiatives require more
partnerships and funding from outside resources. A
community‐based agricultural enterprise project in Botswana
said: “I see these grassroots initiatives are extremely fragile.
They can only survive with both outside inancial help and
dedicated leadership.” Projects with an education component
in India and in Tanzania spoke of the need for inancial
support to extend their work with people who are
marginalized and illiterate.
Lack of funding is a
Poor planning and lack of staff with
serious barrier to
suf icient knowledge can interfere with
project
eﬀec veness.
success. In Botswana, a project that
involved women in jewelry production
said “without regular orders, the initiative collapses,”
indicating the need for successful marketing in advance.
Finally, a few respondents noted lack of participation or
commitment to the project, or interference by other outside
actors, including government departments, as impediments to
project effectiveness.
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This project operates in 4 panchayats of the Maner Block in the
Patna District and 8 Municipal Corporation constituencies in the
Patna District of India’s Bihar State. They organize at the local
level and are in the process of organizing all 58 slums, so as to
raise people’s voices for shelter rights. Their priority is ensuring
social security, especially food security, for the most deprived
communities. They educate children in 6 villages in the area.
They have adopted the bridge course, so the children receive
foundations to move on. The project has about 10 youth groups
comprised of both boys and girls, so that young people can
develop their capacities. These groups have been able to respond
to some of the youth’s needs.
The initiative provides skills training to around 100 young girls
and women each year. There are about 20 women’s groups, in
which women gather not only to save, but also to think about
their life and the need to bring about change. Women have, to a
great extent, brought about change in their way of life and have
dared to move on in spite of challenges. To date around 700
women have been trained.
At least 50% have become
economically empowered and gone on to open up their own
small businesses. LIAISON AND ADVOCACY with the government
and bureaucracy has brought us to the macro‐level of
involvement. So, having micro‐level experience at a rural level,
and semi‐macro experience at the urban level, we are able to
move into the macro level. The SDGs directly addressed by this
initiative include SDG 1, 2, 4, 5, 8, 10,and 11.
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The data from self‐reports of the 70 grassroots projects
reported here demonstrate innovative, sustainable models for
economic and social development with useful lessons for
the 2030 Agenda. The inal report of the 54th session of the
Commission for Social Development cited as the goals for the
future to “end poverty by 2030, leave no one behind and build
a life of dignity for all on a healthy planet” (United Nations,
2016). To achieve these will require deep commitment and
intensive work by all stakeholders. The results of our survey
underscore that grassroots projects have an important role to
play. Indeed, as one respondent from Kenya put it, “small
projects that are well managed may be more effective than
major governmental initiatives.”
This suggests the importance of interventions and indicators
that encourage and capture the interrelated nature of social,
economic and environmental development.
Projects that are community‐based and develop at the
grassroots are most likely to identify and engage those
who have been left behind by other development efforts.
Reaching the most vulnerable is very dif icult and requires
knowledge of local cultures and conditions and a sustained
investment in the community. Most of the projects reported
here are serving the most vulnerable groups. They include
people living in extreme poverty and
often further oppressed by stigma—those
We strongly
with HIV/AIDS, leprosy, or disabilities; recommend the use of
Dalits and other stigmatized societal a grassroots model in
groups; migrants, people living in isolated
the 2030 Agenda.
rural areas; and illiterate women. These
groups are seldom engaged in mainstream social and
economic institutions and therefore traditional approaches
will continue to leave them behind and fail to meet the 2030
Agenda. However, community–based initiatives that engage
stigmatized groups in responding to local needs have
been shown to play an important role in fostering attitude
change in the larger community.
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Since 2012, women of diverse ethnicity in Newburgh, New York,
have been perfecting craft and jewelry‐making skills and
marketing their products. Financially, all women who make and
sell jewelry bene it. Socially, all bene it because classes are held at
a place where women can learn new skills and enjoy the company
of other women. The craft center is
open to anyone who wants to be
trained, with a stable six‐member
group maintaining the base.
Currently, there are 6 women
selling products and directly
receiving the money. In addition to
making new jewelry, the women
repurpose donated jewelry.
Newburgh is an area in which persons of different ethnicities can
experience tensions. This initiative demonstrates that women
brought together to engage in peaceful, meaningful activity can
form community and learn from one another in a non‐
competitive environment. One major issue with the initiative,
however, is the luidity of participants. There is no way to be able
to determine if the women who teach will be able to return the
following year due to changes in their circumstances. The
initiative has potential to become completely economically
sustainable, if teachers are available and adequate numbers of
jewelry are made and sold, effectively advancing the 2030
Agenda through SDGs 1, 4, 5, 8, and 16.
The participatory, small‐group approach used by grassroots
projects is particularly effective in achieving social as well as
economic bene its and enhancing social and inancial
inclusion. Improved self‐esteem and increased community
and political participation are indicators of a “life of dignity.”
Many of the projects emphasized participation and
leadership of women and achieved notable gains in
women’s empowerment and agency, having a positive
impact on gender relations.
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Engagement and self‐esteem also seem to increase
people’s capacity to invest in caring for their physical
environment. A number of projects include sustainable
agriculture and care of local forest resources.
The goal of local economics projects at the grassroots is to
facilitate family livelihoods that are sustainable and improve
well‐being over the long term. Project sustainability is an
important interim step. The majority of the responding
projects did, indeed, consider their efforts to be sustainable,
especially with ongoing involvement from other groups.
They also exemplify how resilience in times of shock is a
strong indicator of the long term sustainability of
community‐based initiatives and holds the key to
development. Our indings lead us to strongly urge use of
grassroots models to advance the 2030 Agenda.
However, that is not to negate the role of governments. The
respondent from Kenya, who inds small projects more
effective than large governmental initiatives, nonetheless
urges partnerships: “government and other organizations
could help by reducing taxes and restrictions on small
business, by improving infrastructure so products can reach
market, and by providing free training and education in
small business, inancial management and small scale
agriculture.” These policies would encourage scaling up of
local projects and their replication.
Finally, the survey results strongly underscore the
interrelated nature of the individual Sustainable
Development Goals. Although they were initiated prior to
formulation and adoption of the SDGs, the projects reported
here all address multiple goals simultaneously and in an
integrated way. They report progress towards SDGs 1, 2, 5,
8, 10, and 16, and in many instances integrate aspects of
goals 3, 4, 6 and 15.
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The initiative began in July, 2000, at the Paroda Mission in
Goa, India, in a remote village predominately inhabited by
aboriginal Kumbis and Gaudas. To date, 6 self‐help groups,
each with 15 to 20 tribal women, mostly of the same social
and economic status, have been functioning within the
community. Alongside educating the women on sanitation,
human rights and the various government schemes available
to them, training enabled the women to begin savings groups
and micro inance initiatives. Every month Rs.200 are
collected from each woman and two of the women share
responsibility for depositing the money into a saving account.
Loans are distributed on a needs basis, with the group
assessing the most deserving case. The interest rate is much
lower than that of money lenders, enabling women to escape
from vicious money‐lending practices and having to pay back
excessive interest, practices which worsen their economic
situation.
It was identi ied that in enabling women to have a better
quality of life, they must irst be empowered economically,
(SDG 1,5 and 8) and through the groups they are able to ful il
daily needs and develop self‐con idence. The group works
with other NGOs on various civil and consumer issues, such
as water, sanitation (SDG6), and road safety inter alia (SDG9),
yet is in need of funding assistance to become economically
sustainable. At present, a forum working on civic and
consumer issues has been formed, with each member
contributing funds.
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The Kaoma Sustainability Project was originally developed,
and continues to build on, the expressed need of local people,
namely, hunger. Working with the most vulnerable people in
the area, these projects help alleviate root causes of poverty
by teaching people to help themselves
through various forms of education.
Groups are comprised of some of the
poorest persons in ive areas who are
willing to use methods of conservation
farming,
including
composting rather than using
commercial fertilizer, inter‐
cropping, rotating crops, and planting crops and
trees that contribute nutrients to the soil.
Because land is easy to obtain, but jobs are so
scarce, farming is the only way that most local
people will survive and become self‐sustainable. Each group
was given two oxen, an ox cart, a plow, and a reaper to assist
them in generating income for their group. Fish is one of
Zambia’s primary foods. Property purchased for the pilot
project features a natural spring. Fish ponds, which have been
dug by hand, allow clients to learn to raise ish, which
provides food and generates income for other needs. From
December through February, there is great demand for ish
due to a government ban on ishing in
public lakes and rivers.
Originally begun as a programme for
making school uniforms for poor,
outlying schools, a tailoring initiative
has expanded to include merchandise
such as men’s shirts, women’s dresses,
curtains, sheets and bedspreads. The
group focuses on items not available in Kaoma, so as to avoid
competition with local tailors. Not only do these items serve
some of the people’s needs, but they also generate income to
help support the ministry of the Kaoma Sustainability Project.
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Note on Survey Methodology and Limitations
The survey reported in this document was conducted to glean
useful lessons from grassroots level local economies projects.
The survey was not a scienti ic research project and no
sampling methodology was used. Survey instruments were
distributed to grassroots af iliates of organizations belonging
to the NGO Committee for Social Development. Therefore,
results are not intended to be generalizable to all NGO or civil
society efforts. The responses represent a diverse array of
types of projects, bene iciary groups, and come from all
continents. The descriptions and perspectives provided
should be useful in informing policy and future programming.
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