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Background
Building Our Futures was one of the programmes funded
under the One World Week – Voices from the South project.
This was, however, largely substantiated by funding from the
Department for International Development’s Development
Awareness Fund – Mini Grant, managed by the Development
Education Association (DEA). Voices from the South
provided the framework for participation, allowing groups to
fashion their approach relative to their context. The Mini
Grant also had as a requirement the need to demonstrate the
fullest participation of traditionally marginalised groups in
civil society. 

I represented an individual from a traditionally
marginalised group within civil society, and worked with
Adrian Wills, director of a ‘mainstream’ organisation, the
Building Experiences Trust (BET). We both had independent
backgrounds of running workshops within schools. This was
a good match for a synthesis of ideas, and an opportunity to
put into practice an inclusive work ethos. 

Process
It was felt that this programme was timely as it provided an
impetus for investigating ways of ‘Participatory Approaches
to Mainstreaming the Margins’ – or using participation to
involve marginal groups in mainstream organisations. There
was consensus that our partnership for designing, delivering,
and participating in evaluating Building Our Futures would
embody the ethos of ‘mainstreaming the margins’. There
was also a consensus that the
issues that we would use to
highlight the need for a sustainable
development were ‘local’ as much
as ‘global’. An understanding of
how to make this link was central
to the ‘learning’ that we would
have imparted.

In order to make this happen as
effectively as possible, we had to
demonstrate to our audience – ie 13 participating
organisations: seven in Gloucestershire, and six in the
London Borough of Tower Hamlets – that our partnership
was an active process of learning how to build bridges
between sections of our community. No rules were set in
stone. What guided our relationship was the fundamental

requirement of valuing ‘other-peoples’’ experiences, ie
looking at development initiatives from different
perspectives, both north and south. 

Method
The methodology drew upon workshops run by the BET
within schools – the building of a giant tetrahedron. Through
symbolism and metaphor, associations were drawn to issues
of sustainable development in the making of the tetrahedron,
and creation of works of art on the theme of One World.
This ‘One World’ ethos was one which we were also keen to
demonstrate in our partnership.

In order to make this process worthwhile we adopted the
following as key principles of participation:

• understand who we are individually and as a group

• where we are going – what is our destination in this
endeavour?

• how are we planning to get there?

• what may we encounter?

• valuing and understanding the contributions,
experiences, and inadequacies of each other

• making sure that all these processes are transparent.

A brainstorming session at the beginning allowed limits to
be defined, and a protocol/memorandum of understanding to
be articulated.

We were jointly involved in decision-making. It was
important that school activity reflected input from a southern

perspective. The images that were
chosen made sure of this. They were
positive, and used the built
environment to draw similarities
rather than differences. It was agreed
that I should be highly visible in the
presentation, and in fact could
interject at any time to demystify any
kind of perceived power relationship.
We selected metaphors that looked

beyond our visible heritage, but concentrated on the things
that link us as human beings – such as the carbon atom. We
would hold our hands next to each other and say that we
were the same under the skin.

My sense of participating fully was enhanced by the
opportunities I had to change the programme at any time,
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My sense of participating fully
was enhanced by the

opportunities I had to change
the programme at any time, and

have my ideas accommodated
through meaningful dialogue.



and have my ideas accommodated through meaningful
dialogue. Some of the challenges included pre-conceived
ideas about the performance of particular groups within
society. There was the perception at times that those from
socially excluded groups might produce work that was
mediocre – that they would under-perform. However it
became clear that mediocre performance was not always due
to incapability, but could also be due to incapacity. 

A southerner’s ability to be a full participant therefore had
to be understood within the context of their incapacity. This
situation may have been created over time – I suppose it is
what you can call ‘cumulative disadvantage’. The BET
understood this fact fully, and was sympathetic; recognising
that what is needed is capacity-building for there to be the
fullest and most rewarding participation. 

In the dissemination, and even in the report-writing, the
BET consulted with me as agreed in our protocol to ensure
that whatever information was issued reflected what my
experience of the process had been. An example of this is
the video recording that was done during the workshops.
One of the participating institutions offered to create a video
of the workshop activities. They had a delay in compiling
their shots. This meant that I did not get to see the film until
the day Adrian and I had to do a presentation at the DEA
Black Organisations Forum. 

It would be the first time I saw the video. We decided that
we were going to do this first viewing in front of the
audience we were presenting to. We felt this would highlight
the extent to which we had built trust in working with each
other, and also highlight the transparent nature of our
relationship. It also constituted some kind of ‘market
research’ on whether the video had succeeded in showing
that the design and delivery of the programme had involved
an equitable joint partnership initiative. There was nothing to
fear. We were partners, and had a protocol about maintaining
trust. We also had a sense of not just travelling in the same
direction, but converging.

The video, however, did not reflect the extent to which
representatives from marginalised groups had been involved
the design and delivery and evaluation of Building Our
Futures. The images that the students had selected did not
reflect the ethos of the kind of participation that we had
designed for ‘our journey’. This fact did not escape the
audience. They felt very strongly – as we did – that the video
did not reflect the kind of participation we had described.

Despite being given what was felt as being clear
instructions from us about what we wanted to achieve, the
draft video did not meet our targets. This was a lesson also
in disseminating information on joint initiatives – it can be
quite easy to be edited out of a partnership depending on
how any editing is directed, and monitored. We are all aware
of the ‘power’ of the editor.

Conclusion
Trust formed the basis of our partnership, underpinned by a
protocol of understanding facilitated by One World Week.
Creating our local/global Built environment in a way that
sustained the Natural environment was our journey’s end.
This notion created the enabling environment for a
Participatory approach that has contributed to
‘mainstreaming the margins’ through development
education.

This experiential learning has been shared positively with
CAFOD campaigners and students from the South Bank
University MSc/PG Dip/PG Cert in Environmental and
Development Education.

Chris Nasah is a development consultant and Director
of Knak Design Ltd, a firm of architects and
development consultants based in the city of London,
with associated offices in Ghana, Cameroon, South
Africa and the USA.
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