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the notion of community, even as initially outlined in the two background papers, offers a

promising follow-up to some of the discussions that started at the World Urban Forum.

This brief reflection paper attempts to trace the experience of an international
development agency (UN-HABITAT) in revitalizing communities with a view to
achieving sustainable human settlement development. While the document will not dwell
on conceptual nuances, it will attempt to illustrate the different modalities in which
endeavours were made to reach out, harness the potential, and to deploy the latent energy
of community. The simple point it attempts to make is that conventional approaches to
community development are overly functionalist and tend to externalize the potent
attributes of community. There is a need to pay more attention at the operational level on
internalizing community potential, a process which seems to be more effective in building
all-rounded resilience. Essentially this note calls for a rigorous re-examination of the

approaches used by international agencies in supporting community development.

The Habitat Agenda and the role of Community

The Istanbul Declaration and the Habitat Agenda of June 1996 constitute the rare
occasion when the international community represented by a cross-section of stakeholders
reached an agreement on a vision for societal development. For the decade and a half since
its adoption, the Habitat Agenda has served as a foundation for articulating principles,
defining norms and values for human settlement development, including urban

transformation.

It is true that there is a proliferation of slum settlements in the world today, which is
contrary to the Habitat Agenda goal of providing adequate shelter for all. There is also an
increase of urban inequities and a rise in social, economic and environmental threats and
breakdowns - aspects which are almost a converse of the sustainability aspired for in 1996.
Indeed, these may cast some doubt on the commitment of the international community to
pursue the broader vision of the Habitat Agenda. On the other hand, the UN-HABITAT

as well as national governments and local authorities do continue to derive substantive
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inspiration and to develop operational frameworks from the commitment of the
Declaration and the content of the Agenda. Furthermore, subsequent global
pronouncements, including the Millennium Declaration and the Development Goals,
Istanbul +5, the Johannesburg Declaration and even the recent pre-occupation on cities

and climate change have retained the essence of that seminal undertaking of 1996.

The Habitat Agenda therefore remains a useful and valid reference at a global level and it
continues to provide the basis for UN-HABITAT’s normative and operational
interventions. Indeed, it is rather striking, that the notion of community in the Agenda
seems to be predominantly place-based, and also subsumed within the broader sphere of
‘sustainable human settlement’. While extensive reference is made to community and
community-based-organisations, the focus is more on the organizational aspects relating to

action to be undertaken and benefits to be accrued.

The implicit assumption in the Agenda is that the ‘health’ of a community derives from
the health of the larger society in the city as a whole. The lower level and the parts of a
city are treated more or less as a microcosm of the larger entity, which replicates its
features either horizontally or across levels. It is in this respect that the Agenda refers to
sustainable human settlements as those that, ‘inter alia, generate a sense of citizenship and
identity, cooperation and dialogue for the common good, and a spirit of voluntarism and
civic engagement, where all people are encouraged and have an equal opportunity to
participate in decision-making and development;” While this broad generic
characterization of a societal health refers to the city or even to an urban system as a
whole, the subsequent separate reference in the strategy of implementation underscore the

organizational and functional role of community and community based organisations

One is therefore tempted to suggest that right from the Habitat Agenda, the perspective of
the city has been predominantly macro, with the constituent parts being considered in
instrumental-functional terms or as lower level and partial replica of the broader entity. To
some extent, such an un-dialectical linkage creates an in-built tension in realizing the dual

commitment of ‘enablement’ and ‘participation’ which are the key principles of the
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Habitat Agenda that also underscore the centrality of a bottom-up in achieving the
Agenda goals.

At the operational level, the dual approach of enablement and participation guided the
design and packaging of intervention for most of the project and programme work
following the Istanbul conference. Enablement involved the promotion of reforms in
policies, legal instruments and in the institutional framework and processes in order to
facilitate the delivery of services, access to land and shelter, and the management of the

environment by the communities and stakeholders. And the participatory dimension






Draft — not for distribution Halfani, Mohamed

the community and the macro-system. This approach not only partially deploys the
potential of community to engage, but it also has the danger of relegating community to
becoming a mere appendage of society - We do notice however, by doing so, the to be

deployed functionally and instrumentally when necessary. On the other hand, the



