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Civic Empowerment Activity - Background

Since colonization, extreme authoritarian and dictatorial leadership has plagued Haiti's development, leaving evidence today in classrooms, communities, the workplace and, all too frequently, in political leadership. The flipside to the problem is the perception of the poor, displaced, and the powerless that they have no role to play in improving their individual situations.  As the country is increasingly dependent on foreign assistance, many have given up the hope of impacting its future, leaving this responsibility instead on the shoulders of distant leaders and foreign donors.  Civic education is invaluable for all citizens to become productive members of society; this begins with knowledge on the roles and responsibilities of each citizen and their government.  Furthermore, through innovative educational tools that stray away from authoritative and directive techniques citizens will use their authority in an invitational manner and exercise tools of empowerment to increase long-term participation goals, hence the activity name Civic Empowerment.

Haiti’s recovery from the January event and its reconstruction strongly rely on citizens’ involvement in their communities and on their understanding of the roles and responsibilities of their government elects.   Successful civic education cannot be accomplished simply by transmitting the content of the Constitution to citizens.  To know one's political rights and responsibilities is one thing; to understand how to constructively exercise those rights and be a responsible citizen in a democracy is another.   Using a technique called Circles of Change, Haiti Partners, a 501(c)3 organization based out of Florida will implement on behalf of HRI an innovative civic education program that encourages democratic development in Haiti.  Although Haiti Partners is a recent organization, it grows out of 19 years of Haiti programs pioneered by John Engle, co-founder of Limye Lavi (and co-founder of Haiti Partners), which grew out of the Circles of Change technique,  that continue to thrive using this methodology.  As stated in their mission, Haiti Partners “aims to help Haitians promote change in Haiti by establishing new leadership and education paradigms that are based on the dignity and potential of each person.”
Description of Activity

Over the course of three months, 20 facilitators who have been trained by Haiti Partners and Limye Lavi (co-founded by John Engle) for 4-15 years will work in ten teams of two, and offer civic empowerment courses to approximately 1,000 educators and other key members of civil society in and around Port-au-Prince.  The facilitators will use the inclusive Circles of Change technique, which includes Reflection Circles and Open Space platforms. Each team will facilitate 4 Circles of Change meetings per week with four different groups of 25 participants (100 people), over 12 weeks.  Another two to three times the number of participants will benefit from civic education through an Open Space culminating event held by the Circles of Change participants.  While learning, participants will hold community meetings to disseminate information on key constitutional rights, and the duties and responsibilities of citizens and government.

Two methods will be used to facilitate the Circles of Change meetings. The first is Reflection Circles - known as Touchstones in the U.S. (touchstones.org). Haiti Partners will organize weekly discussions at each meeting around selected texts from the Haitian Constitution– which the organization will elaborate - to teach participants how to collaborate respectfully, to listen, read and speak carefully, and how to participate effectively in a group.  Over the course of the three months, groups will practice and begin to internalize the skills they need to work productively. By the end of the training, participants will cultivate an active, inclusive attitude and disposition toward leadership, collaboration, and participation.  The second method, Open Space, relies on the same principles that inform Reflection Circles, but is designed for periodic use with larger groups (in this case as a culminating event) and, typically, to deal with pedagogy and topics like civic empowerment. Participants in the Circles of Change Civic Empowerment course will hold an Open Space discussion at the end of the 12-week program within their communities to continue disseminating information on civic education and work in small groups to discuss, strategize, and resolve any issues they identify. 

Workshop materials for the Circles of Change sessions will be provided by Haiti Partners and be directly from 1987 Haitian Constitution. More than ten years of experience with the Open Space technique in Haiti has shown that civil society organizations find the technique meaningful and instructive.  Many former participants say it is life changing in terms of how they relate to family members, students and others.  Three evaluation meetings will be conducted throughout the course of the project, which includes the consultant, facilitators and program coordinators.  The meetings will assess what is working, what needs to change, and Haiti Partners will provide a report after each meeting to HRI/DAI.

Estimated Budget: $78,500

Project Goals

· Participants' will improve their communal living skills, helping them to be effective members in the reconstruction efforts of Haiti as productive citizens;

· Participants' will learn about their rights and responsibilities as citizens and those of the government leaders, both at the local and national levels;

· Participants' will learn to lead their own Circles of Change groups in their communities;

Steps:

I. Identify 1000 participants comprised of: community leaders, HRI/DAI community stabilization beneficiaries and other civil society actors in/around Port-au-Prince and introduce them to effective participatory leadership models for civic participation;

II. Identify 10 teams of two facilitators that will conduct Constitution 101 courses for 100 individuals per team- 100 individuals will be broken up into groups of 4 with 25 participants each;

III. Facilitator teams will meet with each group on a weekly basis- four days per week for a total of 12 sessions over the course of three months.  9 sessions will be one-and-a-half to two hours and three sessions will last 5-6 hours.

IV. Attract 2000 participants to community Open Space meetings- facilitated by Circle of Change participants to disseminate and discuss civic empowerment messages.
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