
T
H

E 
G

W
IA

 H
A

N
D

B
O

O
K

  P
A

G
E 

 3

Limited First Edition
500 copies numbered and signed by the author

                                                        Book # 

Monika Jaeckel

 
 

Grassroots Women’s 
International Academy (GWIA)





T
H

E 
G

W
IA

 H
A

N
D

B
O

O
K

  P
A

G
E 

 5

(GWIA)

The Grassroots Women’s Voice 
The first Grassroots Women’s International Academies (GWIA) were conducted as part of the Expo 2000 in 
Germany. The following grassroots groups and partner organisations piloted the initial series of six week-
long GWIA’s held at the Mother Center Salzgitter-Bad, an exponent of the Expo.
Alianza de Mujeres, Costa Rica / Antillian Women’s Association, Netherlands / Area Relief Ministereis, USA 
Association Colombians de Mujeres, Columbia / Bantay-Banay, Philippines / Bogso Women’s Farmer Association, 
Cameroon / Cafsu Montreal, Canada / Centre for Natural Birth, Munich, Germany / Circle of Life Foundation, 
USA / Comite de Emergencia Garifuna, Honduras / Community Women’s Education Initiative, Ireland / 
Community Organisers Multiversity, Philippines / De Doorzetters, Netherlands / EKIZ, Mother Center Stuttgart 
West, Germany / Emancipatie Bureau Amsterdam, Netherlands / Everest Foundation, Nepal / Fenix, Bosnia / 
Forum of Women in Democracy, Uganda / FSWW, Turkey / Foundation Mama, Netherlands / Foundation 
Our Children, Rumania / GROOTS Canada / Hindustan Women Vikaash, Netherlands / International Garden 
Göttingen, Germany / IRAV Moscow, Russia / Isfahan Medical University Nursing Midwiferies, Iran / League of 
Women Voters, Russia / Mahila Samakhya Karnataka, India / Mother Centre Charkov, Ukraine / Mother Centre 
Cooperatives, Canada / Mother Centre Initiative St. Petersburg, Russia / Mother Center Sarajevo, Bosnia / 
Mother Center Network, Czech Republic / Mütterforum Baden Württemberg, Germany / National Association of 
Mother Centers, USA / National Congress of Neighborhood Women, USA / Network of Dutch Mother Centers, 
Netherlands / Neighborhood Women’s Alliance, UK / ORAP, Zimbabwe / OWEN, Germany / Plovdiv, Bulgaria / 
Prijateljice, Bosnia / Rosario Women’s Collective, Philippines / Sama Sama, Philippines / Self Employed Women’s 
Union, South Africa / Sinergii Bukarest, Rumania / Soldiers Mothers St. Petersburg, Russia / SPARC, India / 
Solidarité Feminine, Marocco / Surinamese Women of Bijlmermeer, Netherlands / SOS Mother Center Salzgitter, 
Germany / Swayam Shikshan Prayog, India / Swiss Mother Centers, Switzerland / Tibetian Women’s Refugee Group 
Unione de Vecinos, USA / VAC, Netherlands / Victoria 21, Bulgaria / Women’s Peace Network, Bosnia / 
WomanSpirit, USA / Women’s School Frankfurt, Germany.
The following organisations took part in the GWIA Partner Dialogues:
Anglican Church of Canada, Toronto, Canada / Anstiftung, Germany / Committee of Finances, German 
Parliament / Cork Institute of Technology, Ireland / Ecological Magazine “Kraut & Rüben”, Germany / Ford 
Foundation, USA / Global Fund for Women, USA / Groots International, USA / Huairou Commission, USA / 
Kreisjugendring München, Germany / Kübel Foundation, Bensheim, Germany / Lehman College New York, USA / 
Manske Institute Hamburg, Germany / Municipality of Zavidovici, Bosnia / Ravensburg College, Germany / 
Regional Department: Women, Work and Social Affairs, Lower Saxony, Germany  / Social Ministry of Hessen, 
Germany / Society for Birth Preparation, Germany / SOS-Kinderdorf, SPI, Germany / University of California, 
Los Angeles, USA / University of Kassel, Germany / Ursulines, USA.
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GWIA in a Nutshell

This handbook features a unique approach to knowledge building and education, directed 
at deriving knowledge from experience on the ground, from what happens in communities, 
specifically from the practices of grassroots women’s groups around the world.
This handbook describes the Grassroots Women’s International Academy (GWIA), an 
international forum created by international grassroots women’s networks, to showcase 
and learn from their best practices. 
GWIA provides a structure for direct communication and exchange between different 
grassroots cultures and experiences to identify and capture the abundance and 
sophistication of grassroots practices around the globe. 
GWIA is about highlighting processes and solutions from the ground, that are the seeds 
of change. GWIA is about bridging the schism between grassroots women’s expertise and 
public decision making. GWIA is about redefining governance and development roles and 
reframing the use of knowledge and resources from the perspective of what works on the 
ground. 
GWIA symbolises how the grassroots movement has reached international proportions 
and how knowledge from the ground can be harvested to inform and enrich global problem 
solving.

Key tools used at GWIA include the following

• Grassroots Women’s International Academies are a format where grassroots groups are 
stimulated to examine and present their experiences in the form of trainings, to teach their 
practices, strategies, methods and lessons learned in a curriculum design.
• By exchanging and sharing their expertise in in-depth sessions, GWIA participants are 
able to evaluate and adapt peer practices from other regions of the world to their own 
work. 
• GWIA is designed in a way that enables participants to extract the implications of their 
work for advocacy, policy making and institutional reform. 
• By including dialogues with institutional stakeholder GWIA supports partnership building 
and the bridging of grassroots and mainstream cultures.
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Background

The Grassroots Women’s International Academy (GWIA) was designed and initiated by 
members of the Mother Centers International Network for Empowerment (mine) and 
conducted in cooperation with Groots International and the Huairou Commission1. 
The inauguration GWIA at Expo 2000 was sponsored by the Family Department of the 
German Government, the German Division of SOS Children’s Villages and the Huairou 
Commission.
GWIA was conducted as a series of six one-week peer learning exchanges as part of EXPO 
2000 in Hannover, Germany.2 For over a century, world fairs have been a forum for solutions 
to challenges faced by humanity. In 1876 the women’s movement became involved with 
a Women’s Pavilion highlighting women’s demands for equality and recognition. Since 
then, there has not been an organized female presence, center-staging women’s concerns 
and contributions at world expositions. The focus tends to be on high tech and highly 
specialised professional expertise. With the Grassroots Women’s International Academy at 
Expo 2000 a rare voice was highlighted at an international event of this kind, the voice of 
community women, who are designing and practicing on the ground solutions to everyday 
issues of human settlements.
Problems cannot be solved by the same thinking that created them. Centralized top down 
procedures are not managing to solve many of the issues we are facing in the 21st century. 
Communities are being kept together by the ingenious self organization of grassroots 
actors. The poor and marginalised have cultural, spiritual and social resources on which 
to build. They have created strategies to confront poverty, housing, safety, health and 
basic needs and services, with which they are already surviving. It is becoming increasingly 
visible, that solutions to major issues of sustainability, are being devised by the informal 
sector. What is needed, is getting behind what already works in communities. What is 
needed is to learn from this informal knowledge base.
GWIA is a methodology to secure the rich knowledge of grassroots women’s groups and 
to make it visible to mainstream partners. 
For the first time at a world exhibition grassroots women were teaching their solutions.
60 grassroots women’s groups from all corners of the globe3 presented their practices 
and the underlying skills and strategies that make them work. They spelled out the 
constraints and obstacles faced by grassroots women and their communities, as well as the 
expertise that grassroots communities have developed in tackling these obstacles. They 
showed the community-owned assets that they have created by collectively mobilising 
and institutionalizing the locally generated knowledge and skill base. They demonstrated 
the visibility and recognition gained by claiming, appropriating and intervening in public 

1 See Appendix 
 
2 For documentation 
and reports on GWIA 
events 
see the GWIA website: 
www.gwia.net 
 
3 Groups contributing 
to GWIA came from 
Africa, Asia, The Middle 
East, Latin America, 
Europe and North 
America
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spaces and processes. And they outlined the resources and influence they have been able 
to leverage, as a result of building innovative, efficient and sustainable partnerships with 
mainstream institutions, both public and private.
Two preparatory events led up to the four international GWIAs during the 5 months 
period of EXPO 2000 at the Mother Center Salzgitter. In 1998 a GWIA was held which 
focussed on multicultural grassroots women’s work in Western Europe. The 1999 GWIA 
gathered together grassroots women’s groups from Central and Eastern Europe to 
define a grassroots women’s perspective on development in post-socialist countries. The 
GWIAs in 2000 brought together grassroots women’s groups from around the globe. 
Themes revolved around issues of concern to grassroots communities: eradication of 
poverty, community based economy and education, community development and social 
cohesion, safety in cities, urban planning and housing, health, post-war and post-disaster 
development, engendering governance.4

The Grassroots Women’s International Academies have created global space for local 
experience and knowledge. Grassroots expertise is extracted and analyzed both in 
horizontal peer exchanges as well as in formats to inform partners and public policy 
makers. GWIA engages peer learning as well as partner dialogues. A grassroots perspective 
is consolidated on key issues of grassroots communities. Mainstream partners and 
policy makers are brought in to debate how grassroots strategies and solutions can be 
mainstreamed into formal decision-making processes.
The Grassroots Women’s International Academies have become a very successful format 
for generating and disseminating knowledge from the ground. Investing in grassroots 
women’s processes of capacity building proves an essential element in creating a sustainable 
future.

.  
 

4 Since the first series 
of GWIAs in Germany, 

further GWIAs have 
been conducted in 

cooperation with the 
Huairou Commission 

and GROOTS 
International. GWIAs 
were held during the 

General Assembly 
Special Session on 
Habitat plus five in 

the UN headquarters 
in New York in 2001 

and in preparation 
for the International 

Conference on Aids and 
STIs in Africa (ICASA) 

in 2003. A GWIA on 
Engendering Local 

Governance as part of 
the World Urban Forum 
in Barcelona in 2004 in 

cooperation with United 
Cities and Cordaid 

highlights grassroots 
women’s strategies for 
partnerships with local 

authorities and local 
community leadership.
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The GWIA Approach

The Grassroots Women’s International Academy aims at making the work of grassroots 
women both visible and influential in public policy and practice. It does so by enabling the 
creation and reproduction of a body of knowledge owned, nurtured and replenished by 
grassroots women. The GWIA format includes opportunities for peer learning as well as for 
up-scaling of grassroots practices. It is designed in a way that creates space for horizontal 
reflection and collective analysis of what is happening at the grassroots level. It is a place 
for community leaders and movement builders to meet and exchange experience, in order 
to harvest and frame grassroots knowledge from their own perspective. Conditions for 
replication and transfer are analyzed and linked to mainstream debates in a strategic way.
GWIA is a methodology for harvesting the knowledge grassroots women’s groups have 
gained by improving everyday life conditions for their families and communities. GWIA 
provides targeted spaces to grassroots innovators, particularly women, who often lack 
prominent spaces and opportunities – taken for granted by professionals – to articulate 
and share their experiences and develop the tools to disseminate them. The experiences of 
local women’s groups are often not documented in the usual circuits that disseminate global 
information. Their practices are more vulnerable to being disappropriated by mainstream 
actors, who are better equipped with packaging and dissemination tools. Formats like the 
GWIA are needed for grassroots groups to claim their knowledge and disseminate and 
upscale their practices in their own name.
GWIA counteracts the process of ignoring, expropriating and/or rendering invisible, 
knowledge generated outside of mainstream institutions. GWIA is created as a tool for 
grassroots groups to enhance their power by identifying, controlling and owning their own 
intellectual property. Frequently it is those who have the tools to label and disseminate 
experiences, rather than the innovators themselves, who become the owners of ideas. GWIA 
is a strategy to bring ownership back to the level of the ground, where many solutions are 
generated. GWIA is intended as a long term process of naming and claiming grassroots 
knowledge and setting up learning and transfer systems, in which grassroots women teach 
and disseminate their own expertise.
The fact that our world experiences persistent problems with poverty and sustainable 
development, despite abundant natural and informational resources, points to the 
fact that there is something wrong with our mainstream knowledge systems. There is 
something wrong with the way knowledge is generated, accessed, controlled and used in 
our societies.
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Obstacles to the Harvesting of Grassroots Knowledge

A structural flaw in mainstream education and knowledge building systems is that 
grassroots expertise and know-how most often is lacking. Grassroots groups often 
are already practicing solutions, where others are debating theories. These practices, 
however, more often than not are not considered when resources are being distributed. 
By excluding grassroots women and ignoring, under-resourcing, distorting or diluting their 
practices, a wealth of highly needed expertise is wasted. Many academic, institutional and 
political arrangements manage to overlook and abstract from what is really happening on 
the ground. This is quite amazing, considering the fact that it is there, that all knowledge 
needs to be implemented. It is where the ultimate answer and test to ideas and theories, 
validation if they apply or not, is to be found.
A major obstacle to incorporating grassroots perspectives and know-how in public 
decision making lies in the fact that they often stay local. Much of grassroots wisdom is 
held in places so disperse, it is difficult for others to access, thus entering the channels 
of public decision making very insufficiently. GWIA stimulates a process where grassroots 
groups engage in translating their practical knowledge into something that can be used in 
education and policy.
Mainstream education systems often fail to address grassroots ways of learning and 
ways of knowing. By overlooking grassroots values and priorities around education and 
knowledge building. This creates a schism, a culture and power gap between knowledge on 
the ground and public knowledge. GWIA is intended as an educational setting that enables 
grassroots groups to form global linkages and learn from each other. At the same time it 
enables mainstream partners to perceive and learn from grassroots learning systems and 
the wisdom gathered on the ground.

A Different Body of Knowledge

GWIA is an alternative to many mainstream approaches to education and capacity building 
It constitutes a grassroots approach to transformational knowledge and transformational 
education. What characterizes the grassroots approach, is that it refers to and builds on 
another body of knowledge and expertise than that certified in mainstream education 
systems. This body of knowledge is gained from everyday life, from practical experience 
and from a wealth of cultural and spiritual traditions It is knowledge that is often transferred 
in oral form and based on community relationships.
Education is seen in this perspective as connected to and benefiting the community, rather 
than as a commodity on the market to promote upward mobility and secure individual 
careers. Education is seen as a tool for empowerment, a method to understand systems 
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that base their power on competition and exclusion, a tool to see through mystifications 
and intransparencies and to breach agreements based on ignorance and hidden agendas. 
GWIA is developed as a tool to enhance opportunities for self determined action by self 
reflection and a comprehensive understanding of the environment. At GWIA, grassroots 
groups are not targets or beneficiaries of education or knowledge dissemination. At GWIA 
grassroots groups are the originators of a body of knowledge extracted from their own 
experience and their own doing.
GWIA facilitates a process in which grassroots groups are the active shapers of their 
educational model. In this kind of education, knowledge building is rooted in understanding 
own experience and applying it to the enhancement of own priorities. Traditional supply-
led approaches to education and capacity building tend to impose an outside framework 
on the “receivers” of information and educational programs. That the beneficiaries be 
aware of their own educational agenda and contribute their own knowledge is usually not 
foreseen. Examples of compiling and disseminating grassroots knowledge are very few in 
the institutional education system.
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Reflecting Knowledge in Partner Dialogues

GWIA constructs educational space, in which grassroots expertise is mirrored both 
horizontally and vertically. In GWIA community groups are profiled and recognized 
as experts. GWIA is about increasing the negotiation power of community groups, by 
surfacing first hand knowledge in an educational format. Grassroots expertise is often not 
framed as knowledge, as it does not come out of professional channels. GWIA is about 
identifying and documenting grassroots expertise in its own right and producing a basis 
for dialogue with mainstream partners. GWIA is about creating channels through which 
grassroots issues and grassroots knowledge can be tabled, without losing grassroots 
authenticity and ownership.
To this end GWIA is designed as a tool to build and strengthen partnerships and alliances 
and to link grassroots and professional expertise. Partner Dialogues constitute an integral 
part of the Grassroots Women’s International Academies Interactive joint problem solving 
sessions between grassroots women’s groups and partners from government, international 
agencies, churches, academia, foundations as well as the private sector, are an integrated 
part of the GWIA format.
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GWIA hosts an environment which invites cross sectoral discussion and learning and 
facilitates a cross-fertilization of experience and perspective from both grassroots and 
mainstream actors. The GWIA partner dialogues contribute to collectively defining the 
issues and challenges that are best dealt with in partnerships and to understanding the 
roles each partner can play in joining forces for joint advocacy.
GWIA offers policy makers, doners and other partners, an opportunity to gain insight into 
what works on the ground and what the implications are for effective and efficient policy 
making. In a step by step process GWIA provides space for joint analysis of the innovations 
on the ground and the conditions and strategies for transfer and up-scaling.
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Not every grassroots women’s conference, not every grassroots women’s event 
is a GWIA. The Grassroots Women’s International Academy constitutes a specific 
format of which the ten elements are described in this chapter.

1) Peer Learning

Peer learning is a strategy, that consciously formats the natural learning that 
happens in informal exchanges and informal settings. In everyday life, most people 
learn most easily and voluntarily from discussing things with their family, friends or 
their peers: those who can provide the required information and skills out of their 
own experience.
Research has shown that 80% of the knowledge people actually use and implement 
in their lives, is generated outside of formal learning structures in informal 
settings.5 Research has also shown, that learning tends to be more successful, when 
instructions are given by peers rather than by experts. Peers are more likely to use 
understandable language and to relate the information given, to an experiential 
level. Peer learning is a very effective learning strategy.
An in-built advantage of peer learning is also, that learning happens in both 
directions. When articulating your own learning in order to explain it to others, you 
become more conscious of your own learning as well as of your own knowledge gaps. 
Peer learning thus both supports the exploration, consolidation and ownership of 
lessons learned and knowledge gained as well as stimulating further knowledge 
quest and knowledge generation.II
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Quote
“There are so many groups running around global conferences that call themselves 
grassroots which are not. Our definition of grassroots is women’s groups who are working 
from the ground and are really in charge of their organization. They speak for themselves 
and they are not clients of some kind of NGO or some kind of somebody. And they are 
organizing around community issues. The visible women’s movement in mainstream is the 
feminist movement. What we are focusing on is to create visibility for a whole other part 
of the women’s movement which are the community women, working on everyday life issues 
inside and outside the homes. There are many events where feminists can talk about their 
projects, GWIA is for grassroots women.”7

NOTE
*Selection and matching of groups is an important element to consider when planning a 

Grassroots Women’s International Academy. 

*It is important to invite grassroots groups to a GWIA that can speak from their own experience. If 

they have developed a local practice which works for them and have gone through some sort of 

reflective process, they will have derived lessons which can be transmitted to other settings. 

*It is also important to invite groups that have enough in common, as well as enough diversity, to 

make for fruitful learning and exchange. 

*Developing a submission format for grassroots women’s groups to demonstrate the scope 

of their work, is an important pre-requisite to conducting Grassroots Women’s International 

Academies. 

*At the inauguration GWIAs in Germany the grassroots organizations presenting their work were 

chosen because they were considered best practices and had been successful in influencing 

policy and in transferring their practices to other groups and countries.6

6 The submission format 
used at the Expo 2000 

GWIAs was designed 
in accordance with the 

guidelines and reporting 
format of the UN-Habitat/ 

Dubai International 
Award for Best Practices 

to Improve the Living 
Environment. 

 
7 Quotes in this chapter are 

taken from an interview by 
Nicolle Boujaber-Diederichs 

with Monika Jaeckel, 
founder of GWIA.
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2) Resource Orientation

Grassroots Women’s International Academies follow a pro-active resource oriented 
approach. Focus is on the solutions created by grassroots groups to issues faced by their 
communities and to the capacities and assets built up in the process rather than to the 
problems and needs as such. Challenges and failures encountered in the process are seen 
as opportunities for learning and are turned into individual and organizational growth and 
self development.
GWIA highlights how grassroots women’s groups have coped with and mastered 
developmental challenges by making use of the skills and potentials embedded in their 
communities.

NOTE
*(Re)evaluating local traditions as a source of skills and knowledge is an important element of a 

resource oriented approach. 

*Other major elements constitute community asset mapping and the assessment of skills and 

competencies gained in informal and experiential settings.
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3) Taking Time to go into the Matter

GWIA is not conducted as a conventional conference with papers and lectures offering 
little bites of often unconnected information. GWIA is a process of in-depth training and 
learning, where grassroots groups can build on each others learnings and experiences. Half 
and whole day workshops and panels are dedicated to each practice in order to capture 
the full richness of each experience.
The structure of GWIA contains three elements, the grassroots practices presenting their 
work, the collective harvesting of the lessons learned and the extraction of implications in 
partner dialogues.

NOTE
*It is important to ask participants not to read papers, but to present their work in a workshop 

style.  

*Those aspects of their work should be highlighted, that are most likely to lend themselves for 

transfer and adaptation

Quote
“I thought lets not do this regular thing where you give people ten, twenty minutes to 
present. First of all, it creates a constant tension around time and then every presentation 
kind of sounds the same. Everybody tries to put their piece into this abstract word that is 
supposed to say it all in two minutes, except it says all of nothing. So I thought I would 
like to create a format which is different and this is what we’ve tried with GWIA where we 
give groups a whole day to present. You have to give people more time so that they can 
go into detail, so that they can really show their methods experientially. So I thought let’s 
get out of a conference mode, let’s get into trainings.”
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4) Enabling Culture and Infrastructure

In order to clear the space for the intense learning that takes place at a Grassroots 
Women’s International Academy, thought and care needs also to be invested in the 
accompanying infrastructure and in group process. This requires a diverse range of 
facilities like childcare or translation facilities. There are also less tangible aspects like 
respect for diversity concerning for instance meals or time schedules, which need to be 
taken into consideration. What is needed in general is a sensitivity to what creates comfort 
or discomfort for participants. This is an important aspect of a successful GWIA.
Leaving space for cultural and inspirational elements constitutes an important part of 
tapping into the whole scope of grassroots wisdom and experience. At the Expo 2000 
each GWIA day started with participants choosing an inspiration for the day from a basket 
of quotes that had been collected from the groups in preparation of the event.
Building in elements to monitor and ‘read the temperature’ of individual as well as the group 
process is important for the process of trust building and to ensure the full participation 
of the whole group.

NOTE
* The atmosphere of a GWIA can greatly benefit from the rich background of grassroots women’s 

culture, when asking participating groups to contribute inspirational and group building 

processes from their own work and traditions. 

* At the Expo 2000 GWIAs, participants were asked to bring with them banners, posters, products, 

songs, recipes, inspirational quotes and rituals to showcase their work resulting in a rich exchange 

also on this level
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5) Curriculum based Trainings

At GWIA groups are asked to structure their experience in a curriculum format and to 
present their work in the form of trainings. This is a key element of the Grassroots Women’s 
International Academies. It often challenges groups to reflect on their work in a new way. 
Groups are asked not only to describe their practices, but to teach them. They need to 
analyze why they work, what effect they have on participants, as well as the environment 
and how others can acquire the same processes and results.
GWIA participants are encouraged in a step by step process to focus on the tools 
and strategies they use and to distill the key elements of their learning. They explore 
commonalties and differences and examine what from the experience of other groups 
can be transferred and adapted to their own work. They investigate why strategies have 
worked in one setting and not in others. Finally they discover what can be learned from 
successes as well as from failures.
Important aspects to take into account when structuring experience in a curriculum format 
include:
• Goals and visions driving the practice
• Resources and capacities identified and used
• Main methods and strategies
• Opportunities and barriers
• Challenges and solutions
• Concrete results and success formulas
• Failures and innovations
• Lessons learned
• Communication, collaboration and decision making
• Group process
• Capacity building and leadership
• Conflicts and conflict resolution
• Evaluation, reflection and learning formats
• Support structures
• Partnerships and alliances
• Conditions of transfer and replication
• Implications for policy making
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NOTE
* It has proved to be of value if prior to the event GWIA participants are sent questions to reflect 

on. This helps focus on central issues and on accomplishments. 

* A set of questions or a similar tool helps to structure the presentations and articulate methods 

and strategies and to draw out transferable concepts and skills.

Quote
“We were looking for groups where women take leadership roles. I really think when that 
happens a lot changes. So to test this hypothesis, we wanted to have such groups. We were 
also looking for groups that have really developed some kind of unique strategy, something 
that really works. I’m not interested in groups that have all kinds of programmatic stuff 
and go around demanding things, saying this is our right and this should happen and 
all that, but haven’t found a strategy to get one inch or two inch or five miles forward. 
It can be something small. It’s not like it has to be something spectacular, because every 
situation is different. But there needs to be a strategy that is moving them forward 
somehow, something that is working for them.
Related to that we wanted groups that have developed a methodology or specific 
strategies in their work, something that is teachable. Something that can be put into a 
training exchange process because the Academy is not a one shot thing. We want it to 
be something that is a continuous peer learning of grassroots groups. We want to create 
grassroots women’s curriculums as material that comes out of this, from which other 
groups, but also social workers and the mainstream can learn.”
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    QUESTIONS TO ADDRESS IN GWIA TRAININGS  
 

 

 

❏  What makes your practice unique and innovative?

❏  What are the goals of your work?

❏  What values and visions do you work from?

❏  What issues and problems are addressed, what solutions have been developed?

❏  What changes has your practice brought to your community?

❏  What are key methods and strategies you have developed in your work?

❏  What assets has your group developed?

❏  Has the community gained access to increased assets through your practice?

❏  What experiences does your group have in engendering governance?

❏  What perspectives and priorities do women bring to the table?

❏  What are the strengths and weaknesses of your practice?

❏  What are the major results and effects of your work?

❏  What success formulas have you developed?

❏  What challenges and obstacles have you encountered and how were they overcome?

❏  What were mistakes and failures in your work and what was learned from them?

❏  What conflicts do you experience in your work and how do you deal with them?



T
H

E 
G

W
IA

 H
A

N
D

B
O

O
K

  P
A

G
E 

 27

❏  What strategies do you use for building strategic partnerships and alliances?

❏  What positive and negative experiences do you have with partnerships?

❏  What does your group have to offer to partners?

❏  In what way can partners support your work best?

❏  What learning methods do you use, how do you reflect on and evaluate your work?

❏  What aspects of your work can be put into a curriculum format?

❏  What transfers and replications of your practice have occurred?

❏  What in your experience are the modalities and conditions for successful transfers?

❏  What up-scaling strategies have you developed?

❏  What policy and regulatory framework is needed to support your practice?

❏  What are major messages and lessons you have derived from your work?
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6) Tracking of Learning

A good way to reinforce the educational and knowledge building set up of the GWIA 
exercise, is to build in reporting and tracking mechanisms of the learning happening at 
the GWIA itself. Reflective spaces and good facilitation needs to be planned, to help 
participants in recognizing and articulating what they are learning as the process evolves.
A learning process could include for instance the unveiling of a habitual belief shared by 
many grassroots women that “they have nothing of value to teach”. Experiencing at the 
GWIA how participants articulate and value what they are learning can contradict this 
pattern. Participants are supported in recognizing the contributions they have to offer. 
They see that what they know is worth sharing.
Another important learning can comprise developing a perceptiveness and understanding 
of different cultural backgrounds. This involves encouraging participants to articulate and 
explain how different social and cultural backgrounds shape their perspectives, values and 
strategies. Once made explicit, this constitutes an important part of the “intercultural 
learning” that happens at Grassroots Women’s International Academies.

NOTE
* Ask participants to reflect on the most empowering as well as the most disempowering 

educational experience they have ever had. This is an effective way to come to the core of what 

learning is all about. It enhances collective understanding of what constitutes effective learning 

and knowledge building.
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       EVALUATION FORM USED AT THE EXPO GWIAs  
 
      Participants at the Grassroots Women’s International Academies during Expo 2000 

       in Germany were asked to reflect on and respond to the following questions: 

 

 

❶  What stood out for you in the exchanges that have taken place at this GWIA week?  

          What made a strong impression on you and why?

❷  What from the practices and strategies presented at GWIA can you confirm from 

          your own experience? Where do you see things differently?

❸  Did you notice any miscommunications or misunderstandings based on cultural  

          differences?

❹  What did you learn personally? What did you learn for your group?

❺  What tools and strategies have you identified from the trainings this week that work?

❻  Is there anything from the trainings at GWIA you intend to transfer to your work 

         back home?

❼  Is there anything you want to change in your work because of what you have learned  

          at GWIA?

❽  What common issues and strategies have emerged? What are steps to take together?
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7) Gender Mainstreaming

A central element of what constitutes good urban policies is that they be gender sensitive. 
Contrary to common misunderstandings, gender mainstreaming does not mean giving 
up women specific spaces, practices, or groups. Women have different perspectives and 
priorities in terms of housing, urban planning and basic services, based on their expertise 
with dealing with the everyday issues of communities and human settlements.
Gender mainstreaming involves a shift in leadership roles of both women and men, to take 
these perspectives and priorities into account as well as a shift in gender relations around 
leadership. Gender mainstreaming creates change. It involves the transformation of the 
culture of public procedures and decision making. Public priorities and the allocation of 
resources are redefined.
An important part of GWIA is the analysis of how grassroots women’s practices are 
contributing to gender mainstreaming. How do they transform the status quo and provoke 
a shift in gender relations and leadership roles.

NOTE
* Debates and trainings on gender mainstreaming, need to not only focus on how to support 

women in taking leadership roles. It also implies a focus on how to support men in learning to be 

comfortable with taking back-up and supportive roles. 

* An important part of gender mainstreaming is engaging in partner dialogues on how to enable 

mainstream players to be equitable partners to women led initiatives.
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8) Extracting Policy Implications and Lessons Learned

An important phase in the GWIA format is the collective harvesting of the lessons learned 
throughout the GWIA trainings. During this harvest, the implications for enabling policies 
and legislation are extracted from the GWIA presentations and debates. 
Scheduling time to use GWIA also as a networking tool, is an important function of GWIA. 
Forward looking steps are planned and collective advocacy strategies are defined together. 
By going deeper into ways of strengthening and expanding networks, better support 
systems and alliances are created.

NOTE
* It is important to provide for skilled facilitation of the harvesting phase of Grassroots Women’s 

International Academies. This allows pulling together the key messages and strategies and 

relating them to the agendas of mainstream debates. 

* At the 2001 GWIA during the UN General Assembly Special Session on Habitat the results of 

the GWIA were analyzed on their implications for the Habitat Agenda. The results were directly 

entered into the strategic debates of the General Assembly.

Quote
“What is developed at GWIA is educational to all of the different sectors of society. So 
we would go sector by sector and say: How would this influence the whole education 
system of our country? How would we need to change the educational system of our 
country to have these lessons lead the way? How would we need to change the ways that 
participation is happening in our country? Do we need different channels? What kind of 
channels? How should the media work so that these lessons can be learned? We would 
go through the different areas of society and ask what does it mean for each sector what 
we are doing. This is what we do in the section harvesting our lessons learned.”
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                      EXAMPLES OF TOOLS AND STRATEGIES  
                           IDENTIFIED AND SHARED AT GWIA 
 
 
 
 CHOOSING THE VENUES FOR DIALOGUE 
Grassroots women’s groups are often at a disadvantage when entering mainstream 
venues as they operate from another work culture. It is therefore a good idea to have 
meetings with local authorities and mainstream partners in grassroots spaces. This 
also provides opportunities for local authorities to get a first hand impression of what 
is happening on the ground. 

 
 HUMANIZING NEGOTIATIONS WITH AUTHORITIES 
Visiting officials in larger groups in their offices on the other hand is a good strategy to 
demystify bureaucracy, understand options and opportunities and to give a faces and 
a names to ‘the state’. The Mother Centers have positive experiences with taking along 
their children to official events and meetings as a way of ‘humanizing’ negotiations with 
local authorities. 

 
 NEVER GO ALONE 
A strategy almost all grassroots groups have developed is to never go alone to meetings 
and negotiations with institutions and local authorities. This is important both in terms 
of creating a supportive climate, as well as in terms of demonstrating transparency and 
collective decision making. 

 
 PRECEDENT SETTING 
Showcasing grassroots skills and solutions through demonstration projects is a very 
effective tool for leveraging influence and resources. The power lies in first doing, then 
talking. It is very hard to brush aside something that can be experienced as already 
working in practice. Demonstration projects tend to lend themselves naturally to 
replication and up-scaling. 

 
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 CLAIMING PUBLIC SPACE 
For many of the grassroots women’s groups presenting at GWIA, claiming public space 
constituted a central part of their strategies. Women need a space to meet, to exchange 
information and ideas, and to develop support systems. They need room to develop 
their culture and do things their way, to collectively reflect on their experiences and 
learnings. 

 
  MAKING USE OF INTERNATIONAL LINKS FOR THE ADVANCEMENT OF THE 
LOCAL 
Many grassroots groups experience that having international visitors can greatly 
enhance the value and credibility of their local work. They have learned to include and 
involve local authorities in the program when outsiders come to town to study local 
practices. Demonstrating international interest in local achievements is a very useful 
tool to gain visibility and recognition. 

 
 GENDER BUDGETING 
Gender Budgeting has become an extremely powerful tool for tracking the public use 
of resources. It challenges the myth “ that there is no money”. It invariably uncovers 
the fact that money is available in communities and that it is greatly spent according 
to male priorities. Gender budgeting opens up the debate for grassroots women’s 
perspectives and priorities to enter into public expenditure and decision making. 
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9) The Partner Dialogues

Grassroots women’s issues need the support of mainstream partners. Structured dialogues 
are therefore a key element of the Grassroots Women’s International Academies. The 
dialogues are held with strategic partners from the media, foundations, local and national 
governments, academia, churches and the private sector. Together participants discuss 
the makings of sustainable partnerships. 
Focus is on analyzing when partnerships between grassroots and professional partners 
work to the benefit of all involved. Another major topic of debate is on how forces can be 
joined in up-scaling grassroots practices and in implementing their political implications.
Today’s world is one of partnerships. It is a world that invites a convergence of forces, 
skills and talents. The GWIA partner dialogues build a platform to bring together different 
players of society. The dialogues create a truthful and respectful atmosphere to debate 
ways to pool competencies, ideas and resources and to bridge culture and power gaps. A 
climate is thus created where teaching and learning go both ways. The partner dialogues 
lay out how to go beyond good intentions and rhetoric, to really identifying effective 
partnership strategies.

NOTE
*Identifying common interests and benefits is an important part of conducting partner dialogues. 

*The roles and potentials that each partner has to contribute need to be spelled out. 

*Compiling a list from the partner dialogues of what to watch out for is a helpful tool for both 

grassroots groups and their partners.
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10) Documentation and Final Products

Documentation and Final Products should follow the training and curriculum format of the 
GWIAs. This documentation can be produced in form of handbooks, manuals, guidelines, 
videos, web-sites, CD’s or tape series. They should be easily accessible and lend themselves 
both to face to face exchanges and trainings, as well as to on-line learning. They should 
contain both content and process elements. Good documentation highlights successful 
transfers as well as the conditions that made them happen. The effects of the GWIA 
trainings on the participants should be described as well as the effects on the communities 
they represent.
Final products should include guidelines for principled and successful partnerships, derived 
from the partner dialogues. They should be divided in separate sections and directed 
towards partnerships with government, academia, media, foundations and the private 
sector. These guidelines should include descriptions of the benefits of partnerships, both 
for the grassroots groups as well as for the partners. 

NOTE
* Compile checklists of what to watch out for, to make partnerships equal and sustainable. 

* The documentation of Grassroots Women’s International Academies is as important as the 

academies themselves. It is of high importance that sufficient financial and time resources be 

secured from the start for comprehensive documentation and curricular formatting of GWIA 

trainings and results. This might require professional input. 

* In addition to the training materials compiled from the GWIAs for broader learning networks, 

it is important to also produce short media pieces and executive summaries to inform targeted 

audiences as well as the general public.

Quote
“It really has been in depth listening, in depth learning and in depth strategizing. I think 
from here we have created a space where we can actually think about how do we proceed, 
what is the next step, that we have had the time to reflect on that. Because often you 
are running around to all these meetings and you don’t get time to sit down as an 
international movement and really evaluate what is it that we have done so far and what 
do we want to do together next.”



T
H

E 
G

W
IA

 H
A

N
D

B
O

O
K

  P
A

G
E 

 36
 

         TRAINING THEMES OF GWIA 2000 

 
❶  ORGANIZING THE GROUP 
          Tools for Organizing  
          Conflict Resolution and Leadership Development 
          Women’s Education and Training Methods 
 
❶  ENGENDERING LOCAL GOVERNANCE 
          Governance Models 
          Advocacy Tools 
          Partnering Skills 
 
❷  COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT 
          Housing and Urban Planning 
          Social Cohesion 
          Safety of Neighborhoods 
 
❸  ACCESSING RESOURCES 
          Financial Management 
          Savings and Credit 
          Tools for Income Generation and Livelihood 
 
❹  PROTECTING THE ENVIRONMENT 
          Sustainable Farming 
          Waste Management 
          Forest Protection 
 
❺  BASIC SERVICES 
          Sanitation 
          Water 
          Childcare 
          Eldercare 
          Disaster Resilience 
          Healthcare 
          Neighborhood Services 
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1) Community Building

What characterizes grassroots women’s work worldwide, is its focus on community building. 
At the heart of grassroots efforts and strategies is the intent to reweave, strengthen or 
reinvent community ties and community bonding. Globalization and its all encompassing 
market orientation has heavy consequences on the quality of social relationships, on the 
social and spiritual life of communities. Social cohesion and sustainable social networks 
are increasingly at risk. Neighborhoods are becoming individualized, anonymous and 
alienated.
Central aspects of grassroots women’s activities include bridging diversity, developing 
strategies of integration and nurturing everyday life democracy. Whether it is called a 
collective, a center, a sangha8 or a yum9, either way, grassroots women’s efforts revolve 
around creating community space for the development of solidarity and joint problem 
solving.
Even on issues of housing or savings and credit, the grassroots approach is not restricted to 
the practical things on which they focus, like bricks and mortar or money. The real emphasis 
is on how these activities can help the community to grow, develop and transform.

NOTE
* The focus of grassroots work on holistic community development, challenges mainstream 

funding procedures. 

* Grassroots women’s groups emphasize the necessity to invest in long term community building 

process, versus short term projects of limited scope.

Quote
“What makes our work unique is that people who never communicated with each other, 
except for polite hellos, are now working with each other. This really is a breakthrough. 
Because in our community there are so many divisions and differences in class and ethnic 
background and between different religious denominations.” (National Congress of 
Neighborhood Women, USA).
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8 Grassroots women’s 
collectives in India are 
called sanghas and are 
at the base of women’s 

involvement in social 
movements and local 

governance across the 
country. 

9 Yum comes out of the 
African tradition. It is 

a word from the Bassa 
language for the common 

philosophy of working 
together, working jointly.
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2) Community Economy

The grassroots emphasis on community also applies to economic initiatives and activities 
centered around income generation and livelihood. Grassroots women’s strategies for 
the creation of economic assets and resources differ from the more individualistic career 
oriented approaches of mainstream society. Economic activities are linked to the creation 
of collective assets and the development of the community. Economic empowerment links 
the strengthening of individual economic literacy and financial self-reliance to improving 
the economic scope of action for whole collectives, communities and regions.
By building on local skills and collective resources and collateral, the entire community is 
strengthened as a sustainable way out of poverty. The basis for self sufficiency is laid by 
engaging community enterprises in the development process.

NOTE
* In many areas the poor have no other choice than to create their own economic alternatives. 

In doing so they transcend donor strategies that are limited to creating short term relief and 

dependency.

Quotes:
- “We teach our people not to go for a business just to make money. We believe that 
whatever business we engage in, it should be something that will help create employment 
for the whole village. That way, the economy stays in the community and does not move 
away, so that people can stay working in their own community.” (Orap, Zimbabwe)
- “The business ventures that come out of our savings and credit groups, are not 
individually oriented. We look at the traditional skills and resources that are in the area 
and then work out how we can create a network of linking them together. This serves to 
upgrade existing enterprises, create new businesses or collectively market the products 
better.” (SSP India)
- “The idea is to develop community assets to create economic power for excluded groups. 
We create economic structures where all people can contribute, even the most fable and 
vulnerable in the community. We create economic empowerment that goes beyond the 
individual because it supports the creation of community spirit and community solidarity.” 
(Mother Center Cooperatives, Canada).
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ACHIEVEMENTS OF GRASSROOTS WOMEN’S BEST PRACTICES 

✔ The Bogso Women Farmer’s Association in Cameroon was so economically and socially 

successful in their community venture of reintroducing the proliferate local crop cassava, 

that people from the city have started returning to their villages. 

✔ Orap in Zimbabwe has created a community foundation, to become independent of 

international donor agencies.

✔ The Foundation for the Support of Women’s Work in Turkey organized women traditionally 

confined to their homes, after the devastating earthquake in the Marmara region in 1999. 

Now, they have organised in women and child centers and have a say in the reconstruction 

process of their communities. They make the state driven development process accountable 

to them. They were successful in transforming a post-disaster situation into an opportunity 

for long-term sustainable development.

✔ The German Mother Centers have created alternatives to institutional care, by creating 

intergenerational neighborhood networks for the care of children, youth and the elderly. 

Thus, they re-introduce the culture of care into public life.

✔ Cafsu in Canada, made transport in cities safe for women and men, by involving the 

community. They convinced many stakeholders - including businesses, police, municipal 

government and transportation employees - to take responsibility for community safety.

✔ SSP in India, partnered with women’s collectives in over 500 villages, to establish community 

monitoring systems. With them grassroots women could supervise the reconstruction 

process after an earthquake. In the process they created a governance infrastructure that 

helped to reduce corruption and to make the state respond to the community level.

✔ The Soldier Mothers in St. Petersburg have confronted internal violence in the Russian 

army. They helped countless recruits escape from humiliating and life-threatening conditions 

and they supported families and communities to gain awareness of and exercise their human 

democratic rights.
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3) Community Knowledge

Grassroots women’s groups often explore the knowledge and expertise coming from 
community traditions. This constitutes a very different approach to knowledge building, 
than mainstream knowledge systems, which tend to base expertise on scholarly credits 
and professionalism. Mainstream knowledge systems are very often more about controlling 
and packaging knowledge, than about testing if it really works on the ground.
Grassroots groups have access to valuable knowledge and expertise that is often hard 
to access. They usually have precise and accurate information on their communities. You 
can only solve problems, when you know them. Real knowledge is a prerequisite to real 
solutions. Adequate and accurate information is the basis for problem solving strategies 
that really work.
Much money has been spent uselessly and many public projects go wrong, because it 
has been neglected to consult the people on the ground, in order to gather an authentic 
picture and understand a situation well. Grassroots women’s groups are important and 
resourceful partners because of the simple fact that they really know what is going on in 
human settlements.

NOTE
* Successful grassroots women’s practices focus on creating direct channels for knowledge from 

the ground to enter institutional decision making.

Quote
“Information is the most valuable currency in post-disaster situations - for affected 
communities, governments and aid agencies alike. We came to realize that women are 
exceptionally talented in collecting and disseminating information. This is especially the 
case in a situation where existing channels of communication have broken down. They 
know who lives where and who needs special care. In the Marmara region, the talents of 
women in collecting and sharing information created a valuable asset that they used to 
engage with officials.” (Foundation for the Support of Women’s Work, Turkey).
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4) Health

Health is an important issue for grassroots women’s initiatives. Home hygiene, educational 
campaigns and preventive measures against diseases are key areas of grassroots activity. 
Mobilizing community involvement and traditional expertise in relation to the AIDS 
epidemic is central to grassroots communities in Africa. In many cases grassroots groups 
are rediscovering and learning to trust traditional medicine practices, that are available 
in their cultural traditions. The long term approach to health, characterizing grassroots 
communities, involves exploring healing techniques and cures that people can apply 
themselves and integrate into their daily lives. They focus on how to strengthen the 
immune system and the innate healing forces of the body. These efforts strengthen a 
preventive approach to health care.

NOTE
* Grassroots efforts in the area of health, tend to follow a self help and community based 

approach. Social cohesion and self reliance is targeted in grassroots health care practices in the 

same way as it is part of the grassroots approach in other areas, like education or economy.  

* Strengthening community awareness, knowledge and confidence in dealing with health issues, 

is at the base of most practices.

Quote
“Homeopathy is a way of healing that you can learn yourself, because you go into 
dialogue with the healing powers of your own body. You can experience and see the 
effects of the remedies, you learn to check for yourself what is working and what not. 
That way you develop a feeling for the wisdom of your body. Homeopathy teaches how to 
look and see for yourself, what is happening in your body. You learn self experimentation, 
how to observe the healing force of your body and how to evaluate the effect of remedies. 
We teach homeopathy in our centers, for women to learn ways to cure small diseases 
and deal with the health issues in their families and communities themselves.” (Mother 
Centers, Germany)



T
H

E 
G

W
IA

 H
A

N
D

B
O

O
K

  P
A

G
E 

 42

5) Safety

In a world where violence is often targeted towards women, the issue of safety plays an 
important role in women’s organizing. Strategies against domestic violence and assault in 
public spaces are developed by women’s groups world wide. This involves new principles 
of urban planning, as well as inscribing the community at large in taking collective 
responsibility for violence. Increasingly, women’s groups have moved from handling the 
problem themselves, to getting municipalities, law forces and mainstream players to deal 
with it. Fear and the feeling of unsafety are major obstacles to the empowerment of women. 
Enabling women to feel safe is a pre-requisite to citizenship.

NOTE
* Making cities safe for women makes cities safe for everybody.

Quote
“Women’s sense of safety matters, because safety determines women’s ability to move 
around within the city and use its resources to the fullest extent possible. The lack of 
safety therefore inhibits women’s ability to realize their citizenship. Safety is a collective 
project by its nature. It requires consensus and responsibility among several actors. It is 
not simply a question of one house or one street, but the entire city and settlement which 
needs to be safe in order to enable a sense of safety and mobility.” (Cafsu, Montreal, 
Canada)
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AREAS OF INNOVATION 
Practices presenting at GWIA demonstrated  

their solutions to issues such as: 

✔  Quality of urban living spaces

✔  Family health

✔  Sustainable housing

✔  Reconciliation of family and work

✔  Increased involvement of fathers in family and household

✔  Social inclusion

✔  Gender Sensitive public transportation

✔  Income generation and livelihood

✔  Safe water supply and sanitation

✔  Waste collection

✔  Women and child friendly cities

✔  Efficient, accountable and transparent governance

✔  Community education

✔  Neighborhood Services
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6) Housing and Security of Tenure
Affordable housing for all, is a universal human right, a basic quality of civilization. World 
wide the problem of pavement dwellings, slums and homelessness is increasing. Affordable 
housing is being torn down in the name of economic development. In many areas, the 
threat of eviction and demolition is a constant trauma for the urban poor. Grassroots 
groups are organizing worldwide to create shelter for the poor.
Women are often at the forefront of tenants associations and slum dwellers organizations. 
As homemakers, they have a keen knowledge of what kind of structures and spaces are 
needed to serve basic needs. Experience shows that housing that works for women and 
children, most likely works for everyone.
Not having legitimate housing, in many instances connects to not being able to claim 
citizens rights. These can include such things as rationed foods, municipal health care, 
infrastructural services, police protection and voting rights or other benefits of citizenship. 
The politics of housing is connected to the politics of citizenship.
In many instances women’s access to land is essential to their housing as well as their income 
and livelihood needs. Without security of tenure it is difficult for vulnerable groups to 
acquire and use land resources. Grassroots women’s groups are applying holistic strategies, 
that connect the distribution of land to the development of supportive infrastructure to 
make sure the land can be used to produce. 

NOTE
* The biggest producers of shelter in the world today are the urban poor themselves. They build 

their own homes, often with the most ingenious designs and often without the support of the 

government or local authorities.

Quotes
“Our campaign has a very basic and simple message to governments and local authorities. 
Only by recognizing the permanence and the citizenship of the urban poor, do we have 
the conditions for providing shelter for all and for sustainable development. The poor 
are not going to disappear, they have a right to the city, a right to secure tenure. When 
people know for sure that they are not going to be bulldozed, that they are not going 
to be evicted, then they put in their time, their energy and their resources; into building 
shelter and improving their own conditions. In so doing, they improve the conditions for 
everyone in that city.” (Sparc, India)
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“Housing is a woman’s issue. For single moms, for young women fleeing abuse, aging 
women with little savings, women with disabilities, and for women with low wages, who 
are one pay-cheque or one illness away from the street, housing is a daily concern. In a 
system that is gender blind and relies on the invisibility and low value of women’s work 
-as volunteers, mothers and service providers-, women are at great risk of homelessness.” 
(GROOTS Canada)
“The houses built after the earthquake were designed almost uniformly (barring a few 
exceptions) by men. When they had to go and settle, the women found these houses to be 
dysfunctional. There had been no planning for storage of water, in a drought prone area, 
no place to store grain and food, no place to install a wood or coal stove on which to do 
the cooking and no facility for cattle.” (SSP, India)
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LESSONS LEARNED AT GWIA 
 

✔ What women know and have to contribute to facing the challenges of the 21st 
century is that solutions lie in people, not in technology. 

✔ Only when there are equitable partnerships with the grassroots level, the quality 
 of policy making can be improved and only in that case can there be innovation. 

✔ Development is sustainable when rooted locally in community networks. 

✔ When women take leadership roles, corruption is reduced and solutions are 
developed that are in harmony with the whole community as well as with the natural 
environment. 

✔ After wars and disasters, the reweaving of the social fabric of societies is needed 
just as much as rebuilding houses and the physical infrastructure. Women are at the 
core of this process. 

✔ Claiming ownership and recognition of everyday life expertise, is an  
important condition for equitable partnerships. 

✔ Progress lies in developing communities. This often involves reconnecting to  
local traditions and traditional practices.
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7) Governance

The culture of political arenas in general marginalises grassroots women’s voices. 
Institutional arrangements are often hostile to grassroots women’s participation. If there 
is no institutional arrangement to make sure that grassroots voices are included and that 
they count equally, more often than not, they will go unheeded.
Constitutional amendments, affirmative action and gender quotas have proved not 
sufficient to truly integrate women into decision making on an equitable basis and to enter 
their concerns and priorities into governance. Capacity building tools for women do not 
always result in women actually claiming their potential of influence and power. Grassroots 
women’s strategies address the reasons, why trainings and legal equality frameworks often 
fall short.
Grassroots strategies of governance create a favorable environment for grassroots 
participation and advocacy. Claiming physical and reflective space has proved a vital pre-
requisite to engendering local governance and to enabling women to meet and strategise 
collectively. Space allows them to mirror their skills and competencies, to learn as a group 
and to formalize and sustain their involvement in local development beyond short term 
volunteerism. Other conditions include creating infrastructural support systems like 
childcare facilities, safe transportation, compensation for time invested, as well as personal 
support in form of community consultations and leadership coaching.

NOTE
Engendering governance involves:  

* Relating to grassroots women’s groups as problem solvers, rather than as beneficiaries  

* Ensuring grassroots participation at the very beginning, at the planning stage of public 

interventions  

* Opening up opportunities for long-term engagement and negotiations, rather than one-time 

consultations 

* Resourcing grassroots communities 

* Providing opportunities to participate in the allocation and monitoring of public resources and 

services

10 For a summary of the 
documentation of the 
‘Hot Money’ Savings 
and Credit Group in 

the Intergenerational 
House West in Stuttgart, 

Germany see the mine 
website:  

www.mine.cc

 http://www.mine.cc 
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Quote
“Claiming space in the community that is geographically close, emotionally safe and 
takes everyday life requirements into account, is often the first step to open up social and 
political space, that was not available to women before. A lot of care tends to go into 
the creation of these spaces, to make them nurturing and welcoming as well as inspiring, 
encouraging and activating. Grassroots women’s spaces often convey a female culture 
that is inclusive of and allows room for dealing with daily needs and tasks. Such space 
contrasts poignantly with the male dominated culture of public life and public institutions. 
Our centers are often described as public living rooms. Women can come into these 
spaces and they can bring in rather than leave behind all their daily concerns. Childcare, 
dealing with an ill dependent, or having an appointment with the school teacher of an 
offspring are discussed and dealt with equally and collectively; as is the planning of the 
next step in the anti poverty campaign, or the next meeting with the municipal council.” 
(Mother Centers, Germany)

 

EXAMPLES OF SUCCESSFUL TRANSFERS OF GRASSROOTS  

BEST PRACTICES  ACROSS CULTURES AND CONTINENTS

 
1) SAVINGS AND CREDIT GROUPS   
      a Grassroots Women’s Best Practice from the South 
 
Savings and credit groups are a federating and income generating tool that serves as 
the basis for community organization and for the development of community controlled 
financial assets in India. 
 
The presentations of Sparc and SSP at GWIA resulted in powerful peer learning and an 
example of successful transfer of grassroots women’s best practices from the South to  
the North. 
 
Mother Centers in Germany and Bosnia have applied the Indian model to their local 
conditions. They are using savings and credit groups as a key strategy for strengthening 
financial self-confidence and self reliance and for strengthening solidarity and social 
bonding in the group. The groups enhance the financial empowerment of vulnerable 
groups, like unemployed women, single parents and women on social welfare.10
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8) Women’s Leadership

Women’s leadership is becoming one of the key developmental issues. Communities are 
increasingly choosing women as leaders, because they tend to be more effective. Women’s 
leadership tends to operate on an all-inclusive and team oriented basis. Everyone’s needs 
and contributions are taken into consideration. Structures tend to be flexible and fluid and 
less bureaucratic. Women’s leadership often results in the benefit of the whole community. 
It is most often based on solid knowledge of the community, as women deal first hand with 
the everyday issues of life. Under women’s leadership resources are more likely to reach 
those who need them the most. Excluded groups like mothers and children who have been 
confined to the private sphere, gain a voice and access to public participation. There is 
often a concern for the living environment and the conditions for future generations, which 
leads to long term considerations and to an emphasis on conflict resolution. The culture of 
care gains social value and is reintegrated into public and collective commitment.

NOTE
* Women’s leadership often contributes to building alliances across deeply divisive social 

categories and traditions.

Quote
“We cannot afford to hate. We cannot afford to let our youth grow up with orders to kill 
or to loot against the regular population. You cannot raise a generation of criminals and 
expect to have a future. You cannot give land to people who have no intention to cultivate 
it and expect to have an economy.” (Orap, Zimbabwe)
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EXAMPLES OF SUCCESSFUL TRANSFERS OF GRASSROOTS  

BEST PRACTICES  ACROSS CULTURES AND CONTINENTS

 
2) THE MOTHER CENTER MODEL 
      Creating Strong Neighborhoods

Mother Centers claim public space for mothers and children. They reintegrate the culture 
of care into public life. Mother centers are a successful strategy to enhance social cohesion 
and integration, revitalize neighborhoods and bring a grassroots women’s voice to local 
governance, raising the issues and concerns of families and communities. Mother Centers 
have proved a practice that answers to a wide range of situations and cultural settings. 

➤ In Western Europe they help bring families out of isolation and motherhood out of 
marginalisation.

➤ In post socialist societies like the Czech Republic, Bulgaria, or Slovakia, they support 
the development of civil society from the bottom up.

➤ In post conflict areas like Bosnia or Rwanda, they have created opportunities  
to reweave the war torn social fabric of grassroots communities.

➤ For the First Nation population in Canada, Mother Centers have created  
collective income generating projects.

➤ For US Afro American communities, Mother Centers are places where welfare 
recipients support each other to re-orientate their lives towards self sufficiency.

➤ In the slums of Nairobi, they offer a safe place, meals, and medical services for mothers 
and (street) children.

➤ In the Philippines, Mother Centers provide a ‘home away from home’ for rural migrant 
workers in industrial zones.

 
The Grassroots Women’s International Academies have hosted peer learning exchanges 
between Mother Center initiatives from Germany, The Netherlands, Austria, Switzerland, 
The Czech Republic, Bosnia, Kenya, USA, Canada and The Philippines. The International 
Network of Mother Centers (mine) has been awarded the Dubai International Award for 
Best Practices for the Improvement of the Living Environment for its role in transferring and 
disseminating the mother center model to 15 countries.
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9) Another Kind of Feminism

In contrast to many academic feminist approaches, grassroots women’s groups do not focus 
on encouraging women to abandon the roles they take on in everyday life. Instead they 
focus on challenging the conditions and circumstances under which they are performing 
their tasks.
An important strategy in doing so, is to challenge the division between public and 
private life. Patriarchal gender hierarchy bases a lot of its power on keeping the activities 
and responsibilities of women private. An important grassroots strategy is to create 
transparency in the communities for what happens in the families. Involving men in a 
transparent community process that includes private roles, proves a strong way of moving 
towards more gender equality and a shift in power roles.

NOTE
* Concepts of equality often take male models as measures and benchmarks, thus missing the 

point. When taking women’s lifestyles as measurement it becomes a totally different picture.

Quotes 
- “What the women in the slums told us was, don’t play games with our family. For 
poor women there is no other support structure. Help us negotiate our relationships 
within family and the community, don’t alienate us from our networks. Don’t give us 
this patriarchy analysis, because that makes everybody, that is part of the life we know, 
become our enemy. The grassroots women taught us to use knowledge, skills and action 
to transform their relationships in their homes and to strengthen their position within the 
community.” (Sparc, India)
- “We organize as family units, that is the base of our organization. Several family units 
are clustered together on village level. This is important for various reasons. First of all it 
is important to strengthen the solidarity within and between families. When organized in 
family units, you can ensure that no one belonging to a family unit will go hungry. Family 
units are also important to strengthen women’s role, because you have a platform to 
interact and talk about things that might be hard to bring up in your individual family. 
Gender conflicts are easier to deal with in a collective setting.” (Orap Zimbabwe)
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EXAMPLES OF SUCCESSFUL TRANSFERS OF GRASSROOTS  

BEST PRACTICES  ACROSS CULTURES AND CONTINENTS

 
3) COMMUNITY MAPPING AND INFORMATION GATHERING AS  
      A GOVERNANCE TOOL 

 
GROOTS International organized exchanges and study visits between groups 
from two earthquake hit regions,  SSP in India and the Foundation for the Support 
of Women’s Work in Turkey. The Turkish women learned from their grassroots 
sisters in India how to organize community women and how to be at the forefront of 
reconstruction after natural disasters

Following the Marmara earthquake in Turkey, women in earthquake hit communities 
conducted surveys in the prefabricated temporary settlements to identify house 
owners and tenants, to find out the extent to which houses were damaged in the 
earthquake and to map the locations of shops, markets, schools, medical services 
and community centers. The information gathered by the women was used to 
challenge government information on the extent to which houses were inhabitable 
and to discuss ways of improving access to services.. The women invited local officials 
for a discussion of their concerns in the process of resettlement.

The method of gathering information and conducting community surveys as a 
governance and partnership building tool, was piloted by Sparc and SSP in India and 
successfully transferred to Turkish communities.



T
H

E 
G

W
IA

 H
A

N
D

B
O

O
K

  P
A

G
E 

 54

10) Partnerships
Scaling up grassroots practices requires an enabling environment, that supports their 
replication and impact on decision making. Part of what creates an enabling environment is 
effective and supportive partnerships. Creating a wide spectrum of alliances and building 
partnerships with many stake holders, is a crucial element of making grassroots women’s 
strategies successful.
Grassroots women’s groups identify with being problem solvers in their own right and strive 
for autonomy. This requires a redefinition of the role of institutions and professionals. 
Mainstream partners need the courage to develop from being the ones teaching and 
defining capacity building, to engaging in principled and equitable partnerships.
This process of partnership building can be supported by developing a clear definition of 
mutual contributions, roles and responsibilities. They must be based on respective skills, 
resources and opportunities, especially when interaction and dialogue are a long-term and 
on-going process. Mediation and support structures often prove a necessary element of 
bridging cultural, language and power gaps in partnerships. Last but not least, sustainable 
partnerships are reinforced by defining common interests and interfaces and identifying 
the win-win situation. Part of that involves getting very clear on the non-negotiables.

NOTE
* Partnership building involves what we have learned to call ‘grassroots mainstreaming’. It is on 

the ground, where the real mainstream flows. It is the institutional arena and public decision 

making which need to be capacitated to link to the ground. 

* Grassroots mainstreaming involves giving up power on the side of professionals and local 

authorities. This requires courage, vision and trust.

Quote
“We are often approached by social service providers and public policy makers as 
beneficiaries. In this approach we are reduced to our disfunctions and seen as victims. 
We are reduced to certain aspects of our lives. We are the poor, or the elderly. We are 
no longer whole people with family networks and communities, we are diminished to the 
description of the issue of concern of public programs and no longer seen as people who 
also have the skills and resources to contribute to the solution. When opportunities are 
created for us to work on our issues and partner with others on an equal footing to create 
solutions, we have found that we tap into a huge reservoir of energy and creativity.” 
(WomanSpirit, St. Louis, USA)
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EXAMPLES OF SUCCESSFUL TRANSFERS OF GRASSROOTS  

BEST PRACTICES  ACROSS CULTURES AND CONTINENTS

 
4) LEADERSHIP SUPPORT PROCESS (LSP) 
      a Grassroots Approach to Collective Leadership

 
The Leadership Support Process was developed by the National Congress of 
Neighborhood Women in USA and presented at the Expo 2000 GWIA. It is 
a method to encourage grassroots women to reflect on and create visibility 
for the leadership qualities they demonstrate in community initiatives. 
LSP is a strategy to develop the full potential and community participation 
of neighborhood women. It creates supportive structures for collective 
leadership.

LSP is a method to ensure participative group process and efficient decision 
making. Debates are structured through a set of carefully defined questions. 
Recognition and equity for the contributions of each participant are provided. 
By collectively developing visions and agreements. a constructive and 
collaborative climate is set. This provides safety and trust, beyond social, 
cultural and ethnic diversity.

The LSP Method was transferred first to The Netherlands and Germany and 
then to Bosnia, through the GROOTS and mine networks. Following the 
Expo 2000 Grassroots Women’s International Academies, a series of teacher 
trainings were conducted by the National Congress of Neighborhood Women 
in Germany. This was done in cooperation with the regional network of Mother 
Centers in Baden Wuerttemberg, Germany11. The trainers graduating from 
these courses, further replicate the LSP methodology in Europe.

11 For a German language documentation of the first series of these LSP trainings in Germany see www.muetterforum.de
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e While grassroots practices are local, their learning and growth, as well as their impact, 
need to be global. As global institutions de-link development from grassroots priorities 
and grassroots expertise, there is an increasing need for a collective and linked 
response. Creating a global knowledge base of grassroots experience and expertise is 
a crucial component to increasing the participation and influence of grassroots women 
in decision making arenas affecting their lives. This cannot be done by one time events 
or disperse efforts. In fact, in its existence so far, GWIA has taken up larger tasks than 
its institutional basis can handle.

The approach of GWIA as laid out in this handbook, introduces a new player and a new 
process in the field of education: education from the bottom up, generated and delivered 
by community women outside of mainstream educational structures. Such an innovation 
cannot be attained by an event based approach, it must be structural.
After the series of successful GWIAs at international events, the need is felt to solidify 
and build on the emerging process. The next step is to construct a systematic grassroots 
knowledge and policy interface, that coordinates horizontal and vertical exchange and 
learning among grassroots women’s organizations and their mainstream partners on a 
continuous basis.
Establishing a systematic on-going forum to learn from grassroots women’s practices aims 
at both consolidating grassroots successes, as well as magnifying their effects by transfer, 
replication and political up-scaling. Innovative formats of education, training and knowledge 
building are key to operationalising informal knowledge. New ways of learning need to be 
developed to tap into the rich reservoirs of social capital in civic society. Developing GWIA 
in a long-term organizational structure, will allow for a powerful cumulation of grassroots 
knowledge. This can provide a sturdy foundation for developing the partnerships, which 
are necessary to bridge the knowledge and power gaps between grassroots expertise and 
public decision making.

NOTE
Keys to translating grassroots expertise into policy include: 

*Resourcing peer learning and peer exchanges of grassroots groups  

*Supporting grassroots learning and resource centers 

*Recognizing community led education as a sector in its own right 

*Creating an endowment facility to support grassroots groups to pioneer, demonstrate and 

transfer their local solutions.
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Quote
“We need to develop ways of recognizing what constitutes learning from a grassroots 
perspective. We need to develop strategies and measures for real learning, for learning 
that can make a difference. What our approach does, is develop a method for reflection 
and understanding, so that community groups can understand the overall context in which 
they are operating and become better in whatever it is they wish. Community learning is 
about empowering people to consolidate the skills they have as well as acquiring new ones 
along the priorities they develop themselves. It is about analyzing and informing politics 
where to put resources into the community.” (CWEI, Ireland)

Functions of an On-going GWIA
A Grassroots Women’s International Academy on an on-going basis, can provide structural 
space for the consolidation and advancement of grassroots women’s innovations. New 
ideas, paradigm shifts and challenges to the status quo require long-term learning 
processes to enter public decision making and to make their mark in mainstream institutions. 
The institutional anchoring of a grassroots knowledge and learning base can provide a 
sustainable framework for building strategic partnering structures. This can support the 
necessary learning environment and momentum for innovations coming from the ground 
to be implemented into institutional settings on a permanent basis.
The Grassroots Women’s International Academy as an institutional structure can harbor 
the development of alternatives to the top down individual educational approaches of 
mainstream knowledge institutions. Educational approaches can be emphasised, that 
empower grassroots women as well as their networks, based on their learning styles and 
learning needs. By developing education as transformational knowledge for the whole 
community (rather than as a commodity for the upward mobility of individuals) the brain 
drain of poor communities can be counteracted.
A Grassroots Women’s International Academy on a continuous basis aims at keeping public 
interest alive in the efforts of grassroots women. It also provides a structural basis for 
keeping track of what governments are doing to meet grassroots women’s concerns, It can 
suggest institutional and structural reforms to enhance public policy to transform into an 
enabling environment for grassroots agendas.
For policy making to be informed on an equitable basis by knowledge generated on the 
ground, structural challenges need to be met. One of these challenges, is the issue of 
the accreditation of knowledge gained outside of formal education systems. A Grassroots 
Women’s International Academy as an incorporated educational structure can take on the 
challenge of developing forms of certification and accreditation of grassroots knowledge in 
accordance with the process and values of grassroots learning systems. It can provide the 
necessary validation and credibility for interaction with mainstream arenas.
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NOTE
Key elements of education as a bottom up process 

* The recognition of grassroots expertise as equitable to professional qualifications 

* The provision of spaces and locations for grassroots learning systems 

* The development of funding policies for self organized learning

Quote
“Community education is not delivered top down, as a prefabricated knowledge 
package. It is live learning, it is more about learning to learn. It is an approach you 
incorporate while you go on with it. It is learning by doing and while doing. It is 
creating the path while walking it.” (CWEI, Ireland)
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Program and activities of a standard GWIA curriculum

Peer Learning Exchanges

The core of GWIA consists of sustaining a continuous bottom up process of learning by 
coordinating regular study tours, face to face exchanges, networking and training events 
between grassroots women’s groups and their partners across cities, regions, countries and 
continents. Out of this process key approaches, methodologies and strategies are assembled 
and linked into a systematic curricular format of thematic as well as crosscutting trainings. 
This constitutes the core program of the Academy, which develops and grows over time.
 
Teachers Trainings 

Part of this process is dedicated to forming a group of grassroots leaders as trainers for the 
key program. Theyl offer on site training, as well as external trainings to groups in their local 
settings.
 
Sensitizing Professionals

Building on the grassroots curriculum, a parallel training program is developed for local 
authorities and other mainstream partners. Professionals and a wide range of mainstream 
stakeholders are informed and sensitized on grassroots expertise, areas of concern and ways 
to develop fruitful partnerships.
 
Training Materials 

Training materials on different thematic areas, for different target groups and in different 
formats are regularly assembled. They reflect grassroots women’s priorities and learning 
styles. An important part of increasing visibility for grassroots work consists in shaping 
grassroots lessons and strategies into targeted pieces for specific audiences.
 
Linking to Modern Technologies

An important activity area of GWIA consists of linking grassroots knowledge and learning 
processes to modern technology. The basic GWIA trainings need to be developed into 
audio and visual training formats and remote on line learning programs. Ways are developed 
to make use of the vast opportunities of modern technology for grassroots empowerment. 
This is a crucial task on the way to bridging the digital divide. A key challenge in this process 
constitutes ways to develop a balanced approach between modern technology and face to 
face interaction.
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GRASSROOTS WOMEN’S BEST PRACTICES 
 

The Huairou Commission developed a set of indicators for grassroots 

 women’s best practices as part of the Our Best Practices Campaign.   

Grassroots Women’s best practices are practices … 

… Where grassroots women take on leadership roles in the development  
        of communities

… Which recognize everyday experiences of grassroots women as expertise

… Which incorporate seeds of change and transformation of the status quo

… Which contribute to a redistribution and re-channeling of resources to  
        the grassroots level

… Which allow grassroots women’s collectives to own the ideas they have 
        developed, as well as the tools by which they are disseminated

… Which contribute to center-staging grassroots women in the community

… Which create solutions that strengthen the entire community

… Which advance women’s participation and leadership in decision making  
        and governance

… Which claim space and resources for women

… Which have the potential for replicability

… Which sustain transformation

… Which build win-win partnerships with institutional actors
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… Which support grassroots culture and support systems

… Which engage in building horizontal alliances and developing a critical 
     mass of actors who can impact policies and local development agendas

… Which break social and political barriers and transforming vertical  
      structures

… Which create a supportive culture of learning among grassroots women

… Which contribute to re-educating mainstream

… Which validate female values and the culture of care

… Which validate local heritage
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Linking to mainstream education 

A key area of activity of GWIA consists in integrating the grassroots approach to 
knowledge building into mainstream education systems. This can happen on several 
levels:
• GWIA as a Clearing and Assessment Center; 
• GWIA as a Resource and Referral Center; 
• GWIA as a Strategy for Gender Mainstreaming
 
Certification and Accreditation
An important task of GWIA is to systematically explore new strategies of certification and 
accreditation of life learning. Currently there is an increased awareness of the importance 
of knowledge generation outside of formal education in informal settings.12 These 
approaches need to be examined in their relevance to grassroots strategies. Partnerships 
with institutions working in this area need to be explored. This constitutes a key element 
of the GWIA program.
 
Partnering with Mainstream Education Systems
Exploring areas of partnership with universities and mainstream education systems can 
take several forms. The development of internship programs, an exchange of courses, and 
mutual credit systems can be considered. Such partnerships anchor grassroots perspectives 
into the mainstream, and at the same time tap into mainstream knowledge for the benefit 
of grassroots groups.
 
GWIA as a Clearing and Assessment Center
Another area of activity is structuring GWIA as a clearing and assessment center. Such 
an interface promotes grassroots expertise, as well as identifying grassroots knowledge 
needs. It opens up collective space for grassroots groups to reflect on their knowledge 
gaps and learning needs, as well as on the most effective strategies to meet them. This part 
of GWIA also includes informing policy makers and mainstream institutions on grassroots 
talent potentials and qualification reserves.
 
GWIA as a Resource and Referral Center
GWIA should be set up to function as a resource center by collecting stories and 
disseminating information relevant to grassroots concerns and grassroots achievements 
The resource center also hosts central policy debates. 

12 Several projects 
and networks of the 
European Union are 
dedicated in this context 
to developing strategies 
of life long learning, as 
well as measurements 
of prior learning. This 
include portfolio 
approaches and skills 
audits as an integration 
tool for excluded groups 
like migrants, youth, or 
community women.
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The central elements of this part of the GWIA program include:
• On going documentation and publication of grassroots best practices,  
• The development of consultation programs and support systems,  
• The construction of a global website,  
• The development of criteria and monitoring systems for grassroots  
   responsive policies  
• Hosting of regular policy dialogues spanning multiple sectors. 

Gender Mainstreaming
An integral part of GWIA is to co-ordinate and promote grassroots women’s gender 
mainstreaming approaches. This is an area where great differences in analysis and 
understanding exist between grassroots women’s groups and mainstream institutions. 
Funding and resources for women’s programs have been cut back in the name of gender 
mainstreaming. Gender mainstreaming does not mean however, that women’s projects, 
spaces, and women specific research is given up. They need to be maintained and often 
initiated as the source of innovation in regard to gender sensitivity, the fountain from 
which the parallel process of engaging other actors in taking responsibility for gender 
equity is fed.
Differentiating and enhancing awareness of gender specific differences in needs, interests, 
contributions and priorities is an on-going activity of GWIA. The effects of programs and 
decisions on women as well as on men, and on gender relations, need to be continuously 
be monitored and made visible. According to research done by the World Bank, even 
seemingly gender-neutral investment decisions often have disproportionate impact on 
men and women. Developing analysis and reporting formats that help reveal, analyse 
and understand these differences, are an important contribution of GWIA. This includes 
analysing gender specific differences in learning styles and educational approaches, as 
they relate to grassroots communities. 

NOTE
GWIA on a permanent basis can contribute to: 

* The inclusion of grassroots knowledge and expertise in public decision making at all stages; 

* The involvement of grassroots communities in the designing of education and accreditation 

systems; 

* The creation of opportunities for regular on-going dialogues between grassroots and mainstream 

actors.
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Quotes
“The model of grassroots exchanges is based on seeing and hearing, rather than on 
teaching and learning. Travelling to another place, visiting another group naturally sparks 
many stimulating and inspiring experiences and ideas. Exchanges generate a learning that 
is experiential, that comes from exposure to evidence, that happens through seeing for 
yourself, absorbing through all your senses. Learning goes deeper as it involves the whole 
universe of lessons learned, mistakes made, obstacles faced, reflected on and overcome.
When you have seen something work elsewhere you no longer take “no, this cannot work” 
for an answer. Your mind opens to change, to different options, the status quo loses 
power.
Also, powerful learning arises from teaching one’s knowledge to others and understanding 
that own experiences are relevant to others and to other settings. Explaining to others, 
sharpens ones own understanding of what and why things work at home. It helps to see 
your own work through different eyes. Questions from others function as stimulation to 
explore positions and experiences with a fresh look. They initiate the further development 
and refinement of ones own practice.” (Sparc India)



T
H

E 
G

W
IA

 H
A

N
D

B
O

O
K

  P
A

G
E 

 67

Implementation of GWIA

Implementing GWIA on a systematic and on-going basis, requires a two-fold strategy. On 
the one hand GWIA needs to be anchored in a specific location. It must be equipped and 
staffed to cover the basic requirements of running the core programs and of operating as 
a resource center. On the other hand, GWIA needs to be established as a global network 
of a widespread grid of grassroots learning centers, exchange programs and international 
policy dialogues. This involves a long-term process of partnership building, with a broad 
scope of local and international stakeholders. It also requires consolidation and expansion 
of the existing grassroots women’s global networks.

NOTE
GWIA is part of a global process of grassroots networking. Through GWIA grassroots groups and 

communities are linking up to each other, across nations and across continents, to draw from each 

others experiences and solutions and to build and grow their knowledge.

Quote
“When women recognize what and how they have learned, then they go out and teach 
other groups. That is how we build a movement. Then any innovation that takes place 
in one village or ten villages, gets rapidly transferred to a hundred villages. Learning in 
this context is self guided. Groups pick up what makes sense to them; for their context at 
home. It is more effective to go with such a community led process rather than a NGO led 
process. Because in order to upscale, NGOs need to constantly hire more field workers 
and the administration gets huge. By creating forums for reflection, peer exchange 
and peer learning, you are constantly expanding the range of solutions. This keeps the 
learning process vibrant and dynamic, you are expanding the pool of experiences all the 
time. Otherwise you end up with only one solution, to one problem. What you need is a 
range of solutions.” (SSP India)
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  STRUCTURAL TASKS OF A PERMANENT GWIA 
 

 

◆ Sustaining and nurturing of a global grassroots peer learning network

◆ Providing the framework for grassroots groups to take ownership of 

       their knowledge

◆ Provision of reflective spaces, to address persistent structural barriers 

       to grassroots achievements

◆ Monitoring and updating of strategies and lessons learned from  

       grassroots women’s practices on the ground

◆ Management of grassroots women’s best practices data base 

◆ Organization of grassroots women’s best practices campaigns

◆ Replication and up-scaling of grassroots women’s successes practices

◆ Highlighting of women’s leadership roles in communities

◆ Linking of grassroots knowledge to academic and political frameworks

◆ Dissemination of strategic knowledge that often does not reach the ground

◆ Monitoring of programs of governments and international agencies 

       in regard to grassroots women’s concerns and priorities

◆ Hosting of direct dialogues and interaction between different  

       stakeholders in society and grassroots groups

◆ Development of checklists and indicators for gender mainstreaming, 

       grassroots impact and successful partnerships
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◆ Cross fertilization of efforts and perspectives, from grassroots as well  

       as mainstream sectors

◆ Development of trainings and materials, where grassroots groups teach 

       their knowledge in their own name

◆ Brokering partnerships with universities, vocational training institutes 

       and other educational institutions
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V  ANNEX: International Women’s Networks

Huairou Commission 
The lack of a gender perspective in settlement issues inspired the creation of the 
Huairou Commission. It is an advocacy partnership group formed by a network 
of women’s international organisations to forge strategic partnerships to advance 
the capacity of grassroots women worldwide to strengthen and create sustainable 
communities. 
The Huairou Commission promotes the work of women in developing strategies to 
sustain and create communities within the principles adopted by the UN Habitat 
Agenda for low income women in housing: sustainability, equity, human dignity, 
and social justice.
Grassroots women create homes and communities. They do so intimately, through 
all the familiar, endless tasks – cooking, cleaning, building, repairing, planting, 
buying, selling, caring for the sick, the old and the young. Their work gives them an 
incomparable perspective on how their community works and what it needs.

The Huairou Commission is about:
• Building on, broadening, strengthening and sharing grassroots knowledge.
• Strengthening grassroots leadership to influence the decision making processes 
which shape their communities.
• Transforming policies and institutions on engendering community development

Networks that make up the core of the Huairou Commission include: Asian 
Women and Shelter Network (AWAS), GROOTS, Habitat International Coalition, 
International Council of Women, mine, WEDO, Women & Cities Network, Women 
and Peace Network..
Partners that work together with and have supported the Huairou Commission 
include UN-Habitat, UNIFEM, UNDP-MDGD, WACLAC, United Cities, Cordaid, 
CERFE as well as faith based organisations like the Methodist Church.
The Huairou Commission seeks to empower grassroots women, reeducate policy 
makers, channel resources to the level of the community and change the culture of 
public policy making and public events to be more inclusive of grassroots groups 
and perspectives. Creating partnerships and a new way of partnering is essential 
to the Huairou Commission ś strategy for change.

www.huairou.org 
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Grassroots Organisations Organising Together in Sisterhood 
(GROOTS)
Grassroots women’s groups are often not adequately represented in public policy 
making. In 1985 grassroots women from the Cameroon, India, Kenya, the Philippines 
and the United States, aware of this exclusion envisioned a global network where 
grassroots women’s organisations would form partnerships across national and 
regional boundaries, sharing resources, information and experience to forward a 
grassroots women’s perspective at national and international venues. That vision 
became GROOTS.
GROOTS vision is to develop a movement giving voice and power for policy change 
and the development of partnerships to grassroots women’s initiatives. Since its 
founding GROOTS has had a significant impact on national and international 
policymakers and has become a vital resource for low income grassroots women 
who were either unorganised or not connected to influential networks. Grassroots 
women’s issues and experiences, formerly marginalised, now have a stage and a 
platform from which to speak out.
GROOTS International operates in over 40 countries in nine regions: Africa, 
Asia, the Caribbean, Latin America, Eastern and Western Europe, North America, 
Southeast Asia and the South Pacific. Over 80 autonomous organisations are linked 
with GROOTS.
GROOTS focuses on the needs and problems facing grassroots women globally by 
encouraging partnering and networking. GROOTS carries out exchange programs 
on grassroots women’s issues and encourages a higher participation of women in 
local leadership and decision making.
GROOTS opens the way for grassroots women’s organisations to participate in 
major global conferences and to include grassroots perspectives on agenda items.

  www.groots.org

International Women’s Networks
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International Women’s Networks

Mother Centers International Network for Empowerment 
(mine) 
mine represents the international Mother Centers movement. Mother Centers are 
one of the most amazing grassroots women’s movements spear-headed by women 
at the community level. Originating in Germany they have spread over the past 
decade across the world and are found in 15 countries: Germany, The Netherlands, 
Austria, Liechtenstein, Switzerland, Italy, the Czech Republic, Slovakia, Bulgaria, and 
Bosnia as well as in the USA, Canada, Kenya, Rwanda and the Philippines, currently 
representing a network of 750 centers world-wide.
mine supports women to join forces to improve the life of their families and 
communities, claim public space and acknowledge everyday life experience as 
expertise, regain confidence and recognize their assets, participate in policy 
making and local governance, fight poverty and social exclusion, and enhance the 
recognition of motherhood in society.
mine strives to understand and make visible the global dimensions of the situation 
of mothers and families and to give a voice to issues and developments that are of 
concern to mothers.
mine links the Mother Center movement to other groups and movements that 
are working towards creating a better world for families, communities and future 
generations. mine strives for economic empowerment and self sufficiency of mothers 
and Mother Centers.
mine offers consultation on how to engage in principled partnerships with Mother 
Centers and offers mediation and cultural translation in bridging the gap between 
institutional and grassroots culture. 
mine provides links to resourceful grassroots leaders for input from the ground 
on issues concerning families and community development and strengthens the 
authenticity of global advocacy through local grassroots involvement.
mine conducts Grassroots Women’s International Academies (GWIA), peer learning 
exchanges, capacity building trainings, partner dialogues as well as consulting, 
networking and advocacy activities for Mother Centers and their partners around 
the globe. 

www.mine.cc 


