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Abstract:   Community participation in urban poverty alleviation in India.

The empowerment approach to community participation relies on establishing and promoting community organisations and structures that provide supporting and facilitating mechanisms for local development. It also focuses on women's development through 'bottom-up' women's mobilisation. With the implementation of the earlier Urban Basic Services Program and the recent Urban Employment Program, the Government of India has sought to facilitate the achievement of community empowerment through the establishment of neighbourhood groups, neighbourhood committees and community development societies that are primarily constituted by women from the low income groups. The objective of the proposed research is to study the institutional structure and processes for community participation that have been undertaken for urban poverty alleviation in India. The research will also examine their effectiveness in achieving community empowerment and in redefining the gender relationships. 

The concept of community participation involves a critique of existing power structures and social conditions and requires a far more direct role for ordinary people in deciding matters affecting their welfare. The empowerment approach to women's development is the most contestary as it involves changing the existing gender relations between men and women. Sustainable social development, however, will be achieved by securing the active involvement not only of women, but also of men through a shared understanding of problems and a vision for the future that leads to commitment and ownership by the community. Thus, credible commitment among organisational members is important building effective community organisations. 

The end of the continuum in the participation process is the achievement of control. Achieving empowerment through control would imply affecting the decision-making process by providing input to decision and policy making and program implementation. This is the power of collective action. The effectiveness of community organisations as bodies that gain control will depend on their ability to change the incentive structure of those in power to give more power to the disadvantaged in the decision-making process and in gaining access to financial, social and natural resources. Giving power to the disadvantaged does not only mean the devolution of power from the government, local elites or political leaders. It also means redefining the gender relations in the community on the basis of trust and equality and thereby, strengthening the interactions within the community, bringing people together and helping them to communicate with each other. Community organisations that have been able to develop positive social capital, provide incentives for participation, promote responsiveness and interactive processes through equitable gender relations are most likely to overcome poverty. 

