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Participatory Development Symposium: A Reflection
DID D
Unufegan Joseph Imoukhuede
My expectation on attending the just concluded one-day sym-
posium on "Participatory Development” jointly organised by
JICA/IDCJ was that it would be 'another academic jamboree'
for development experts to dish out all available jargons there is
in the development lexicon. | had the preconceived notion that
at the end of the day it was going to be a 'talk shop' without any
concrete consensus. As it turned out, | was partially right in that
it was indeed a collection of expertsin the field of development
ably led by Professor Robert Chamber who needs no introduc-
tion to scholars of development studies and the carefully se-
lected discussants with varied level of practical experiences.
However, | was completely wrong in assuming that it was essen-
tially going to be atalk show. It was spiced with a practical dem-
onstration of how to arrive at collective decision using the not
complicated simple matrix system. This proved to be the climax
of this very enriching experience.
The experts through their stimulating presentations were able

to throw more light on whatever misconception people had as to



what constitute participatory development and what participa-
tory development is not. They highlighted the new shift from
things to people. It was obvious from the discussions that the
new change is a necessary condition for addressing the prob-
lems of the poor. The fact is often ignored that the poor people
have quite good perceptions of their own needs and goals and
what would be required to satisfy and make progress towards
them. Yet they are often by-passed in the scheme of things. Gov-
ernment should not presume that they know what will benefit
the poor better than the poor themselves. Project should be em-
barked upon because the people need them, not because some
contractors or donors are pushing for them. If development is
about people, it cannot happen without the participation of the
people. Here lies the beauty of participatory development

Having said the above, the fact remains that the earlier meth-
odologies also had their own merits. Every evolving methodol-
ogy be it Participatory Rural Appraisal PRA Participatory
Action Research PAR or Participatory Learning and Action

PLA has its own distinctive advantages. The problem has
been that most methodologies are more often than not, abused
by the practitioners for their selfish reasons. In some cases they
are adulterated, making it difficult to achieve the goals set for
them. Aswas clearly observed by one of the discussants, Partici-
patory Learning and Action has been used as 'an amighty card'
by various research bodies to give credibility to their projects.

Furthermore, practical experiences have shown very clearly
that theories discussed in the ivory towers are sometimes very
difficult to implement practically. This yawning gap between
theories and practices need to be addressed in order to reap the
fruits of researches. In designing whatever methodologies, the
actual practical realities are sometimes ignored making imple-
mentation a Herculean task. In a predominantly illiterate, con-
servative and rural setting the adoption of the PLA may not
attract the required cooperation of the local people despite the
fact it is acclaimed as one of the best way of raising the aware-
ness of the locals. Even though this problem is not insuperable
care must be taken not to adopt same methodologies for all
kinds of problems.

Another major observation has been to what extent have the
fruits of participation been translated into policy. What is the
usefulness of the PPA, PAR and PLA if the dividends that ac-
crue as aresult of it are not reflected in the overall policy-mak-
ing machinery of the government. Shifting decision-making
power closer to poor community by devolving authority to local
government can help promote local participation if the new re-

sponsibilities are accompanied by resources and capacity build-

ing. However, the point must be made that the poor
communities must be helped to organize themselves to advance
their interests. A maor source of poverty is people's
powerlessness- not just their distance from government.

I would to like to conclude by saying that much as | agree
that there are overwhelming advantages that could accrue to the
people if they are directly involved in participating in shaping
the decisions that affects them, such participation must be pre-
ceded by self organization. Self-organization is the best antidote
to powerlessness. Once organized the poor can influence local

government, help hold it accountable and trandate their needs

and aspirations into effective policies. Only by so doing can
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