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Inequality and sustainable development:
Hearing the voices of ordinary people

How do people in poor communities understand their needs when it comes to sustainability ?
Charles Nhemachena and Diana Sanchez Betancourt were involved in a study that attempts
to understand community needs and perceptions around issues of social, economic and
environmental sustainability in marginalised communities in urban areas, where the provision
of basic services to an increasingly growing population is limited.
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Background to the study

In the lead-up io the Rio-+20 Summit of
the United Nations, Secretary-Genetal Ban
Ki-moon launched a global conversation
on tssues of sustainability and the huture
we want Ths global conversation became
an oppottuntiy to look ahead to the world
we would like 1o live in and to shaze 1deas
on better ways of domg thmgs Several
oLganisations and movements around

the globe jomed hands to be part of this
conversation and mnform the debate wath
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voices from the ground on this complex and
sometimes abstract 1ssue

The HSRC jomned one of theye movements,
the Inmauve for Equality, in then efforts

to coordmnate cquity and sustainability field
heatmgs to ensure thai diverse individuals
and communities avound the wotld weie
able to have ihei voices heatrd at the Rio+20
summit As Deborah Rogers, cootdmaior

of this mittative, noted, ‘understanding what
people need and want is the most basic
pretequisite to mtelligent collaborations,

tntetyenting, A sssistance andin s
selatively easy to discover Yet so often this
step 15 skipped, 25 governments imposc ther.
agendas, mteinational agencies caiy ont
their mandates, busmesses look for profitable
telationships, and NGOs tush in to help’

The protect, A Global Dhalogue on
Sustainable Development. R1o+20 Easth
Summut, attempts to do jusi that to closc
the gap in the approach to waderstanding
commuuity needs by asking otdinary people
what they need and would like 1o have 1n

African immigrants felt their voices were not heard and will never be heard since

as foreigners they usually felt like second-class citizens.
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Overall, the wishes articulated by most members were simple and basic. They
want stable income and a secure future. They want impreved and better access
to economic opportunities for a secure and sustainable future. They want more

responsive and accountable governments that work to create opportunities
for all, regardless of ethnicity or economic class, They want to have access to
opportunities. They are waiting to be heard.

order to tmprove the. wellbetng and access
to bastc services Wit the financial support
ot the Open Socsety Initrative of Southern
Afnica (OSI54) and collaborating wath socil
and environmental justice activises, the HSRC
embarked ot 2 prelimuinary study to learn
what people m currently disempowered
commumities arc. thinking, so that we can
contribute to advising development off

more eftective and collabotative grassronts
stuateges for moving towatds greates equis,
equality and sustamability.

Hearing the voices of the
disempowered

These voices of South Afrcans and Afncan
mmmgrants werc gathered through seven
focus groups (average of eight peisons each)
and 82 individual tnterviews 1 different
utbzn locations  the Western Cape
{(Khayclitsha, Cape Town CBD, Knysna
township and Suurbraak municipality) and
Gauteng province (Diepsloot, Mamelodi and
Sowetn). These field heanngs contributed
towards establishing an undetsranding of
what currently disempowered communtties
need, want and think and provided a glimpse
mto some of theu adaptation strategies,

In the fieid hearings particpants were
prompted with a hist of potential areas to

be addressed and were asked to identfy the
changes they thought wete needed 1 order to
move their commumty towards sustainabiity
Common themes which were identified
1nclude.

* Meeting basic needs, such as food, health
cate, educanon and traning

* Access to land for local people to engage in
ouwn achvites such as food gardens

¢ Better sucio-economic sewvices.and
improvements in mbastructure (such as
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zoads, clectnaity, water, sanitation etc) and
mvestments to promote local economic
development and employment

* Improved access to decision-malung
processes

Soual mtegratior, through better
relationships between men and women,
between community membets. and
between groups in society to allow people
to wotk together to solve problems

Preliminary findings show that despite
notable improvements in some ateas, such as
the posttion of women compared to the past
and mmpioved access to health and education
some of the problems {lack of employment,
mcteasmy Soco-cconomic inequahty and
sactal problems like crime) are worsening 10
these areas and there 15 a stung of challenges
that 1equire government attentton aqd for all
televant parties to play a role

African smmgyants (from the DRC,
Rwanda, Congo Biazzaville, Zsmbabwe,
Angola, Cameroon Ethiopia and Somal)
expressed sinmilat concewns but these were
exacerbated by theu experiences of solanon
and disempowerment in South Afica. While
m thew wew Sonth Africa offeted better
access 1o sexvices such as wates, electuaty
and health than their home countnes, they
experience difficulty in accessing these
tesources duc to theu disadvantaged
postiion 10 the socety. In theu view; they
have kittle access to decent jobs and litde
possibidities to become patt of the broader
South Afncan commumity, or move beyond
theu own individual community o1 pessonal
networks. They felt then voices were not
heard and will never be heard since as
foleigners they usually teltlike second-class
citizens

Towards a sustainable lifestyle

The findings of the equity and sustamability
ficl d hearings are peeimnary and a more
comprehensive effort needs to be put

tnta place before firm conclusions can he
drawn on the ccumstances and views of
commot people acioss the country Lhis

15 seen as the first step 1n a larges effort to
address underdying causes of the difficule
arrcumstances afflicting poor, disompowered,
margmalised, and common people actoss the
country

COrverall, the wishes atticulated by most
members wete simple and baste They want
stable mncome and a secure future They want
mproved and bettet 2ccess to economic
opportuntties tor a secure and sustamable
future. They want more responsive and
accountable goveinments that work to cieate
opportunities for all, regardless of cthnicity
oi economec class They want to have access
to opportuntties They are waiting ro be
heard

As pait of the project outputs, some of these
votces were compiled i a short video which
was shared at various events at the Rio-+20
Summit in Rio de Janeno m June 2012

The fital short video Sastatnabie Develgpment,
Hearing the Afrrcan Voues debated at an HSREC
public seminas 1n Pretorta, Durban and Cape
Town 18 February 2013 also portrayed the
adaptation stuategies of communities that
ate taking on the challenge to ceate 2 mote
sustainable litestyle
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