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What’s this community linking all about?

Nick Maurice describes the history of community-to-community links between North and South and considers
some of the underlying principles which can lead to mutual benefit

As you drive South from Brikama, capital of the Western
Division in The Gambia, to the Muslim fishing community
of Gunjur, along the newly opened tarmaced road past the
mango orchards and baobab trees, you might be startled to
see the large hand-painted sign standing high above the lush
grass of the rainy season declaring that Gunjur is linked
with Marlborough in Wiltshire ‘20 Years of Friendship’. It’s
already becoming out of date. If you drive from Hungerford
in Berkshire to Marlborough in Wiltshire you might be a
little startled as you start the descent into Marlborough from
Savernake Forest to see a sign by the side of the road
declaring that Marlborough is linked with Gunjur in The
Gambia.

These signs represent not just 20 years of friendship but
a friendship that has underpinned a mutual engagement of
people from two hugely different communities, in com-
munity development at both ends, in development education
and in advocacy work. It has involved the exchange of 700
people between the two communities. The link has been
supported by DFID, the Community Fund, Comic Relief,
Oxfam, Christian Aid and many other agencies and
businesses and of course a huge number of individual
donors who have been directly involved in, and affected by,
the many aspects of the work.

The late1970s and early eighties in the UK saw an
increasing number of schools, communities, local
authorities, dioceses, hospitals and others recognising the
potential for community development, for development
education, for fair trade through people-to-people links with
counterparts in developing countries. The publication of the
Brandt Report, famine in Ethiopia, Band Aid, civil war in
Nicaragua, the killing fields of Cambodia, the recognition
that, as the Brandt Report put it, ‘you can’t leave
international development to politicians’ led many to believe
that ordinary people could and should engage in these links,
in much the same way that the twinning movement

developed following the second world war, in an attempt to
ensure that conflict never broke out in Europe again. There
was also the basic and honest view that community to
community linking might be good fun! This view has proved
justified.

There was scepticism and suspicion. Many felt that inter-
national development should be left to the experts. Others
saw this as just another guilt trip. There was justified
suspicion from the South about the motivation of Northern
partners. But there was also support for what was becoming
a movement, to the point that in 1984 in Hull (linked with
Freetown in Sierra Leone) a group of people involved in
these links agreed that there was a place for a supportive
umbrella organisation where people could come together
from both the North and the South to discuss the underlying
philosophy and ideology of these links, to develop an
unwritten charter of good practice, to swap experiences and
ideas, to collaborate on publications, to lobby and to
encourage other groups to get involved. The UK One World
Linking Association (UKOWLA) was initially given
considerable support from Oxfam and a pattern, now well
established, of the regular production of an informative
newsletter, workshops and regional, national and
international conferences emerged.

Most of these links are under-resourced and are doing
remarkable work through the largely voluntary efforts of
people in both the South and North. Some have collapsed, as
the efforts have lain too much with one or two key
individuals who may have moved on and the energy and
commitment has left with them. But what is the common
motivation that drives people to engage in these cross-
cultural ‘conversations’? The motives are many but certainly
they include the feeling that:- 

* community to community linking is a means to address
the scandalous disparity between rich and poor both
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within and between countries in the North and the South
where so often bilateral and multilateral aid has failed.
Ordinary people can become involved.

* our Northern culture has become more introspective,
selfish and short-term in its outlook, often seeking the
lowest common denominator

* there is a great degree of ignorance of other cultures and
religions in both South and North despite globalisation.
Indeed commercial globalisation can aggravate that ignor-
ance unless there is a concurrent globalisation of people.

* there is evidence in the North of increasing xenophobia,
Islamophobia, gender-based violence and racism
particularly in relation to the events of September 11 and
its aftermath and in relation to the increasing numbers of
asylum seekers. 

BUT
* increasingly in the UK and Europe we live in ethnically

and culturally diverse societies
* there is already a wealth of different types of engagement

between cultures which can be built upon
* there is an increasing recognition of  the importance of

these links and a political climate in which engagement
for solidarity, community economic development,
development education, advocacy and trade can take
place. There is recognition that these community links can
bring about greater understanding of some of the global
issues that confront everyone, namely environmental
degradation, waste management, diseases such as
HIV/Aids, trade restrictions etc.

* public education can be dramatically advanced through
linking and political change can be enforced

* conflict is one of the greatest barriers to development and
is nowadays more often internal, national conflict mainly
affecting civilian populations. Building people to people
links with the outside world can be a means to conflict
prevention and resolution

* there is a climate in education in the UK which includes
the delivery of citizenship in the school curriculum. Links
between schools in the UK and the South can be of
considerable mutual benefit. 

‘Since our link with our UK partner school began, a
culture of self confidence in the school has developed and
we have far higher school attendance levels and teachers
want to teach here.’ (Ghanaian headteacher)

But what are the underlying principles to this
community to community engagement, these people to
people links? Over the years the membership of UKOWLA
with their Southern partners have hammered out some of
the underlying principles which, if adopted, can produce
real change at both ends. Community to community links
are:-

* long-term, sustained relationships built on respect and
trust

* equitable in terms of decision making, and reciprocal
* rewarding and enjoyable
* inclusive of as many people in the community as possible,

particularly involving the young, and from which the
maximum number of people can benefit

* relationships that address issues of poverty at both ends,
whether material, social or spiritual and create
improvement in the lives and well-being of those
concerned. 

But … ‘We didn’t know we were poor until you told us’ -
a Gambian visitor to UK.

At the UKOWLA conference in Leamington Spa, linked
with Bo in Sierra Leone, last year, African colleagues were
clear that:

We are fed up with the legacy of colonialism about which
we can do nothing, It did nothing for our self confidence
and it trampled over our agenda for development. And
we are now fed up with the continued Northern agenda
for our development with its emphasis on accountability,
measuring impact, and evaluation. Human development
is not measurable and is not necessarily linear. It is about
self-confidence and having a degree of control over your
life. Development is not just about the number of wells
you possess and the number of people who are literate.
We are interested in new and equitable partnerships
based on trust where we can sit and listen and talk with
friends from the North under a mango tree, recognising
that we all have problems and looking at ways in which
we can be of mutual benefit to each other.

So where do we go from here? UKOWLA is quite clear
that if we believe in these links, they need to become
mainstream both in the UK and in the South and must be
properly financed and supported. That means working in
collaboration with the many others who are also involved in
this kind of engagement, ranging from the DEA, the British
Council and the Commonwealth agencies, to VSO and the
development agencies in both the South and the North, who
recognise the importance of this engagement of people.

In October 2002 an inter-organisational conference was
held at Cumberland Lodge, Windsor, involving Northern and
Southern agencies, private sector organisations, politicians
and members of faith communities, from which a new
coalition has been formed. BUILD (Building International
Links for Development) sees its priorities as:
1 forming an all party parliamentary group on connecting

communities
2 mapping existing UK/South links
3 publishing a ‘Guide to Good Practice’ for linking groups
The purpose is to bring North/South links into the public
arean in the UK.

Nick Maurice is the Director of UKOWLA, 42 London
Road, Marlborough, Wiltshire SN8 2AA, tel 01672
512524, e mail nicholasmaurice@aol.com
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