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Starting as a one-off initiative of the Christian ecumenical
movement in 1978, One World Week (OWW) was so
successful that is now established as an annual event in the
calendar of the development education and community
development fields. It is continually expanding in terms of
depth of issues explored, action taken and number of people
involved. With a network of over 12,000 local activists,
mainly in the UK but increasingly internationally, OWW
encourages community groups, schools, prisons, hospitals,
youth groups, faith groups, Scout and Guide groups, DECs,
environmental groups, campaigning groups, colleges – any
group – to celebrate, learn and act as global citizens.

Reflecting on changes in Development Education (DE) in
the community over the 25 years of OWW is a challenging
task. I will use the story of the development of OWW’s
‘Reaching Out and Reaching South programme as a way of
looking at what has been happening more widely in
community development education.

About ten years ago, OWW realised that, like many other
DE programmes, it primarily involved white people talking
to other white people about issues of international
development that, while relevant to everyone, are often
particularly pertinent to those in the South – mainly black
people. This is a generalisation, but it did seem that the
majority of people involved at the management and planning
level of OWW activities around the country, and the majority
of people who attended the events were white. OWW tried to
find ways of involving more people in the South and from
black and minority ethnic (BME) communities in the UK in
its work at all levels. While there was some success, we kept
coming up against barriers. It was not enough just to invite
people to take part on the existing terms of OWW – we had
to be able to give people a reason, a role and perhaps most
importantly assurance that their views were going to be
taken seriously.

OWW decided that the only way to take this further was
to increase the capacity of the organisation to provide new
people with the support they needed, and to respond
meaningfully to their input. An advisory committee was set
up involving people from BME communities who had been
involved in OWW and/ or other DE initiatives. They put
together an initiative that would invite black and southern
people with experience of development from a Southern
perspective to play the role of ‘mentors’ to existing OWW
groups, to jointly plan their OWW programmes, and to
indirectly ‘mentor’ OWW as an organisation. This would go
some way to redressing the imbalance of power that OWW

felt existed. These attempts to involve people from BME
communities in a strategic role rather than as performers/
speakers/ promoters were being reflected in the DE field as a
whole. Organisations realised that without the active
involvement of people who had experienced development
from a southern perspective, in the planning and
implementation of development education, DE lacked
legitimacy.

Reaching agreement among the organisations who
sponsored OWW was not simple, as what was being
proposed meant to some degree giving up control of the
programme to new people, and opening up the organisation
to the possibility of change. Another challenge was funding,
particularly as the funding open to community DE groups
was increasingly project funding. This has its frustrations –
when the aim of the initiative is to develop something that
will become integrated into the whole methodology of an
organisation, it feels wrong to box it up as a separate project.
And it means that new staff taken on to run projects – often
those with the direct experience of working within BME
communities – are on fixed contracts and their work is not
considered as ‘core’ when facing difficult budget decisions.

Finally, in 1998, a project entitled Voices from the South
was agreed by the OWW management committee and
accepted for funding by the EU and the Department for
International Development (DFID). The project advertised
for eight ‘mentors’, who were matched up with eight OWW
groups, some of whom were DECs, and assigned a ‘mentee’
or main contact person within the group. Mentor and mentee
attended four training sessions hosted by OWW, and worked
together with their group for six months, developing both a
relationship with each other and a plan for a programme of
OWW events for that October. The mentor was paid a
stipend to cover some of his or her time, and the group was
given a grant to enhance their capacity to put on events.

Did we get it right? Well, the project has now developed
into ROARS – Reaching Out and Reaching South, and has
continued despite several funding crises. Many of the
original mentors are still actively involved in OWW and/ or
the groups that they worked with and many lasting
friendships, working relationships and partnerships have
grown out of the project. Many of the forty mentors involved
over the last five years continue to have input into OWW as
consultants – devising and writing its resources, planning
and facilitating its training days, advising on policy and
strategy and participating in events.

GETTING IT RIGHT?

‘Because it’s right I want to be part of it’*

As the DEA celebrates its 10th anniversary, One World Week is celebrating twenty-five years as a movement of
local activists working for positive change locally and globally. Helen Garforth reports on an initiative to
increase involvement of people from black and minority ethnic communities in a strategic role.
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Many groups who worked with mentors found they were
able to reach sectors of the community that they had failed
to involve in OWW activities before. This was due to money
from the OWW grant; the training provided; having an extra,
dedicated pair of hands; and
perhaps most importantly
having a positive role model
from a different ethnic
community. The increasing
diversity of OWW activists has
also been encouraged because
now the educational resources
are written by a diverse group of people and more
perspectives are reflected – both in style and content. This
has also been one of the contributing factors to the rapid
increase of One World Week groups in the South.

But the project was not without its challenges. Of course
there were long debates about what constituted ‘a Southern
perspective’. Did mentors have to be from black and
minority ethnic communities? Were some mentors seen as
more legitimate than others due to their background or
experience? There were also clashes of priorities and ideas
about DE. On one occasion, for example, a mentor was keen
to show images of extreme poverty in his home country
while UK based DE practitioners felt strongly about using
positive images. Perhaps most interesting was that some of
the mentors saw DE as perpetuating inequalities implicit in a
concept of ‘development’ which they saw as neo-colonialist.
Some wanted to operate on a very political level – always
tackling root causes rather than promoting intermediate
solutions. This was particularly interesting with regard to
funding. OWW was receiving funding to empower people
and make their voices heard, but what they wanted to say
was not necessarily what the funders wanted to hear. This led
to strong engagement with DFID in particular, and to some
serious thinking about how to balance DE needs for funding
with maintaining independence regarding both messages and
methodology.

So these were exciting and extremely stimulating times.
By adopting a participatory methodology throughout all the
training and resource writing, OWW managed to balance the
need to get concrete things done with the need for valuable
and often contentious debate. We did not all always agree,
but we all had a chance to speak and be heard.

Perhaps reflecting processes in DE as a whole, the new
constituency coming to OWW through Voices and ROARS

brought new ideas, allies and partners. Some were interested
more in sustainable development, others in environmental
education, or community capacity building, or anti-racist
work, others were directly campaign orientated, some

academic. This broadening of
vision and contact with other
disciplines has strengthened
OWW and in my opinion DE as
a whole rather than diluting it.
We are better able to engage
with people from different
backgrounds and their agendas,

while offering a strong value base and a tried and tested
inclusive methodology. This mutual learning and sharing of
skills and experiences happens at both individual and
organisational levels. OWW has developed the mentoring
methodology to include ‘organisational mentoring’ –
providing training and/or mentors to organisations wishing to
involve a southern perspective and black and minority ethnic
communities in their work. There is considerable demand for
this, and it is one of the ways in which OWW ROARS is
developing.

One World Week will never be the same again. The
people, the processes, the methodology, the local support
networks, the partners, the resources have all been
influenced by what we have learned from ROARS and
Voices. It has been part of a greater movement for change in
how DE sees itself and is seen. At these anniversaries it is
good to look back to where we have come from but also to
look at where we are going. There is an Ashanti symbol
called Sankofa that translates roughly as ‘go back and take’
– a reminder that the future may profitably be built on
aspects of the past and that we should cherish and value our
culture as we move into the future. In Development
Education we have valuable roots and need to be aware of
them but not bound by them as we move forward, meet
others, develop and grow.

* ‘Because it’s right I want to be part of it’. Tasleem Ahmed, OWW
Mentor to Burton upon Trent OWW explaining why he was involved with
ROARS, June 2003.

Helen Garforth has been at OWW for nearly 6
years. Before that, she worked for a small development
NGO, Tools for Self Reliance after completing an MA in
Anthropology of Development. For more info on OWW
and ROARS, see www.oneworldweek.org or email
enquiries@oneworldweek.org. 
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