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IN MY VIEW

It was in South Africa that I got the first clue to what it is I am
really working with now. About a hundred policemen and
policewomen from Capetown and Johannesburg were meeting
with their superiors for the first time to discuss the process of
democratisation of the police force. When I began to plan the
seminar I could never have imagined that drawing the unions
and the employers together in a meeting of this kind would be
such a delicate matter. Nor could I ever have imagined that a
single seminar like this could actually mean something, that it
could be a tiny piece in the big jig-saw puzzle, in the very
important process of shaping democracy. 

When I understood that it actually did have an impact, it
did not matter to me – to my surprise – that the media at home
in Sweden didn’t care to report from our seminar. They chose
to focus on the great scandal of the Sweden-South Africa
partnership week initiated by the government: the tremendous
PR failure of some music concerts – only three tickets sold in
an arena for thousands. But I did understand the reaction of
the media. Just a few months earlier I would probably have
made the same news evaluation. 

Being a journalist for twelve years, it was a big change for
me to begin a new job at the Secretariat of International Trade
Union Development Co-operation. My task now is to develop
the information strategy needed to make the international
development work the trade unions of Sweden are involved in
known among the trade union members. Previously, I had
worked as an editor – for the last six years of a magazine for
writers and before that of a university magazine. 

My simple assumption when I began my new work was
that the laws of information are the same regardless of
whether it is journalism, PR or some other kind of information
work you are doing. The conditions and the goals differ, but
some important means are the same. The questions ‘what,
why and to whom?’ are to be answered in every field of
information work. What is the goal; to whom do you want to
reach out; why do you want to do it and which is the best way
to address this particular target group? If you follow these
simple questions you will find the best way to get results.

But soon I bumped into a new concept that I had never
heard before: ‘development education’. The concept does not
even exist in the Swedish language. ‘What is this?’ I asked my
boss before I left last July for the development education
summer school in Marly-le-Roi near Paris. ‘Well,’ he said, ‘I
think it is an English expression for information work among
NGOs working with development.’

That seemed fair, but when I came to the summer school, I
got confused. Where I expected to discuss target groups,
techniques and strategies, there were instead discussions about

education, co-operation and ideal projects. There was not a
word about information work in the shape that is familiar to
me. What struck me most was the absence of a discussion
about information strategy. It seemed as if development
education was more a question of pedagogical know-how. I do
not argue that it was bad or wrong in any sense, but for me it
was different. 

And another detail made me even more confused: the
‘alternative’ atmosphere I was surrounded by I hadn’t met
since the late seventies when I was involved with a youth
missionary project in the Philippines with the church. This
was very far away from the world that I was now used to. Was
development education a culture of its own? And why on
earth should using a laptop be considered politically incorrect?
(Yes, it really was...)

Back at home, I continued my work in the way I was used
to. But then I went to South Africa. This was a turning point.
Now, from my own experience, I have a better comprehension
of the concept of development education – and especially
when you carry it out it in co-operation with people from the
South. The two seminars were just as much development and
education for the Swedes as we hope, and believe, it was for
the South African participants: it was a lesson in democracy
and openness for all of us. Groups that never had talked to
each other before met and began to communicate. 

When we planned the seminars I worked in my usual way,
asking myself the questions I mentioned earlier. And it was, as
always, useful as a technique. But the whole concept of the
seminar was more about creating a meeting place for dialogue
than about filling it with useful information that will give
certain results. The meeting place itself was a tremendous
result and I know it meant a lot for the police union and the
police service in South Africa. This is something I can take
back to my ‘target groups’ in Sweden: what we did there did
matter. And that was the best outcome you could ever wish
for, even though the press didn’t care that much. (And I never
believed that I would not care that the press did not care!)

I still regard myself more as a journalist than an ‘educator’,
but I do now have a better understanding of development
education. I still believe, though, that it might be useful to add
a little bit more of information strategies and techniques into
the pedagogical methods. There is, of course, no contradiction
between the two fields. But I am deeply convinced that they
will fertilise one another and result in more fruitful work.
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