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[Summary] Report for The Promotional Project for Need-Based Areas Studies:
Participatory "'Social Software' Research for the Development and Environmental
Preservation in Peripheral Regions of South Asia

Kazuo ANDO, Center for Southeast Asian Studies, Kyoto University

The research background

Bangladesh and Nepal, located on the periphery
of South Asia, are facing serious poverty in extensive
rural areas. For example, the enormous demographic
pressure is not only the cause of poverty, but it leads to
grave environmental problems. The contemporary
issue of balancing development and environmental
preservation is weighing heavily on the society as a
serious issue that is not simply rhetoric, but an issue that
truly controls the survival of the residents.

This type of issue faced in the peripheral regions
of South Asia is not foreign to Japan, which was
involved in the development of this particular society
through international aid. Now, as the environmental
issues of global proportion escalate, the aiding side is
also responsible for diligently addressing the
paradoxical problem known as the "balance of
development and environmental preservation."

Also, the aiding side is frequently troubled with
the problem of not being able to sufficiently reach out
to the lowest grass-roots level of society who most
needs help. Even for problems that can be solved
technically, the social and administrative “walls" found
in between may cut off the path to resolution. This
trend is seen particularly in the development aid
businesses that were traditionally implemented by the
governments of Bangladesh and Nepal. The reason for
how Bangladesh and Nepal came to have numerous
NGO activities cannot be understood without the social
background described above. When attempting to
resolve the problem in development and environment,
this common problem must be faced no matter the kind
of problem.

The progression of the research

The following was the planning stages of this
research:
1) Excavate "Social Software" from the experiences of
success, failure and performance accumulated by

NGOs that sought to resolve “public interest-type
environmental problem™ in Bangladesh and Nepal

2) Using 1) as a basis, uncover the clue to resolution
3) Establish a proposal that will be useful when NGOs
that are the main entities to use the research product,
development consultants, and ODA personnel are
planning future projects.

However, after "Social Software building
committee™ was formed as ECF (Environment Coping
Forum) in Bangladesh and while laying out five case
studies using PLA and KJ methods, it became evident
that the basic problem of international cooperation
projects was always an one-sided conversation by the
funding enterprises. A similar situation can be noted
between a large-scale NGO and a subcontracting NGO.

Many donors are faced with a problem of
countermeasures that are planned by the upper
management not infiltrating all levels of people who
most need it, or a problem that can be technically
resolved, but it does not reach people because of the
social and administrative "walls" found in between. It
could be said that these are the deficiencies in the
mechanisms of this “conversation." Furthermore, the
conversation is established for the first time when a
NGO can express their experiences analytically and
logically. In promoting case studies, it became apparent
that the NGOs that face environmental problems are
dependent on sociality and environmental problems in
the region.

Instead, ""Sacial Software" is understood to be a
method (or technology) to systematically or logically
summarize action plan, which generalizes individual
experiences.

Systematization and technological development
are the two large supports of "Social Software", which
were substantiated by summarizing them under one
harmonious methodology and using easily
comprehensible expressions in the procedure.

Diagram shows the procedure for integrating the
analysis case histories from the joint researches at each
research site to developing action plans using Social



Procedure of developing action plan program

[Step 1: Sh:i\rinq Experiences |

[Step 2: Identifying Action Program |
1

IStep 3: Conceptualizing Action Program |
!

IStep 4: Developing Action Program |

Software. As a result of analyzing and integrating the
five different environmental problems in Bangladesh,
the following two conceptualizations were formed
when developing the action plans:
(A) PACT: Participatory Afforestation & Community
Transformation
(B) HELP: Health, Education & Livelihood Programs
The series of process of "sharing experiences,”
"identifying problems," "conceptualizing action plans
with problem analysis" and "developing action plans"
has taken form throughout this project when compared
to the time it had started.

Research product

In a traditional aid project, the inclination of the
donors is strongly reflected from the planning stage, the
outline of the plan is determined from top down, and
the work is often divided between the people working
on site, consultants evaluating the plan, and the aiding
organizations, instead of the on-site NGOs proactively
planning the project. In this research, the NGOs
voluntarily created several small action plans and
approached aiding organization to amend the plan,
which allowed them to present a detailed bottom-up
structure in the project plan. “Social Software” is truly a
practically built research product that allows
collaborative networking between NGOs during the
development of project plan. This is done by “logic”
and “subjectivity” that uses PLA and KJ method to
analyze experiences and ideas supported by on-site
NGO that were hard to include in the aid project plan,
because it was intuitive, but weak in its analytical
expression. This is directly helpful in the political and
social needs of extracting new roles and possible
activities of NGOs within the framework of aid.

Also, it is a known fact that the NGOs are the
most active on-site organizations when it comes to
addressing environmental and developmental problems
in South Asian regions. "Social Software" that
summarized the procedure from extracting "ownership
of NGO" presented by this research to developing the
project has a possibility of becoming a project that
firmly focuses on ownership and Japan's international
aid towards South Asian regions. It will also be an
extremely useful product for NGOs that are working on
resolving issues daily, NPO personnel, and in particular,
people who are working on-site. Furthermore, through
cooperation of corporations and for-profit organizations
that are abroad (or planning to be abroad) with the
NGOs, this research product may be helpful in
addressing the needs of the residents.

The NGOs for Nepal and Bangladesh that
implemented joint research are conducting activities
specific to the area. Traditionally, these site-based
NGOs had a network for information exchange, but
they did not build a collaborative network for joint
research and joint enterprise. Because of the domestic
political situation in Nepal, they were not able to
perform sufficient joint research, but in Bangladesh,
they worked hard and faced issues in local and were
able to build a network that promoted collaboration
between the NGOs. They also systematized the locally
trusted NGOs as “Environment Coping Forum”.
Presenting a research product (action plans) that uses
the collaborative network in an a la cart format to
foreign governments or private donors should lead to
an aid structure that gives a voice to people at the site.

In this way, the specific method of "Social
Software" built from this research will become an
effective method when NGOs and NPOs working in
Japan and other countries and other practitioners want
to clarify their own problem awareness, practical issues,
and projects. Also, the cross bridge of practice and
research in area studies is currently under much debate,
but the series of collaborative work, case histories of
joint research with on-site NGOs in this research also
has an additional effectiveness in the movement of the
area studies. At the same time, it also contributes to area
studies and evolution of international aid in other
regions, such as Southeast Asia and Sub-Saharan
Africa.
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