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People working in the welfare field are starting to acknowledge that a purely 
curative approach Is not enough to break the cycle of welfare related problems 
in communities, and that more emphasis needs to be placed on preventive work, 
Community development has become the new catch phrase to describe work 
which attempts to address underlying problems such as unemployment, lack of 
or inadequate housing, criminal and political violence and widespread sob-
stance abuse, 

What is development? is it something done by experts with the technical 
know-how on behalf of the less privileged, m ts it a process whereby we equip 
communities to develop themselves? Our interpretation of development has 
important implications for our role as community workers, the methods we 
adopt, the impact we have on communities, the lype of projects set up, decision 
making processes, and the ownership of projects, A top down approach tends to 
result in community members remainingpassive, whereas a grassroots approach 
is more likely to involve participants actively in the process of irauslof siting 
themselves, their families, their communities and broader society. 

Turton identified three different appmaches. to development, namely 'growth 
centred'* 'spend and service1 and 'people centred"* The 'growth centred approach 
is characterised by: a focus on production; measuring development in terms of 
quantitative growth; co-option of local leaders to implement the plans and goals, 
resulting in manipulation of the community: and lack of focus on basse power 
relations. 

The characteristics of 'spend and service* are as follows: programmes are 
based on material indicators such as poverty, homelessness, unemployment, 
malnutrition and poor health; programmes are designed and implemented by the 
developer; there is community participation, but not in the decision making and 
planning processes; certain material needs ate redressed, but insufficient re­
sources go into building the capacity of local communities; and projects depend 
on funding and are unable to continue once the funding stops. 
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characteristics: a focus on process father than on projects; empowering people 

effectively at the commuaily level; community participation to gain greater 
control over resources; and meeting basic needs and continuously improving the 

Stale structures and welfare organisations generally adopt a #powth 
centred or tspend-and.-service> approach. These approaches maintain the status 
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the system even though the problems people experience may arise out of that 
very system* They are top down in nature and people are not equipped with the 
bargaining and negotiating skills to address power imbalances themselves. 
Communities are discouraged to tike ownership of pf ojeets- by being excluded 
ftom aspects such as planning and control. There is a lack of training in 

welfare organisations, and eternally grateful for whit these organisations are 
doing, for them This, in turn, allows the predominantly middle and upper class 
welfare committees to feel very good about the projects they are maintaining, 
while ensuring control over the poor at the same time. 

According to Hope and Tinume!, ^development and education are first of all 
about liberating people from all that holds them tack from a full human life. 
Ultimately, development and education are about transforming society/1 Clark 
adds that development is "a process of change that enables people to take charge 
of their own destiny and realise their full potential It requires building up in 
people the confidence, skills, assets and freedom necessary 10 achieve this goal 
True development is done by people, not to peopled 

making decisions and implementing projects, according to their needs. The 
ownership of the projects by the community is encouraged from the very start. 
The skills for managing the project are developed in the process, and eonse» 
'queirtly empowerment is more likely to become a reality. This process enables 
people io shape their own destiny. 

It is important for us to question whether the approaches we use maintain 
the present situation and the problems inherent in it, or whether they lead to 
positive transformation. 
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The community worker's role is defined to some extent by the development 
appfoach thai is adopted. Roles such as advocacy, organising and conscious­
ness-raising are consistent with grassroots approaches, where unequal power 
relations and economic, social and political injustices are seen as impacting 
negatively on communities. Top down approaches are inclined to view the role 
of the community worker as that of expert and long term co-ordinatorof projects. 

Roles such as facilitator are generally included in all approaches. How­
ever, the way in which these roles are interpreted depends largely on the 
approach' The top down interpretation of these roles is linked to the view of 
community worker as expert. Facilitation is geared towards assisting people to 
adapt to existing social structures, or to new structures that are decided on by the 
developers, Community members are regarded as 'empty vessels8 needing to be 
filled with the expert*§ knowledge. However, this stops short of the transfer of 
the skills needed for communities to fake over the management of projects, 

A grassroots approach interprets the facilitative and educative rotes as em­
powering people to take control over the decisions that affect their lives and to 
define the natureof the changes they want. Active participation, critical thinking 

It is important for community workers to be aware of the contradictions inherent 
in engaging in development work within the parameters of the welfare system, 

development work. We as community workers also need to look al ourselves, to 
question our assumptions about the communities we work inp to examine our 
own feelings about changes and to assess the extent to which we hide behind the 
policies of welfare organisations. 

We assume that communities need education and trainings but have we 
considered the possibility that colleagues, welfare organisations and fenders 
need to be educated about development? 

to needs assessment presupposes the specific projects we have in mind, and the 
projects we implement reflect our assumptions of what the community needs. 
When the projects we implement are not we'll utilised, we blame the community 

project may be well attended, we try to justify oui belief that communities are 
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incftp&bte of tusoAfiinfi their OWE affairs* 
We sometimes hand over the running of projects to communities when 

filming dries up* without adequately preparing them with the lecess&ry skills, 
and we despait when the pf ojeets collapse, Alternatively we maintain control 
over resources mtk as equipment and finance, thereby ensuring the continued 

If community work is to fulfil its preventive role, it is necessary to address 
broader social problems such as unemployment, lack of housing, violence, 
unequal power relations and economic* political and social injustices. We must 
also aim to break the cycle of dependence that results from top down welfarist 
approaches, otherwise we are making a mockery of development and we are 
merely paying lip service io it Community development is a farce unless it aims 
at empowering communities by building the cap»0ty of community members to 
take control of their lives. 

This article was written by the Community Organising and 
Development Department of the Johannesburg Child Welfare Society 

Critical Health no. 45 


