Guidelines for Community Participation

Community participation in the construction of schools is an old tradition in much of the world and there are many examples of governments, NGOs and international agencies working to reshape this into aided self-help. 

Because of economic constraints, the responsibility for school construction and maintenance must increasingly be transferred from central government to local government or local communities.  One effect of this could be to ensure that new schools are built where the demand for education is greatest and where parents are prepared to contribute most.

The use of community participation has many benefits in terms of greater ownership and thus responsibility for looking after and maintaining the buildings when complete, reduction of capital investment (construction) costs and in capacity building and local employment generation.

There are, however, costs to be borne: the management and supervision costs may be three times the cost of supervising established contractors (in the Sierra Leone example, the cost of management and supervision, including vehicles and plant, was the same as the cost of materials and labour), the standard of finishes may well be lower than those of contractor built schools and because of this the cost of maintenance may be higher and the construction time for the buildings is usually longer.

Two areas where communities can contribute and help reduce costs without affecting quality are in the provision of local materials such as timber, sand and aggregate and in site development, clearing the site, landscaping, etc.

Community and parent involvement should therefore be encouraged.  Educational facilities can form an excellent base for a range of family and community services as well as education and with the provision of appropriate meeting rooms, offices, etc can have significant outreach functions and can become the focus of the community.

Construction of facilities by communities whether through ‘self-help’ or by using the community or school committee to implement and manage the construction can therefore be very cost-effective.  It can also, as stated above, have other advantages in that a sense of ownership and responsibility for the upkeep and maintenance of the buildings can be instilled in the community if they are responsible for the construction.  There are, however, a number issues that have to be faced:

· Great care must be taken in the selection of the communities to be involved.  The communities must be fully informed of the amount of work and time that will be required of them and of the amount of materials that they will have to provide (if this is the case).  Only when this is fully understood and agreed to should the final selection of sites be made.

· The scale of the development should be kept small in order that the communities are fully able to understand the project and provide adequate labour and materials to complete it.

· The methods and materials to be used to construct the buildings should be appropriate for their use, locally available and familiar to both the communities and the artisans working on the project.

· Factors such as the farming or fishing cycle, that will have an impact on the availability of labour, and the effect of a long rainy season on construction work, must be taken into account at the project planning stage and adequate time should be allowed for the completion of the project.

· If it is a self-help project, a system of incentive payments should if possible be built into the project from the start to assist small farming communities in providing adequate labour.

· Sufficient time must be allowed in the initial stages of the project for the preparation of documentation and the procurement of materials and equipment.

· Adequate transport must be provided for project staff and materials and particular provision must be made if necessary for the transport of bulky and heavy materials such as sand and aggregate to the site.

· Adequate and secure stores must be available both at the project headquarters and at the construction sites for the storage of equipment, materials and possibly fuel.

· Accurate records of payments and materials must be kept and equipment and materials carefully monitored at both the project headquarters and at the construction sites in order to avoid misuse and theft and to keep a check on the cost of the project.

It must also be recognised that a great deal of technical assistance will be required if the buildings are going to be completed successfully and this must be available throughout the duration of the construction programme.

Whether the buildings are actually built by the community or by local artisans managed by the community or school, proper supervision and management of the construction work will be essential if good quality buildings are to be ensured.  Although local artisans might well be able to construct the buildings, it is doubtful whether they will be able to manage the work in a timely and cost-effective way.  Competent, professional supervision of the building work will therefore be essential.

If the buildings are to be built by the community or by local artisans managed by the community or school, the need for competent, professional and probably full-time supervision and management will be essential and this must be available throughout the construction period.  The supervisors in this case will also probably need to exercise some financial control in order to ensure that the funds for construction are properly expended. The supervisors should if at all possible be locally based, speak the local language and be familiar with local customs.  This will assist them in their work enormously and enable them to identify more closely with the community and help the community to accept them.

The supervisors will have to pay particular attention to the construction of foundations, to any concrete works, reinforced or not, to the roof and to finishing work.  The construction of wells and toilets will also require special attention.

It will also be a great help to communities if a simple and easily understandable construction manual is prepared to assist them in the construction process and it might be necessary to carry out some training of the community and local artisans in improved construction techniques.
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