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Individuals are at the forefront of change
whether it is through political or economic
pressureor by example. In the past,
particularly where environmental and
development issuesare concerned,individual
effort has often beenportrayed as eccentric
or evendangerous. Yet many of the changes
which have taken place over the last twenty
years must be accredited to the efforts of
individuals who have demanded through
positive action, that those in a position of
power take note of their views and instigate
change.
As nation states and international
organisations seemto become ever more
poweJful, it is easy to forget how many of
the key social changesthroughout history
have been down to the inspiration and
commitment of just a few people.
As the power and scope of the
international bodies reach funher and
funher, so an individual now has accessto
ever more information and can make direct
contact with other people around the world
in a way that would have been inconceivable
fifty years ago. Rather than being swept
away, the power of individuals to bring
about change is as great or greater than it
was when the United Nations was created.
The growth of the non-governmental
organisations (NGOS)has beeri one of the
most imponant social developments of this
century. In 1900 there were just a handful
of independent groups working for change
at an international level- now there are over
5000. There is no doubt that their influence
on policy, especially in the fidds of
environment and development, has been
profound. In the nonhern nations citizen
action groups have scored some impressive
victories using a variety of tactics.
The first major international victory for
the environmental groups - the campaign to
savethe great whales of the world - sraned
at the 1972 UN Conference on the Human
Environment. That campaign brought
together coordinated Political lobbying, highprofile direct action, action by workers in
whaling-product industries demanding the
development of alternatives, and individual
consumers, who would no longer buy the
products that contributed to the destruction.

individualsto takeeffective
environmental
actionin their
homes.workplacesand
communities.
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These tactics have been repeated again and
agam.
Action8he
south has been every bit
as impressi~. Groups who have lacked the
financial resources,and in some cases,the
multi-party systemsthat make effective
political lobbying possible, have built peoplebased campaigns that through their simplicity
and commitment have caught the attention of
the world's media. From high-profile
activities such as the Narmada Dam
campaign or the Altamira gathering of the
indigenous peoples of the Brazilian rainforest
to lower-profile urban or rural development
projects, activities across the poorer parts
of the world have shown how individuals
everywhere can mobilise and be effective.
This flowering of activity was never
clearer than at the Global Forum when
groups of every shapeand size imaginable
came together to monitor the Earth Summit,
to plan joint campaigns and above all to learn
more about each other. Out of the Forum,
and out of the flawed but crucially important
declarations of the Summit has emerged a
new basis for action. With that comes a
whole new range of challenges,both for
individuals and NGOs.
NGOsneed to develop better ways of
working together and to look beyond policy
change to effective implementation. They
also need, in many cases,to examine how
they can help their individual suppotters to
become more effective. For here is one of the
challengesfor individuals: as NGOSbecome
larger, more effective and more concerned
with the global agenda, so lessattention is
paid to resolving the more mundane day-today problems. Some individuals now find
themselvesbeing offered little to do in
support of their chosen causeother than
to provide funds.
Yet the lesson that has been learnt from
so many effective development projects is
that involving people at all stagesis crucial
to success.When this does not happen so
people may become alienated and feel unable
to contribute. And many do feel distant
from the need for change- in western nations
never more than a small part of
the population has been activdy involved
in campaigning on environment or
development issues.Theteare passive

l1Ie NGDs will take care of II

There is no doubt that the environment and
development groups have won some
important battles, changed many damaging
policies alld are widely trusted by the public.
The damage would be far worse were it not
for those victories, but the destruction
continues. More fundamentally; there is the
challenge of putting those new policies to
work and that needsaction at the community
and individual level.
Agenda 21 may have set new national
targets; local agenda 21S are now neededfor
communities around the world that can
involve everyone in turning them from words
into action.
The United Nati~

will take care of II

Some of theseproblems - desertification or
climate change - seemso large that it is hard
to seehow anyone nation can make a
difference. The idea that the UN can mobilise
the resourcesneededfor effective change is a
tempting one for many, but the statesthat
make up the UN all have their 0WI1agenda,
and its ability to act is constrained by those
agendas.The UN can act as the focus for the
transfer and spread of information and ideas,
and over the next few years a key role must
be to ensure that its member governments
give due priority to citizen-based initiatives.
There is one more idea that many people
cling on to:
l1Ie planet will t8e

care of Iben

The planet has indeed looked after itself for
millions of years, but in the last few decades
humanity has done damage that will take
centuries to repair. If this processcontinues
much longer the damage will be irreversible supporters who will donate or may change
their purchasing habits, but the radical
agenda that is emerging out of the Rio
meetings will need more active citizens than
ever before, especially in those rich nations
where patterns of resource use must change.
So why do people not get involved? It is
easyto point to lack of time or funds, but at
the root of much of the apathy is a feeling
that it is all someone else'sproblem. People
may refuse to tackle a problem because:
The Government

will take C8I8of It

It is what we pay our taxes for, after all...
In fact the experience of the last twmty years
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is that governments only take action on
envitonmental issueswhen pushed into it by
public opinion. Despite th.erecognition of the
growing imponance of these issuesthey
rarely get far up the agenda, and in battles
between shott-term profit and longer-term
environmental health, the shon-term all too
often wins out. But it has been said, and
shown to be true on many occasions, that
when the people lead, the leadersfollow.
For any individual, helping maintain the
pressure on their government is one of the
most imponant ways to securea sustainable
environment.

for that reason alone the next few years are
crucial ones. A person may get ill becauseof
diseasebut often it is becauseof an unhealthy
lifestyle. Restoring the planet to good health
means accepting responsibility for the
unhealthy behaviour by people around the
world that has cauSedthe problems.
At the root of all these excusesfor inaction
is one more underlying problem, fear. Be it
fear of the unknOWI1,fear that things will
change for the worse or simply fear of
change, for many individuals that fear
outweighs the concerns they may have about
the long-term future for their community or
Itheir planet. Fear can paralyse: in society it is

manifest in a desire to focus on safeguarding
individual interest and in so doing to
encourage isolation.
In America and Western Europe
that isolation has beenparticularly
emphasisedby an increasingly cardependent culture that leads to widelyscattered communities with no central focus;
the images of poverty and environmental
destruction that enter uninvited through
the television often reinforce that fear
and isolation. In poorer nations the
environmental crisis itself can create isolation
- Kenyan writer CelestousJuma tells of an
Mrica "full of lonely peasants;millions of
people alienated ftom one another by the
destruction of nature."
If individuals are to use their power for
change to good effect, then part of that
power must go to overcoming that numbing
isolation and developing new ways of
collective and participative working - ways
in which individuality is recognised and
valued but in which the whole must be much
greater than the parts. The ultimate lesson of
all this is that it is, in the last resort, up to all
of us - an over-repeated truism, but one that
will not go away.
Organisations, from the United Nations
or the World Bank down to a tiny village, are
usually slow to change. When change does
come it is usually due to people - the only
effective agents of positive change. The
change can be brought about by political or
economic pressure, but it is sometimes easy
to forgetthe third meansof change change
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by example.
Politicians, businessmanagers and
community leaders all have a key role to play:
not through pontificating abut the need for
change or about what should be done, but by
involving themselvesin the change and by
being seento take an active lead. At a local
level this means not merely attending the first
planting of a community woodland, but
putting time aside to make a regular
The very concept of leadership has
become devalued during the last century: the
leader as one who leads, who takes risks who
is exposed but in so doing setsa powerful
example is a rare model thesedays. T oday's
leader is more likely to be seensurrounded
~~

by aides walking from the limousine to the
boardroom to take decisions affecting the
lives of people he or she will never meet.
The starting point for any individual keen
to bring about change has been and will be,
time and time again, to reclaim that role of
leadership from the administrators, the
directors and the managers. This is no easy
task, for any high-profile leader who
challengesthe status quo is bound to be
a target for criticism and mockery. In rich
nations in the 19705 environmentalists were
pomayed as eccentric, dangerous or
frequently both, yet the first faltering policies
of some of those pioneers are now embedded
in international policy.
Any individual can take on leadership at
this level: this can be done through initiating
a practical projet.'t or a new organisation,
through bringing new energy and direction
into existing structures or by using any of the
media tools to publicise issuesand ideas.
The ultimate function of any such leader-byexample must of course be two-fold: to make
themselvesredundant by solving the problem
that they set out to tackle, and most
importantly, to inspire and empower new
leaders.
In the afrermath of the Summit, all
organisations from governmenrs downwards
face new challenges.But whatever their
agenda, one priority for those organisations
committed to making sustainable policies a
reality must be to encourage and empower
those individuals who suppon them to take
a positive lead in bringing change to their
communities. The real question is how
can that best be done?
The need for panicipation has already
been mentioned, as have some of the personal
baniers that prevent that panicipation. The
most effective way in which organisations
can help remove those barriers is by making
sure that the panicipation is not a tOp-down
directed exercise,but that all concerned come
together at the same level and that the
national or international bodies recognisethe
needsand values of the communities where
they are working. Change will only be
successfulif it meets the perceived needs
of those affected by it.
The EarthSumrnit itself stood accused
of failing on this issue:it was suggesredby

southern nations that the central items on
the agenda- forests, biodiversily and climate
change- representedthe priorities of the
richer nations, and that the root causesof
environmental degradation and poverty
were being ignored. Hopefully this lesson is
staning to permeate international decisionmaking processes:there is now a need to
apply the same process at a local level
throughout the world.
A good model for this has been the
Primary Environmental Care (PEC)
programme developed by OXFAMand
other groups. This approach has three key
elements:popular empowerment, securing
basic rights and needs,and caring for the
environment. Real lasting environmental
improvement will only come about'by
dealing with the first two issues.The logic
behind it is inevitable and not surprising:
what is perhaps surprising is the way in
which it has been ignored in so many cases.
PECattempts to integrate theseconcerns
and has already demonstrated an impressive
track record, from rubber tappers developing
extractive reservesin Amazonian forest to
NGOs working with the landless poor in
Bangladesh.OXFAM's role in theseprojects
is to supply resourcesand education to help
with both environmental care and social
reform.
It is also clear that PECis as relevant in the
nonhern nations as in the south - in fact the
need to emphasisebasic rights may be even
more imponant in some nonhern industrial
cities that are drifting into decay after
decadesof prosperity. Despite high levels
of consumption, millions in European and
American inner city areasface long-term
unemployment and relative poverry yet
lack the community organisation that can
stimulate self-help. In poorer countries it is
often different. Dominican Republic activist
Dionisia AcOStaputs it succinctly: "We, the
poor, have to organise becausewe have no
alternative. The poor must help the poor
and hope that society will change." Primaty
Environmental Care offers an imponant tool
for effective urban regeneration.
Even the most motivated individuals
can drive themselvesinto the ground in
attempting to improve their environment if
no suppon is available. How best to deliver

larger agencies.The Foundation does not
run projects but has an impressive record of
assessingrequestsfor support and providing
funding on a time-scale that would be
impossible for larger agencies.
Standing back and letting innovators
innovate is one way forward: another is
to provide a framework for that energy.
In the wake of the Summit many nations
are starting to develop national targets for
sustainability and looking to seehow these
targets can be met. Yet national targets of
this nature may be meaninglessto
community organisations struggling with
their own problems or to individuals looking
to make changes in their lives but unsure of
what to do for the best. An effective way to
stimulate individual action will be turning
those targets into a local framework for
action. Communities can then seehow
resolving their local priorities also contributes
to national objectives.
One organisation - Global Action Plan for
the Earth (GAP)-is already working on this
in Europe and North America. Individuals
are encouraged to examine how they can cut
waste and limit consumption with the aim
of meeting specific targets - regional and

that support is the key to people-centred
sustainable development, but the first step
must be a commitment to genuinely provide
support rather than management. In this way
small innovative projects that may not fit in
with some centrally generated strategy can
neverthelesscome to fruition to meet the
needsof those who initiated them.
Good examples can be seenin certain
Latin American fave/asor shanty-towns.
Some authorities seefavelas as unplanned
problem areasto be bulldozed in the name of
planned developments: the more far-sighted
are now, where appropriate, encouraging and
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supporting the initiators of these new
communities by providing water, sewage,
health care and other essentialservices,and
in this way encouraging the self-development
from shanty-town to suburb.
Another pioneering way forward in
Amazonia has been the work of the Gaia
Foundation where a small central fundraising office works with a network of
individuals who can in turn work with
villagers on developing and funding
'micro-projects' - small scaledevelopments
that meet the needsof communities but are
often too small to qualify for funding from

national offices assistby nmning a feedback
system that shows each individual what they
have saved (be it litres of water or tonnes
of CO~ and the total amount saved.Through
projects like this, those people around the
world who made pledgesof personal action
for the Tree of Life at the Global Forum will
be able to monitor their own progress while
seeinghow individual drops really do fill the
global bucket.
From curting wasteful consumption in
the richer regions to planning strategiesfor
survival in the poorest ones, individuals are
at the forefront of change. Yet personal
contributions are often ignored, not least
becausethe mechanismsdo not exist to
record or value them. Just as women's labour
in agricultural communities throughout the
world has been consistently undervalued,
so little recognition has been given to the
voluntary efforts of c~untless individuals.
H empowerment is to mean anything it must
involve not just helping people plan to take
action but also helping them to seehow they
have made a difference.

