
UNITED NATIONS RESEARCH INSTITUTE FOR SOCIAL DEVELOPMENT 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

       DP 79 

THEIR CHOICE OR YOURS 

GLOBAL FORCES OR 
LOCAL VOICES? 

edited by Krishno Dey 
and 

David Westendorff 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

UNRISD Discussion Papers are preliminary documents circulated in a limited 
number of copies to stimulate discussion and critical comment. 

 
    October 1996 
 
 
NOTE: Page numbering in this electronic version may differ from the printed publication. 



The United Nations Research Institute for Social Development (UNRISD) is an 
autonomous agency that engages in multi-disciplinary research on the social dimensions 
of contemporary problems affecting development. Its work is guided by the conviction 
that, for effective development policies to be formulated, an understanding of the social 
and political context is crucial. The Institute attempts to provide governments, 
development agencies, grassroots organizations and scholars with a better understanding 
of how development policies and processes of economic, social and environmental 
change affect different social groups. Working through an extensive network of national 
research centres, UNRISD aims to promote original research and strengthen research 
capacity in developing countries.  
Current research themes include: The Challenge of Rebuilding War-torn Societies; 
Integrating Gender into Development Policy; Community Perspectives on Urban 
Governance; Environment, Sustainable Development and Social Change; Crisis, 
Adjustment and Social Change; Participation and Changes in Property Relations in 
Communist and Post-Communist Societies; Ethnic Conflict and Development; Political 
Violence and Social Movements; and Socio-Economic and Political Consequences of the 
International Trade in Illicit Drugs. UNRISD research projects focused on the 1995 World 
Summit for Social Development included Rethinking Social Development in the 1990s; 
Economic Restructuring and Social Policy; Ethnic Diversity and Public Policies; and Social 
Integration at the Grassroots: The Urban Dimension. 
A list of the Institute's free and priced publications can be obtained from the Reference 
Centre. 

 
 

United Nations Research Institute 
for Social Development 

Palais des Nations 
1211 Geneva 10 

Switzerland 
 

E-mail: info@unrisd.org 
 
 
 
 

ISSN 1012-6511 

Copyright © United Nations Research Institute for Social Development (UNRISD). Short extracts 
from this publication may be reproduced unaltered without authorization on condition that the 
source is indicated. For rights of reproduction or translation, application should be made to 
UNRISD, Palais des Nations, 1211 Geneva 10, Switzerland. UNRISD welcomes such applications. 
The designations employed in UNRISD publications, which are in conformity with United Nations 
practice, and the presentation of material therein do not imply the expression of any opinion 
whatsoever on the part of UNRISD concerning the legal status of any country, territory, city or area 
or of its authorities, or concerning the delimitation of its frontiers or boundaries. 
The responsibility for opinions expressed in signed articles, studies and other contributions rests 
solely with their authors, and publication does not constitute an endorsement by UNRISD of the 
opinions expressed in them. 

 
 



 

Preface 
As one of their contributions to preparations for the World Summit for 
Social Development (Copenhagen, March 1995), UNRISD and the United 
Nations Volunteers (UNV) undertook a project on Volunteer 
Contributions to Social Integration at the Grassroots: The Urban or 
�Pavement� Dimension. Its purpose was to survey and highlight the 
current and potential contributions of volunteer effort towards social 
integration at the local level. The project emphasized two elements: to hear 
from the volunteers, as far as possible, in their own words; and to provide an 
urban �pavement� perspective from marginalized communities in large cities 
around the world. 
 
The project was implemented quickly, with much of the survey work 
completed between July 1994 and March 1995. In this short span, field 
visits were made to 16 cities on four continents; in each city local 
researchers prepared several case studies of innovative or especially 
instructive efforts by community organizations and volunteer groups to 
combat grave urban social problems. With some 40 case studies under way, 
the project�s researcher-activists and supporters met in Cyprus in late 
November 1994 to discuss the main themes raised by their studies, as well 
as to plan a series of short-term exchanges between community groups 
participating in the project and to formulate recommendations for 
strengthening community and volunteer action for inclusion in the Social 
Summit�s Plan of Action. At the Summit itself, UNV and UNRISD 
organized a series of roundtable discussions to present the early findings of 
the project. Some of these findings are contained in the present document, 
Their Choice or Yours: Global Forces or Local Voices?, an early version 
of which was distributed at the Social Summit. A revised and expanded 
version was distributed at Habitat II, and now with a few additional changes, 
it is appearing as the second UNRISD Discussion Paper on the theme of 
Community Perspectives on Urban Governance. 
 
One of the findings to emerge most forcefully from the UNV-UNRISD 
project was that community responses to urban social problems could 
achieve much greater impact if they occurred in a context of genuine support 
from a stronger, more open local government. Taking the latter theme as a 
point of departure, UNRISD and UNV have embarked on a new project, 
Volunteer Action and Local Democracy: A Partnership for a Better 
Urban Future, to understand better the successes of and constraints on 
collaboration between community organizations (including volunteer 
groups) and local authorities. Preliminary findings from eight cities were 
presented at the Habitat II Conference in Istanbul in June 1996. A number of 
the reports from this project will be published in 1997, also as UNRISD 
Discussion Papers on the theme of Community Perspectives on Urban 
Governance. 
 
This paper brings together the findings of the Cyprus meeting, extracts from 
the case studies and some of the most pressing concerns expressed by the 
groups and individuals that participated in the project. The introduction 
highlights the findings of the meeting, focusing on the internal and external 
forces tending to limit the success of community action in the project cities. 
It also outlines some broad strategies for overcoming these. Part I sets the 
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context of the project, describes the process of case study selection, and 
attempts to clarify the concepts of �community� and �volunteer action� that 
undergird the project. Part II consists of extracts from the case studies. 
Together they demonstrate an extraordinary range of community action in 
the face of deep and complex crises that disproportionately affect residents 
of low-income urban neighbourhoods. In their diversity and innovativeness 
� often predicated on the absence of external assistance or resources � 
these responses to crisis cast volunteers of the 1990s in a very non-
traditional light. Fortunately, it is one that provides hopeful glimpses of 
solutions to modern-day sources of marginalization and social exclusion. 
 
A list of acknowledgements is appended at the end of the text to recognize 
the many persons whose judgement and knowledge were tapped in 
formulating the project. 
 
Krishno Dey was the Principal Officer of UNV until late 1994. He now 
operates independently from his home in Shantiniketan, West Bengal, India. 
David Westendorff co-ordinates research on Community Perspectives on 
Urban Governance at UNRISD. 
 
 
Dharam Ghai 
Director, UNRISD 

Brenda Gael McSweeney 
Executive Co-ordinator, UNV 

October 1996 
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