Ma}e.ing a Difference

PROVIDING FOR PARTNERSHIP

Brazils First Lady, Ruth Cardoso, bas forged a partnership for
progress betseen government and citizens that is Imng‘ormz’ng ber nanon’s social welfare system

and gz’w’ng wew mmm'ng to cammum'ty service

TR Danela Hart
» RAZIL [§ CHANGING ITS ENTIRE APPROACH IN

e [ Efvis Swaft . . . ‘ .
dealing with social welfare, and chat 1s due 1n great measure

to Ruch Cardoso, the wife of President Fernando Henrnque Cardoso, and the Coramumiry Solidanity organizaton over which ¢
she presides. When her husband took office in January 1995, everyone expected Dona Ruth. as she 1s affectionately known, would :
spcnd her rime locked away 1n the iibrary with the books she so loves o read. A distinguished anchropologist, she seemed more #
at ¢asc m university classrooms than i the cornidors of power and the cocktail parties of the capital, Brasilia. § She had made

iz clear during the presidential campaign thar, unlike her predecessors, if her husband won the clecion she would not preside
over the Brazilian Legion of Assistance, the government welfare organization that distributed food and funds to the needy. Bue
when the government closed down both the Welfare Ministry and the Legion of Assistance soon after her husband ook office,
Cardoso carne out of the shadows and set up Comunidade Solidaria (Community Solidariry), an organization with a very
differenc strategy for dealing with social problems. § Brazil ranks cighth among world cconones, yet it has one of the most
uncqual income distriburions in the world. Alongside a sophusticated First World nation 1s a poor. forgotten nauon, often hidden
away 1n rural areas. In past governments, dealing wath poverty was lefr to the Welfare Ministry and the Legion of Assistance. But
the farcer was known to be a hotbed of political favors and corruprion. and inefficiency was seen as unavoidable. § When she

set up Communiry Solidarity, Cardoso knew thar a different kind of organizanion and a new approach were needed. Drawing

on decades of experience in academic research, she gathered a team of rescarchers to study the problem and suggest possible courses

of action. They found thar, conrrary to common belief, many Brazilians actually do a lot of community service, bur in an isolated,
uncoordinared way. Cardoso and her ceam decided there was a need o coordinate acuvities, to make information available, and

ro reach and train wiliing volunteers. The government had projects nobody knew about. while communities had willing »
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Making a Difference

workers, and businesses had the money.
They just needed connecting,

Out went the 1dea of government
handouts, and 11 came the 1dea of com-
munity responsibitity and joint govern-
ment/privatc-scctor action. Cardoso was
on fammuliar ground: As an academic, she
had long been researching community
action and popular movernents.

She was professor in the Deparrmenc
of Political Sciences at the University of
Sao Paulo and, later, after the 1964 mili-
tary coup forced her to leave the country
with her husband and three chuldren, pro-
fessor of anthropology ar the Universiry
of Chile and the Laun American Faculty
of Socral Saences i Sannago.

With her simple and seraighrforward

of think fe Bragd there D eporsmns solidarity and readiness fo

il Vel i we hamdes

people worbdi't eves tink of wiugd ey do as volumleer work”

4 a opweshionnastre shost volunteer word,

is exactly what had always interested me
as a researcher and anthropologst.

Q@ What exactly is Community
Solidarity? How does 1t work?

A: It has full government support bur
1S NOT 2 GOVErnIMEnt organization. Our
function 1s to provide a link, to bring
cvil sociery and government together to
discuss problems and find solutions.

Q: Whart 15 the difference between
Community Solidarity and rhe earlier
social services strucrure?

A: The first major difference s that
we do nor receive government funds.
The government provides resources bur
no financial help. Our funds come from
society at large, with whom we establish
a partnership. We always plan our actions
thoroughly,
starting small
and expanding
programs as we

evaluate cheir

manner and unaffecred style, she has
become a much-loved public figure.
Even the opposition and the press, only
too keen to find fault warh her husband,
steer shy of criticizing Dona Ruch.

Q: Whar inspired you to start
Commumty Sohdariy?

A: The government closed down the
Welfare Mirustry and the LBA [Brazilhan
Legion of Assistance] because they were
neffecuve in dealing with social develop-
ment. Also, LBA funds were distribured
to an enormous number of organiza-
cons—resulting in tny amounts for
each one—and according to highly ques-
nonable critera. So this was not the
right model, bur nobody knew whar the
new model should be. The governmenr
program mencioned, rather vaguely,
Community Sohdaricy, somerhing thar
would connect civil soctery and govern-

ment. The sssue of mobilizing civil society
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efficiency.

Q: [s Commuruty Sohdarity really
effective in dealing with Brazils huge
social problems?

A: People criticize us for being slow;
they say the problems are oo big, thar
we can't solve them this way, and so on.
Obviously we cant solve the huge prob-
lems of a massive country—problems
based on enormous social inequality—in
the space of 10 years or so. They can be
dimimshed but nor solved overnighr.
‘Whart marters 1s the change of focus.

Q: lliceracy is one of rhe counary’s
big handicaps. How 1s Community
Solidarity approaching this problem?

A: We have a lireracy program that
epitormuzes our way of working. The
Mimstry of Education covers 50 percent
of costs, bur not in money. They have an
agreement with us: For all the funds we
can raise from businesses, they will provide
an equal amount 1n marersals, transport,

and salaries for project coordmarors.
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Wk also have an extraordinary con-
tribution from unversities, wich univer-
sity professors working voluntarity. We
made preliminary studses and are con-
centratng our ¢fforts in those regions
where the problemn of illireracy is worst.
Each universiey and business adopts one
or more municipalines. The businesses
contribute the funds, which are very low
(about LUS$9 per student per month).
University professors go our to these
regions and find people with a good
education who are eager 1o teach. These
voluntecers receive a months training ar
the universicy campus before returning
to their reglons to set up lireracy classes
for young peopie and adults. Since they
comne from the area, they are able to con-
vinee people to come to their classes.

Wk are showing that for a very low
cost, we can cthiciently teach students to
read and write 111 six months. Ar the end
of the course, we have a lerter-wriring
competition, and 1t 1s very touching o
see these students able to write their
own leters. We started working in 32
municipalicies with illiteracy races of
over 60 pereent, reaching abour 9000
students. Afcer two years, we are now 1n
740 municipalities and have reached
800,000 students.

Q: Unemployment currently affects a
large part of the population. Is there any
action on thar fronr?

A: Commurury Soldanity cannor deal
with unemployment wself, which 15 a
structural problem. Bur we can do some-
thing abour the encrmous number of
young people entcring the job marker
with little or no formal education. This
makes them especially vulnerable. So we
set up a program of professional training
n large ciues, aimed ar these yourhs in
particular. Besides professional eraiming, we
found tc was important thar they develop
notions of citizenship, knowledge of their

rights, and some mimmal schooling. »
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The funds for this program come
from the business secror. We do the
planning, select the projects. monitor the
program, and pass on the funds. Various
nonprofit organizations, usually small
groups such as local mothers groups or
neighborhood associations, acrually run
the programs. Because of high unemploy-
ment in traditional jobs, we ask the
groups to come up with differenc. creanive
proposals. There have been some very
imaginative ideas. One winning proposal
from a fishermens association was to train
youths in their community in mussel
breeding since fishing was dying our.
This group 1s working together with a
universiry, and, because of the strict mon-
oring, all the best restaurants in Rio de
Janeiro are now buying their product.

We started the program witch 1,500
voungsters and today are working in six
major cines, reaching 35000 youths. The
most satisfying resulr of this training
program 1s that 30 percent of the young-
sters go back ro school. One girl in the
program summed up her experience by
saying: In this course, I learned that |
can learn.

Q: You recently launched a program
to support local craftspeople. How does
it work?

A: Last year during the drought in

the northeastern parr of the counrry,
the government offered support and
emergency funds ro various rural areas.
We saw 1t as a challenge to make sure
thar rhese funds were really well-used.
So we starred this program to reestablish
traditional crafr acrivinies rhar could
provide an income ro droughrt-affected
families. These crafr activiries were all
LlIbJPPCJI‘l”g _Un|.\' One or two Pl‘t_)PIL' 1n
the communiry sull practiced them.
The resulr was absolurely fantastic,
because in recovering their traditional
crafts, pcupic learned to value rheir tra-
dinions and culrure. In opening up an
l"l"PUl‘[ Lll]lr},' t‘()l’ [hL'?\L' Cl'.]ffﬁpc“l‘il.‘. [hl.'
whole community benefired. We are now
in 20 mumicipalinies, working m partner-
shup with the Folklore Museum, which
has studies on all tradinional Brazihan
crafts, Consultants go our to the com-
munities, help create crafr associations,
take necessary marerials, and Improve
the qualiry of the crafts so they can be
.\(JIC]. \\’L .|I'ﬁ” }I.’l\“l.' ["Ll\lnf\\ L'“nﬁlll[ﬂll[\
to mstruct on the sale possibilities of each
Uf [IIIL‘,\C Pl‘l,}dLlL‘[,\. \\’L dt)ll‘[ want ro h.l\.’(
government shops. We wanr o enable
these associations to become autonomous.
Communiry Solidariry never stays
long—we are interested in furthering

auronomy. Even if Community  »
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I'D RATHER BE IN COLORADO.

Hey. You in the airport.

You need mountains. You need
trees. You need rivers. You need
to hike, bike, golf, ride, swim or
lie quietly in the sun with a cool
beverage. And you need it now.
Get to Colorado. Before your

condition becomes terminal.

COLORADO

1-800-COLORADO + WWW.COLORADO.COM
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Solidarity were to end tomorrow, these
programs could all conrinue.

Q: How was your acadenc career
helptul to you in serting up Communiry
Sohdariry?

A: | worked for more than 10 years
on these 1ssues. so my vision of Brazilian
sociery was rather different from that of
most people. [ knew that in Brazil, par-
ticularly among the poorer sectors, there
1s enormous solidarity and readiness to
help. Yer if we handed our a questionnaire
abour volunteer work, people wouldn't
even think of whar rthey did as volunteer
work. They mught have painted their
kids' school or looked after children. but
they wouldn't call it volunteer work.

Also, I realized the need for thorough
research and planning before serring up
programs and for having continuous
cost/benefir calculations. Thart 1s some-
thing I bring from my academic experi-
ence that 1s a new concept 1n this area.

Q: What do you consider your
biggest success?

A: | chink it has been ro show rhar
this partnership berween the state and
the people 15 fundamental for things ro
work well. Civil soctery need nor agree to
everything the government does, neither
does the government have o submu,
bur when the two reach an agreement,
the partnershup 1s very positive.

Q: Whar would you like to be doing
five years from now?

A: | don't think rhar far ahead. I used
to make plans, unil the day [ had to
pack up my house and leave the country
with three small children. I learned 1 was
uscless ro plan far ahcad: we don'r really
have thar much conrrol. Bur there are
many things I like doing, I think T'd like
to go back to reaching and doing research,

something I always cnlo\'cd. /END/

Daniela Hart, & freclance writer, 15 a
native and resident of Sao Paulo.




