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CHALLENGES AND OPPORTUNITIES
FOR ACTION TO FIGHT POVERTY AND INEQUALITIES AT LOCAL LEVEL
SATURDAY 23.02.2013 – EXTRADAY SESSION

The Extraday session was held in the context of the Council of Europe Conference on “Poverty and Inequality in Societies of Human Rights: the paradox of democracies – Proposals for an Inclusive Society“, that has stressed the need for a renewed strategy to fight poverty, basing it on common goods and on the sharing of social responsibilities whilst at the same time avoiding waste. In order to give continuity to the discussions of the Conference and activate the new joint project with the European Commission “Responding together”, a group of fifty experts from different backgrounds (people experiencing poverty, researchers, activists, members of local institutions, etc.) identified some of the main challenges and opportunities that disable or enable action at local level.

SUMMARY

1. Building inclusive communities and networks

Participants underlined that in a plural society, where diverse ways of perceiving problems and challenges are coexisting, it can be difficult to develop common perspectives and approaches. One of the core aspects of community building that has been identified was trust, based on accountability and transparency. These elements were identified as also being able to create motivation and hope.

The group stressed the importance of including persons from different backgrounds and sharing power, underlining also the difficulties that this implies. Participants highlighted the need to take into consideration the different social backgrounds, whilst giving priority to the people that have less communication skills and that are generally excluded from decision making processes. In this sense, the group stressed the importance of managing projects/networks democratically, on an equal footing.

Based on concrete examples (such as the LETS project, Armut network, the homeless university), the group emphasized some of the positive outcomes of collaboration and network building, e.g. cross-fertilisation, resources and energy consolidation, scale effect and community representation (more power when acting as a group than when acting alone). The group also identified some of the main difficulties related to these processes, such as the lack of time and space to create involvement, the size limits and the risk of disequilibrium between stronger and weaker actors. The Internet and the use of open source software were seen as opportunities to develop networks but it was also stressed that access to IT utilities was problematic for disadvantaged groups. In parallel, participants called for the development of “meeting spaces” to enable exchange and for community building. Last but not least, chair rotation to coordinate networks was identified as being a way to promote equality between members.

2. Building inclusive democratic processes

The group stressed the need to reinforce democracy and to “democratise democracy” by developing direct democracy, deliberative and consensus processes and by encouraging the emergence of different opinions (de-census). The need to build transformative democratic processes inside institutions was identified as one of the main challenges. Participants stressed the importance of creating a link between people in power and people from different social backgrounds.

As mentioned, the group underlined the difficulty to build inclusive communities and processes where the voice of everyone can be heard and listened to. In this sense, participants indicated that having the possibility to speak does not necessarily mean that the person’s interest is being taken into consideration. Here also the group emphasised the importance of taking into consideration the different social backgrounds. Last but not least, participants stressed that the “democracy starts with us” which implies behaving in a certain way and putting in place processes in our projects/initiatives that take into account the voices of the different actors at stake, with special attention given to those who have generally less possibility/capability to speak. 

3. Mobilising resources

Regarding the mobilisation of resources, participants identified as one of the main opportunities the variety of resources that can be shared and reused (clothes, shoes, computers, etc.). The lack or the existence of creativity in identifying resources to be mobilised was pointed out as one of the key issues when acting in this field. 

Besides objects and material resources, the group considered the possibility of resurrecting projects that had already ended. Participants also mentioned the mobilisation of human resources and related it to the key concepts that were mentioned when addressing the building of inclusive communities, such as trust. In this regard, it was stressed that there is a need to raise awareness on the multiplicity, the ability and the positive outcomes of sharing and reusing resources. Participants saw positively the development of local exchange systems (LETS) and time banking.

Scale was seen as one of the main challenges to the sharing of resources. The process was seen as being easier to carry out at local level. However, the development of sharing platforms on-line for free was perceived as facilitating the mobilisation of resources at a larger level.

When linking the fight against waste to the combat against poverty and inequalities, one of the concerns raised underlined the risks of giving to people in poverty products that no one wants (i.e. “bad products”),therefore reproducing stigmatisation. Bureaucracy and legal or administrative constraints were also seen as one of the main challenges. To partly overcome this, participants called for the recognition of the right to reuse objects.

4. Receiving support from public authorities

The lack of support by public authorities was mentioned by several participants, be it related to a lack of political will or to a lack of flexibility. 

Participants observed a form of inertia in public institutions that they also related to the complexity of the procedures and to a difficulty to change the mentalities inside institutions. This lack of adaptability was viewed as preventing institutions from facing today’s challenges, i.e. impoverishment, precariousness.

Participants identified as part of the solution the creation and reinforcement of dialogue between public authorities and civil society, mixing bottom-up and top-down approaches. It was stressed that collaboration needs to be developed at different levels and between different actors. In broader terms, participants also stressed the need to build transformative democratic processes inside institutions that bring together people from institutions and people at the grassroots from different social backgrounds and involved in actions.

Other challenges concerned the lack of transparency and the complexity of functioning, which make it difficult to identify who might be equipped to solve a problem or apply for funding. Moreover, the group mentioned that local public officers are themselves lost in this intricacy. Participants also evoked the lack of collaborative or even the discriminatory behaviour of public authorities when seeking support. In this regard, awareness raising and continuous training of public officers were mentioned as one of the possible paths to face these problems.

More specifically, concerning the allocation of funding, the complexity of the requests was seen as preventing small initiatives to have access to them. Also, participants stressed that the criteria on which funding is being allocated gives priority to the way in which projects are presented rather than to their real impact on the ground. Participants suggested that the allocation of funds should not impose ideas and projects, but let people on the ground develop the activity and let the community identify “their” tools and allocate resources for it. 

Long term support and funding was also perceived as one of the key issues in order to overcome the stop/start dynamics and to avoid the waste of energy and resources. Continuity was identified as essential for building trust. In this sense, participants also called for authorities to further develop long term thinking.

Participants also mentioned the importance to develop solidarity among civil society, for example by accompanying migrants or weaker actors to have access to public services, as well as the need to create movements that exercise political pressure and orientate public authorities.

Last but not least, the idea of transformation and change was present in various conversations and the crisis was seen as an opportunity to introduce new ways of “doing”. Concerning public institutions, the sharing of practices was mentioned as a possible path to give confidence to local authorities and bring real change.
ANNEX: WORK BASED ON THEMATIC TABLES

A. INVOLVING CITIZENS FROM DIFFERENT BACKGROUNDS
Challenges
In this field, the main obstacles identified by the group were:

* Difficulties in community building:

- Defining common objectives, discourse and meaning
- Building trust, motivation, self-confidence, hope

- Developing a sense of belonging

- People will not usually participate if they don't see any advantages

- Languages/systems of reference/ bases of understanding are different
- Questioning whether or not it should start from the idea that the community itself exists (construct the community from zero)
- Overcome competition

* Difficulties in building inclusive democratic processes: 

- Having the space where many voices are free to express themselves does not imply the existence of democracy (they need to be brought together); 

- The term citizen is problematic (as it might not be inclusive)
* The lack of resources (time and space):

- To find time and space to construct/promote involvement, i.e. virtual community does not equal real life

* Challenges regarding local authorities:

- Administrative challenges (should respect differences of views and interests)

Opportunities
In this field, the group identified as main opportunities the following points:

* (Re)using and sharing resources:

- Possibilities to share and reinforce equal access to resources

- Internet is seen as an enabler in dealing with time/space problems
- U-phone: permanent dialogue by free phone using people’s time to provide that connection

- Develop local exchange systems (LETS) and time banking

- Develop “meeting spaces”

- Being inspired by others/Sharing experiences: storytelling for transformation; if you write the right question or make the proper offer will come to you.
* Building a community:

-  Develop common perspectives/approaches/projects that do not aggravate the conflicts but enable the finding of common solutions

* Opportunities regarding the democratic processes

- Reinforce democracy (refine political ideology and thinking)

- Link people in power with people of different income and levels of living
B. BUILD TRUST THROUGH CO-OPERATIVE ACTION

Challenges

In this field, the group identified as main obstacles the following issues:

* Trust between which actors?
- Building relationships and trust is an organisational weakness

* Trust at what level?
- Individuals – organisations

- Organisations – local /regional authorities

- Local/regional authorities – national/transnational authorities

- Individuals – individuals = peer trust 

- Build trust between social assistant and beneficiary
- Inter-sectorial interaction

* Lack of continuity: 

- No continuity in the support: stop/start profile that does not enable the development of projects (seems it is needed to restart project all the time)
* Different ways to perceive problems/challenges
Opportunities
In this field, the group identified as main opportunities the following points:

* Building collaboration:

- Having a common target/objective

- Creating forms of co-operation between diverse actors
- Ensuring co-operation between territories
- Connecting hierarchical structures to matrix structures. There are virtues to both structures but when you interconnect them – the structures change.
- Demonstrating the advantages of co-operation (for public institutions and citizens)
- Don't do projects – be a movement
* Bringing change:
- Changing mentalities
* Creating inclusive communities:

- Including so-called members of “target groups” + organisations in all layers/stages of the projects: visible signs that you are ready to share power

- Involving the people experiencing poverty in target establishments

* Need of continuity:

- Continuity is vital at local level in building trust 
- Ongoing, continuing
* Transparency/Information:

- Make information accessible to the wider public
- Communication 

C. SETTING UP DEMOCRATIC MANAGEMENT OF PROJECTS 
(MAKE EVERYONE’S VOICE HEARD)

Challenges

In this field, the group identified as main obstacles the following issues:

* Democracy starts with us:

- Behave in a way, put processes into place that take into account the voices of others, with special  attention given to those who have generally less possibility/capability to speak, fewer communication skills, etc.

* Taking into consideration the different social backgrounds

· Democratic management involves people with differences concerning access to social capital 

* Building transformative democratic processes inside institutions:

- Democratisation of democracy

- Citizens’ work outside of institutions

- “Project” must involve people in action of institution 


- Break traditions and dysfunctional norms
* Accountability and transparency to build trust

- Gain the participation of people – equal participation requires planning & implementation

- Respecting the process/rules of democracy

- Sharing of information

- Transparency

* Passion – motivating people
* Defining “real needs” of people

Opportunities
In this field, the group identified as main opportunities the following points:

* Developing direct democracy (real democracy)

* Network building

* Reinforcing meaning of 'public' & sharing

* Facilitation & deliberative process:
- Consensus instead of vote (?) 

- Idea of de-census: open challenge and creation of innovation, alternative options

* Encouraging different opinions – de-census

D. REUSE & SHARE RESOURCES AT LOCAL LEVEL

Challenges

In this field, the group identified as main obstacles the following issues:

* Bureaucracy and legal/administrative constraints:

· Recognition of the right to reuse an object: there are legal and administrative barriers that prevent reuse of resources
· A lot of bureaucracy in some organisations to be able to reuse resources (ex. Reusing computers in Romanian orphanages )
* Need to raise awareness and stress the positive aspects of reusing:

· Shops (2nd /second hand and converters) feel it is competition to local businesses (artisans...)
· People are sceptical

* Lack of creativity in re-using, re-imagining or redistributing resources

* Question of scale:

· sharing of objects is easier at the local level – difficult on a wider scale

* Risk of stigmatisation: 
- giving people “bad products”

Opportunities
In this field, the group identified as main opportunities the following points:

* Variety of resources that can be reused: 

- Clothes, shoes, electrical appliances = social shops

- Computers – for youth workers; in orphanages

- Time-banking: sharing time and knowledge

- Food: supermarkets throwing away food that is still good (i.e. milk)
* Developing second hand shops and cash converters

* Existence of creativity – wealth of ideas on how to use resources in different ways

* Internet:

- Websites: sharing platforms for free – i.e. Books and objects

E. ENSURING THAT PUBLIC AUTHORITIES FACILITATE ACTION

Challenges

In this field, the group identified as main obstacles the following issues:

* Lack of interest/political will:
 
- Getting authorities interested

- Some authorities just want poor people to disappear

- There is a lack of political will to address poverty

* Lack of skills/ competences:

- Many public servants are lost and don't understand the significance of what they do

- Local authorities need to have access to those issues that are to be addressed

* Complexity/ Lack of transparency: 

- There are different levels – political/technical

- Identify the right actors to talk to: sometimes there is no one who will accept
- Knowing what level of public authorities are appropriate partners and if they have the ability to help – are they in conflict with other levels of public authorities?
* Inertia/Lack of drive for change: 

- It is difficult for public authorities to change the mentality of public service employees

* Accountability

* Discrimination / Lack of collaborative behaviour

- Racism from technicians / public officers
- How much training is needed to behave as a human being
- Being unhelpful

- Public authorities in 'defensive mode'
* Social division: 

- 'Erosion' of social networks – crisis is a risk: damage to social capital 

Opportunities
In this field, the group identified as main opportunities the following points:

* Transparency/overcoming complexity:
- Identify when it is a political or a technical issue

- Identify WHO is the person in charge of solving the issue

* Develop relations between people and public authorities:
- Make requests to local authorities public

- Effective to mix bottom-up and top-down approaches in small towns

* Developing skills:

- Continuous education of technicians

* Solidarity between citizens
- Immigrants and refugees need accompaniment to get access to public services

* Political pressure & movements of citizens
- Political pressure – protests/legal processes

- We (the people) are really and ultimately the public authority

- We need an active community and enlightened authorities

- In case of “dead end” use media and put in copy other authorities when sending the request
* Introducing change and action:

- Introduce a new vision for public authorities

- Crisis is an opportunity = a good context for new propositions

- Public servants should feel proud of their efforts to reduce poverty

- Examples of innovative practices (in other regions) give confidence to local officials

F.  ENSURE SUSTAINABILITY OF PROJECTS AT LOCAL LEVEL

Challenges

In this field, the group identified as main obstacles the following issues:

* Difficulty to define and recognise sustainability:

- Sustainability is not well-defined

- Differentiating sustainability of results (after organisation ceases to exist) from that of organisation
- Multiple levels of interests (regional, national, supra-national)

* Lack of flexibility of administration: ensuring stability or preventing action?
The stability of procedures can contribute to transparency (the procedure is known)
but it also represents an obstacle for action :

· Request for public funding became so long and complex that there is the need to have a full time person to make it (for example in the case of the European Social Funds). Therefore, it prevents small structures to request for funding.
* Lack of support by public authorities to projects having concrete impact on the ground
· Having to fit into what is requested with no attention to real impact. 

· There is a discrepancy between funding and the concrete impact of the actions on the ground: knowing how to present a project so that it matches with the guidelines requested for funding is more important than the concrete impact of the project on the ground

· Statistics measurement: one instrument of the policy
· Public authorities’ manipulation of projects: have an agenda, pre-determined and fixed already.
* Court systems prevent continuation or meaningful development of project/action/organisation

Opportunities
In this field, the group identified as main opportunities the following points:

* Developing long-term thinking
* Mobilising resources

· Resurrect projects that have ended (memory & social capital of project sustained)

· Asset accumulation (for beneficiaries = results sustainability/cash reserves from funding = organisational sustainability)
* Building trust and mobilising human resources

· Human capacity development 
· Local population

· Trust – of networks

· Raising awareness - people willing to contribute more to the fight against poverty

· Collective action – measuring the mass
· Recognising expertise and social knowledge built at local level

* Opportunities with respect to public authorities

· thinking development outside public authorities' context (freedom to people to build (space))
· local authorities want to be re-elected – co-operative
· court system can also serve to protect and enable projects

* Improvements to be done regarding (re)allocation of funds:

- Not imposing ideas & projects, but letting people choose what they want to do.

- Long-term funding

- Let the community identify 'their' tool and allocate resources for it – giving priority to locally available resources
G.  NETWORK OF ACTIONS

Challenges

In this field, the group identified as main obstacles the following issues:

* Information: understanding the context 

· Mapping and monitoring projects  
· Better understanding of what others are working on
· Connection & points of complementarity with existing networks
* Relation with public authorities:
· Break walls between authorities and 3rd /third sector actors  
* Transparency:

· Funding in a transparent way
* Having a collaborative behaviour:

· overcome competitive spirits 
· real sharing, not formal sharing
· work together & keep the identity of each community and initiative alive
* Specialisation of networks or diverse functions within one organisation – transfer of functions to deal with overflows/overlaps (geographic/programs)

* Problem of scale:

- The group – size limits for trust and sharing

* Equality inside the network:

- Give visibility to smaller networks that are hidden behind mainstream NGOs (being financed by government money)
* Obstacles / opportunities:

- Easy access websites or information can be problematic
Opportunities
In this field, the group identified as main opportunities the following points:

* Positive outcomes:

- Cross-fertilising= enriching one another

- Resources/energy consolidation and scale effect

- Community representation = win for one means win for much more people
* Examples 

- LETS project = unique database (e-less) easy replication

- Armut network – homeless university – sharing information & going where people live/giving self-confidence

- Direct vote for project financing (crowd-funding)
- Start networks for people in irregular conditions/situations (migrant people)

* Word-of-mouth = information everywhere work at each level: local, national, international (women networks) CAMPAIGNS

* Internet/digital networks/open source software

* Need for one pusher to make links between organisations using professional interests as incentives (especially when no recurrent budget is ensured)

* Managing principle:

· Chair rotation to coordinate the network = equality

