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Throughout time, pandemics have changed 
the functions of societies and the actions of 
communities. 

The impacts of pandemics appear first within health systems, spilling 
quickly into economic systems. The disruption to economy was 
significant enough a concern to warrant the 1851 formation of the 
International Sanitary Conferences, which was established in the 
interest of mitigating globally infectious diseases to minimize their 
impact on trade. This organization oversaw international response 
to disease (in particular, plague, cholera, and yellow fever) until 
the Second World War, after which the World Health Organization 
took on those duties along with the monitoring and response for 
conditions under a wide definition of health. In accordance with its 
duties, the WHO responded rapidly to COVID-19, declaring a Public 
Health Emergency of International Concern (PHEIC) in January 2020. 
Although a PHEIC works to emphasize great risk and severity of a 
threat in the interest of triggering aggressive mobilization, the world 
community has seen limited capacities of even the most financially 
privileged nations in response. Our world community has seen 
dramatically different levels of coordination, response, and treatment 
to COVID-19, resulting in wide ranges of outcomes for nations, 
regions, and local systems.

The articles within this issue illustrate the profound and critical 
roles of community systems in determining COVID-19 response. 
In each article, there is a notable interplay between differing 
systems: global, national, regional, and local, which each working 
to understand community needs and respond accordingly. As 
shown in these pieces, the role, strategies, and standards of 
community development are critical in mounting responses that 
correspond to an intended impact. Without thoughtful engagement 
of community level organizations and their local populations, 
marginalized groups are missed, interventions fail to succeed, and 
families struggle to survive. The authors within this issue provide 
a range of global examples of responses to COVID, emphasizing 
the need for community development principles to be 
embedded within systems, allowing for rapid and effective 
mobilization to current and future threats. 

From the Editors

Anna Carolina Ortiz,  
Latin America 

and the Caribbean  
Regional Director

Paul Lachapelle,  
North America 

Regional Director 

Holly Scheib,  
North America  

Regional Director 
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While these measures are considered 
essential and effective in curbing the 
spread of the virus, they have brought 
tremendous pressure to vulnerable citizens, 
specifically disadvantaged and vulnerable 
populations. Compared with families in 
better economic condition, disadvantaged 
and vulnerable populations have fewer 
resources to support themselves to adapt 
to such new changes. 

For example, the stockpiling and 
speculation of facemasks and disinfection 
supplies in the early stage of outbreak in 
Hong Kong has caused a strong sense of 
hopelessness and disparity among low-
income families. During the suspension 
of schools, children of families living in 
subdivided units were compelled to stay 
at home. Good internet connection and 
computer devices required by online 

learning also put them at a disadvantage. 
For vulnerable families, their basic rights 
of education, safety of health and access 
to technology and communications are 
constrained during the pandemic. 

Community development is a practice 
promoting human rights through the 
organisation, education, and empowerment 

of people within their communities1. In 
Hong Kong, there are social workers 
working for different NGOs who adopt 
community development approaches to 
respond to the needs of communities 
during the outbreak of COVID-192. In this 
article, the practices committed by two 
agencies and a coalition of organizations 

Community development 
practice for vulnerable 
communities during the 
outbreak of COVID-19:  
Some best practices 
in Hong Kong
Wong King-lai, Chan Wing-sun, Hung Suet-lin, Lau Siu-mei, He Langjie 
Case Study by: Chan Yu-cheung, Fung Kwok-kin, Feng Juxiong, He Langjie, Ng Kwan-lim

The outbreak of COVID-19 has brought about enormous challenges for most communities 
around the world. In the context of Hong Kong, the prospect of normal living has been 
interrupted by numerous government-led measures launched for prevention of the 
spread of virus, such as the lockdown of cities, suspension of schools, prohibition on 
group gathering, restrictions on dine-in services, and compulsive wearing of mask. 

The tenants who live in sub-divided units shared their situation under COVID-19 in a 
small group meeting. 
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of facemasks and disinfection 
supplies in the early stage of 
outbreak in Hong Kong has 
caused a strong sense of 
hopelessness and disparity 
among low-income families.
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are shared. It is suggested that the work 
is demonstrating how themes of the 
International Standards for Community 
Development Practices by the IACD are 
practised in Hong Kong. 

Putting community 
development ethics and values 
into practice: Enacting child’s 
rights to play during COVID-19 
by Playright
Playright is an NGO advocating for a  
child’s right to play in Hong Kong3. 

The prolonged and increasing severity of 
the outbreak, stringent measures on social 
distancing, suspension of schools and child 
facilities caused an unexpected ordeal 
for many children. For example, children 
experienced a loss of normality, loss of 
routine, decreased outdoor activities, 
and disconnection with familiar faces, 
mainly relying on adults to provide play 
opportunities for them. Playright believes 
that opportunities to play with autonomy 
and self-incentive are crucial to children’s 
wellbeing, mental, and physical health in 
the pandemic. With the suspension of play 
facilities and face-to-face contact, Playright 
strives to maintain play activities in the 
community. Their Playwork and Playful 
Parents Teams work relentlessly to develop 
online daily play ideas with video clips 
on a Facebook page and their website. 
They have also developed Home PlayBox 
to be distributed to families that have 
limited resources and created pop-up play 
provision in neighborhood areas. Moreover, 
the Play Environment Consultancy Project 
continues without interruption, and the 
team is developing a strategy in response 
to a recent policy address on the 170 public 
play space modification in Hong Kong.  
All these measures are meant to emphasize 
a child’s rights to play, as well as support 

and remind parents how essential it is for 
children to have time to play freely during 
the COVID-19 pandemic. 

Learning for change: “Together 
we sew, fighting the virus! 
Community-Based Project” by 
Caritas Hong Kong Community 
Development Service
In the outbreak of COVID-19, Caritas Hong 
Kong Community Development Service 
made use of their existing network and 
contact points in an old urban community 
(the district of Shamshuipo) to organise 
a campaign of Together we sew, fighting 
the virus! Community-Based Project4. 

In order to provide the community with 
qualified mask filters, they mobilized 
vulnerable women who have sewing skills 
to design paper templates of reusable cloth 
facemasks. They also produced video clips 
to teach how to sew cloth masks on social 
media. As a result, community members 
from the working and low-income class 
as well as older populations could learn 

how to make their cloth masks for their 
families and friends. They, therefore, could 
protect their health and were equipped 
with relevant public health knowledge to 
prevent the risk of infection. 

Organising for Change: 
Working group on community 
development in COVID-19 by 
Hong Kong Council of Social 
Service
In May 2020, the Network of Community 
Development Service of the Hong Kong 
Council of Social Service5 set up a working 
group dedicated to nurturing inter-agency 
action with collaboration to address the 
challenges in the COVID-19 pandemic. The 
members of the working group believed 
that the working group could serve as a 
platform to exchange ideas on solutions 
to address the community needs in the 
COVID-19 pandemic. Different from formal 
membership arrangements, the working 
group adopted a flexible membership 
approach. It attempted to invite colleagues 
in the community development field who 
were looking for synergy in their routine 
community development practice. It 
also allowed each organisation to have 
more than one representative in the 
working group. Up until recently, the 
working group has had 15 organisations 
as members from a variety of service 
types, such as community centres, 
youth service, disabilities service, gender 
advocacy, community health advocacy, and 
academia. The working group is currently 
examining four community issues in the 
COVID-19 pandemic. They are community-
based support for the caregivers, space 
for children to play, community health and 
wellness, and digital inequalities. Following 
up on the issues, the working group has 
organised meetings to bridge with relevant 

The coalition on unemployment insurance policy consisted of NGOs and grassroots groups urged the government to implement 
financial support to labourers at the press conference 

Playright believes that 
opportunities to play with 
autonomy and self-incentive 
are crucial to children’s 
wellbeing, mental, and physical 
health in the pandemic. With 
the suspension of play 
facilities and face-to-face 
contact, Playright strives to 
maintain play activities in the 
community. 
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professionals, service operators, and other 
stakeholders for further collaboration. 

In conclusion, the experience in Hong Kong 
manifests that civil society still has a vital 
role to play in responding to challenges 
during the COVID-19 pandemic. The 
community development services have 
undoubtedly acted as a catalyst to spawn 
the bottom-up reactions in communities. 

Case Study: Solidarity of 
Community Development 
Organizations under Covid-19 
in Hong Kong

Introduction 
The Covid-19 pandemic has affected the 
daily lives of Hong Kong residents in 
profound ways, particularly disadvantaged 
groups. Local community development 
workers have played important roles in 
supporting these groups by connecting 
them to protective health facilities, 
facilitating mutual-help and promoting 
policy changes. Below, we detail the 
history, background and some of 
the important lessons of community 

development solidarity in Hong Kong.  

The Background of Community 
Development in Hong Kong 
Community development work has a 
short but impactful history in Hong 
Kong. Community development services 
delivered by NGOs operated independently 
for many years but were expanded in the 
1980s, under the support of government 
funding (Fung & Hung, 2011). Community 
development services have been delivered 
primarily on a geographical basis and 
mainly consisted of Neighbourhood 
Level Community Development Projects 
(NLCDPs) and Community Centres 
(CCs). The NLCDPs focused on transient 
communities, such as migrant workers or 
the homeless populations, while the CCs 
served community-based populations 
of about 100,000 to 150,000 people. 
Community workers had used practices 
that empower local populations while 
also focusing on conflict resolution. For 
example, regarding the housing movement 
in the 1990s, the building of alliances and 
coalitions was the common strategy while 
at the same time exerting substantial 

political pressure on the government to 
remedy related social issues. 

The government, however, began to phase 
out geographically-based community 
development projects from the mid-
1990s and terminated related funding. 
Community development as a field has 
further declined after the subvention 
reforms were introduced in 2000. 
New administrative practices by the 
government included the Lump Sum Grant, 
Competitive Bidding System and Service 
Performance Monitoring System that have 
limited the political roles of NGOs and 
frontline community workers in delivering 
community-based services (Lee, 2005; 
Leung, 2002). 

The Tradition of Solidarity in 
Community Development Field 
In the case of Hong Kong, the 
implementation of the lump sum grant 
and competitive bidding has diminished 
collaboration between NGOs as they 
have become competitors (Leung, 2002). 
However, the community development 
field has still demonstrated its solidarity by 

The Covid-19 pandemic has 
affected the daily lives of Hong 
Kong residents in profound 
ways, particularly 
disadvantaged groups. Local 
community development 
workers have played important 
roles in supporting these 
groups by connecting them to 
protective health facilities, 
facilitating mutual-help and 
promoting policy changes. 

A community workshop was conducted in the street in an old urban community.
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organising issue-based coalitions and  
inter-organisational collaboration in 
response to different challenges. For 
example, the Social Welfare Department 
proposed to merge the 13 CCs into the 
family services programmes in 2003. 
However, it was not successful in the face 
of protests by an alliance consisted of 
community workers, service recipients 
and the teaching staff of tertiary social 
work education institutes. Eventually, 
the CCs survived and have remained in 
service today (Fung & Hung, 2011). There 
are now coalitions and alliances formed 
by community workers, service users 
and academics concerning different 
social issues such as the review of the 
Comprehensive Social Security Assistance 
(CSSA) scheme, urban renewal projects, 
community bazaars policy, and quality of 
living in subdivided units. 

Meanwhile, the Community Development 
Network (CD Network) is the formal 
platform organised by the Hong Kong 
Council of Social Service concerning the 
development of community development, 
resources of community services, and 
the local practices. The CD Network is 
composed of representatives of NGOs, 
social work education institutes, and 
the Community Development Alliance, 
which is an advocacy group on the local 
development of community development. 
The CD Network holds committee 
meetings and organises working groups 
to follow-up the local issues of community 
development every year. 

As a method of evaluating past work and 
learning from successes and challenges, 
a seminar titled “Community Work under 
COVID-19” was organized by the Hong 
Kong Baptist University in the spring of 
2020 during the peak of the second wave 
of the pandemic. Community development 
workers from thirteen different projects 
shared their work experiences to network 
and share valuable lessons. It was 

evidenced in the sharing that the tradition 
of community development services that 
there has been great solidarity in response 
to the many challenges. Indeed, the idea 
of holding a seminar about community 
development practices under Covid-19 was 
inspired by the discussion during a  
CD Network’s meeting.            

Inter-organisational 
collaboration under Covid-19: 
Coalitions concerning 
different issues
A coalition of 19 NGOs and grassroots 
groups has been urging the government 
to implement unemployment insurance 
policy in light of hardships from the 
Covid-19 outbreak. The outbreak has 
caused a severe economic downturn, 
and vulnerable populations have suffered 
from unemployment or underemployment 
since January 2020. However, the new 
employment support schemes launched by 
the government mainly target at employers 
and provide financial support to them 
rather than those unemployed and 

underemployed persons. The coalition has 
organised press conferences and meetings 
with government officials to advocate 
for direct financial support to individual 
employees. Another coalition now focuses 
on issues of subdivided flats and exposed 
the situation that some landlords of 
sub-divided flats are still overcharging 
tenants for electricity and water, and 
even are raising rents. The coalitions have 
demonstrated critical roles in organising 
vulnerable groups, publicising stories of 
inequalities to the public through mass and 
social media to promote policy changes. 

Similar to other places, the coronavirus 
pandemic has brought Hong Kong people 
isolation, stress and fear and the low-
income communities have suffered the 
most. The strategy of inter-organisational 
solidarity and collaboration has had a 
significant role in strengthening community 
capacities and promoting community 
health and justice in Hong Kong. 

Wong King-lai is a Lecturer, Affiliated 
organization – Department of Social 
Work, Hong Kong Baptist University 
kinglai@hkbu.edu.hk

Chan Yu-cheung is a Member of 
Executive Committee, Affiliated 
organization – Community 
Development Alliance, Hong Kong  
17482151@life.hkbu.edu.hk
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As the crisis hit, I was undertaking multi-
sited ethnographic fieldwork as part of my 
ongoing research at Coventry University. 
My fieldwork involved observing and 
collaborating with three community groups 
located in London, all of which are part 
of a community development initiative 
called Big Local, funded by The Big Lottery 
Fund in the UK. I had been working with 
these groups since September 2019, 
analysing how residents work together to 
engage in collective social action. As I was 
already in situ when Covid-19 arrived in 
these communities, I was able to explore 
the different ways in which the three 
groups responded to the crisis, and could 
contextualise these responses within my 
existing knowledge of how the groups 
operated in non-crisis periods. In this piece 
I will draw on this analysis to reflect on how 
and why some community groups were 

able to mobilise so effectively in the crisis 
situation. 

1.  They created the space to 
check-in with each other as a 
first priority. 

At the stage when it became apparent 
that the groups would have to switch to 
online meetings, the crisis was touching 
the lives of each group member in different 
ways. All three groups immediately shifted 
their usual meeting formats to incorporate 
‘check-in’ sessions as their first agenda 
item: everybody present was invited to 
share how they were finding the crisis 
situation, and to update the group on 
whatever they felt was important. While 
this might seem like an obvious necessity 
given the situation, these community 
groups always had tightly packed agendas, 
both before and during the pandemic, so 
a dedicated 20-30 minutes of ‘chat time’ 
was a significant investment. The dynamic 
of these sessions changed from month 
to month: sometimes, particularly as 
transmission rose rapidly and reached its 
first peak in the national population, each 
person would begin with an update on the 
health status of themselves and those close 
to them. Many would also share details 
about their emotional wellbeing, concerns 
about the government handling of the 
situation, or information about arising 
needs and action in the local area. 

While it could be said that these sessions 
were necessary in the online format to 
make up for the loss of ‘mingling time’ prior 
to face-to-face meetings, the quality of 
the interactions was very different. Overall, 
the groups were more open about their 
personal, social and emotional life than had 

been the norm in the spaces around face-
to-face meetings, perhaps encouraged 
by the shared experience of a pandemic, 
or the intimate setting of the meetings 
which now took place in one another’s 
homes. This broke down barriers between 
social time and meeting time, dissolving 
boundaries between social knowledge and 
information more obviously relevant to the 
business of the meeting. Although rooted 
in social solidarity and group care rather 
than anything more instrumental, these 
sessions also functioned as information-
gathering exercises, enabling the pooling 
and cross-fertilisation of the group’s shared 
knowledge. 

2.  They strengthened and 
extended existing channels 
of communication

Just as the members of all three groups 
felt an immediate need to check-in 
with and care for one another, they also 
had a responsibility to the people who 
participated in the activities they ran. 
The groups mobilised and coordinated 
volunteers and staff so that they could 
keep in regular contact with those who 
would be missing out on weekly social 
contact at activities which had been 
cancelled. Again, this served several 
functions, both intended and inadvertent. 
First and most intentionally, the groups 
were able to check on the wellbeing of 
those in their circle. Second, they reported 
back on arising needs identified within 
that circle, and worked together to provide 
support. Third, while not a pre-defined 
aim, the groups often reflected on whether 
the needs identified might apply to a 
wider group of local residents potentially 

Embracing disruption: 
community agility during 
the Covid-19 pandemic
Imogen Baylis

As Covid-19 spread globally in the spring of 2020 in the UK as elsewhere many people 
found themselves with new forms of vulnerability, making fundamental elements of 
everyday life, such as accessing food, very difficult. In many contexts, the most agile 
responses to these new vulnerabilities came from rapidly mobilising community 
groups and organisations. By extending existing networks and building on local and 
hyper-local histories of community organising they were able to respond more 
efficiently, effectively and appropriately to the contemporary crisis than more 
formalised or larger organisations.
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unknown to the group and, if so, to begin 
plans for action. 

3. They exploited their 
collective pool of knowledge
People active in their communities are 
rarely involved in just one group or 
organisation, and are often embedded in a 
range of social networks locally. Between 
them, the members of these groups were 
also active as volunteers in many kinds of 
organisations. Their social and professional 
lives also extended in many directions. 
While there may have only been 8 or 10 
people present in the meeting, the reach 
of their pooled networks and knowledge 
was vast. 
This is one of the reasons that informal 
knowledge exchange can be so productive 
in community groups, particularly in the 
chaos of a crisis. While more predictable 
periods can be approached with structure 
and planning, the uncertainty of a crisis 
requires agility and adaptability. Through 
conversations which can sometimes 
appear disorderly, an extremely complex 
puzzle is pieced together of the local area, 
the activities of other local groups, and 
the needs of the population. The groups 
become hubs within which information 
accumulates, so that a need identified in 
one segment of the population can be 
matched with resources in another. 

4. They deployed their shared 
capacity to deliberate
The three groups who made up my 
research sites had begun to form 8-10 
years ago. Although there were only a few 
people who remained from the formation 
stages, membership had been relatively 
stable over the last few years. This 
meant that everyone involved had some 
understanding about one another’s lives, 
knowledge, and experience. They were also 

used to each other’s varied approaches 
to problem-solving. The groups had 
developed collective patterns of interaction 
and shared styles of deliberation which 
incorporated the range of skills and 
knowledge present. 

This shared history provided a fundamental 
grounding as the groups faced hugely 
challenging decisions, often having to weigh 
up numerous practical, legal, and moral 
positions in a time-critical situation. Local 
information had to be interpreted through 
the lens of a rapidly changing knowledge 
base unfolding at the national level. Every 
decision had to be made in the context 
both of what was legally permitted at that 
moment, and what the groups reasoned 
to be in-line with their duty of care to 
staff, volunteers and residents. In order 
to navigate this extraordinarily complex 
terrain, the groups drew on their extensive 
pool of knowledge and their history of 
collective deliberation. While newer groups 
may have had to work through differing 
positions and the possibility of arising social 
tensions, these more established groups 
drew on their knowledge of one another’s 
approaches, and their history of having 
worked through problems in the past, to 
navigate this process quickly. 

Breaking free from the 
constraints of formality
My analysis suggests that one of the 
reasons that some community groups 
have been able to mobilise with such 
agility is that community groups 
tend to have a way of working which 
is less constrained by formalities of 
communication and process than many 
workplace settings. This helps them 
to avoid different kinds of knowledge 
becoming siloed under particular 
agenda items, or being categorised as 
either ‘chat’ or ‘business’. While many 

community groups do have formal 
structures and procedures in place, 
they are often lighter on their feet than 
more formal organisations and, perhaps, 
more willing and able to set aside what 
doesn’t serve them as new and uncertain 
situations arise. This has enabled 
community groups to best exploit their 
collective pool of resources: the vast 
range of knowledge and networks that is 
brought together in community groups, 
in which members usually don’t share 
professions, interests, and backgrounds, 
makes it a hugely rich and resourceful 
space. That this vast knowledge is 
not constrained by an overly formal 
approach to structuring action creates 
the opportunity for cross-fertilisation 
of knowledge, ideas and solutions. 
Further, the groups’ shared history of 
collective deliberation equipped them to 
work through complex and potentially 
contentious debates with dexterity. 

Imogen Baylis is a Researcher at the 
Centre for Trust, Peace and Social 
Relations, Coventry University. Her 
doctoral research is a multi-sited 
ethnography of community organising 
and collective social action through a 
UK-based participatory community 
development programme. The research 
examines and contributes to debates 
on the paradigm of ‘empowerment’, 
leading to exploration of the ways in 
which wider social forces manifest in, 
enable or constrain different forms of 
knowledge and participation in 
community organising. Imogen’s other 
research and teaching engagements 
focus on social cohesion, migration, 
diversity, race and inequality. 

She can be contacted at ac6617@
coventry.ac.uk

Working together during the pandemic

" While many community 
groups do have formal 
structures and procedures 
in place, they are often 
lighter on their feet than 
more formal organisations 
and, perhaps, more willing 
and able to set aside  
what doesn’t serve them 
as new and uncertain 
situations arise."
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The Radical roots of care 
- food, forests, music and 
shopping lists 
Community development reflections on rural and urban 
responses to COVID 19 in Northern Ireland
Contributors: Gretta Thompson (CLARE CIC, North Belfast), Fergal O’Brien (Traditional 
Arts Partnership, South Armagh), Karin Eyben (Garvagh Peoples’ Forest Project, 
Garvagh Co. Derry), Mandy Cowden (Northern Ireland Social Care Council),  
Anna Clarke (Prospect Awards CIC and IACD President and European Director)

As a result of the COVID 19 pandemic and 
the introduction of full lockdown in March 
2020, a rapid and significant community 
response occurred across Northern Ireland 
with locally based community development 
organisations and social work providers 
mobilising critical support to individuals 
and families in need. Several months on 
there has been time to review and evaluate 
the experiences, reflecting on what 
worked well, what were the challenges, 
and what needs to happen to strengthen 
the relationships and positive working 
practices that developed to support 
recovery and inform thinking on how 
we work towards building a more caring 
society for all. CLARE is a community led 
voluntary organisation in North Belfast 
that supports older people to maintain 
their independence and reduce feelings 
of isolation and loneliness. Historically, 
this urban area of Belfast has experienced 
deprivation and also sectarian division 
associated with the Troubles. 

In the initial stage of lockdown local 
action from community organisations 
in the immediate response stage was 
fast, flexible and creative but primarily 
focused on providing food parcels, 
groceries and medicine deliveries and to 
some extent telephone support services. 
However, duplication quickly became 
evident with people receiving multiple 
parcels containing items they could not 
eat or did not want and receiving in some 
instances three-four phonecalls a day. 
CLARE listened to people and refocused 

on meeting individual shopping needs 
and preferences. Items ranged from 
wipes for stoma bags to pineapple jam 
- personalised items which met specific 
needs and provided comfort and familiarity 
in difficult times. CLARE also distributed 
puzzles, mindfulness colouring books and 
grow bags to promote mental stimulation 
and mental resilience. 

“I’m 90 and I don’t want to spend what 
little time left to me locked up in my own 
home” 

Importantly, delivering the shopping 
allowed for weekly face to face social 
contact with older and vulnerable people. 
This provided opportunity to pick up on 
non-verbal issues, signs of decondition and 
also anxiety and distress brought about 
by prolonged isolation. This reflected the 
feelings of physical and psychological 
disconnection from the community that 
was apparent. To address this CLARE 
facilitated physically distanced walks 
with older people around their garden 
and neighbourhoods which improved 

mobility, confidence and mental health. 
It also helped them to ‘be’ in their local 
community again. 

The Traditional Arts Partnership (TAP) was 
founded in 2011 to celebrate and develop 
further the musical heritage and culture 
of rural South Armagh and to develop 
the social skills and self-confidence of 
its musicians. During lockdown, TAP 
harnessed the power of the arts and  
nature to help reduce social isolation,  
build bridges and promote positive  
mental health of young people.

“We know how important music groups 
are to the people in them. It goes beyond 
the music, and is as much about social 
connections, wellbeing and shared 
creativity - all of which have been hit hard 
by coronavirus (COVID-19). However, a 
positive factor that has come out of this is 
the fantastically creative ways people are 
finding to stay in touch and keep making 
music (Making Music April 2020)” 

During lockdown TAP facilitated  
virtual international music collaborations 
in partnership with the creative arts and 
peacebuilding organisation Beyond  
Skin, creating opportunities to meet 
musicians from Singapore, Columbia, 
Catalonia, Philadelphia, England and 
Afghanistan; developed online tutorials  
and resources; hosted a socially  
distanced outdoor music session and 
London College of Music Examinations 
(LCM) in traditional Irish music. 

What worked well, what were 
the challenges, and what 
needs to happen to strengthen 
the relationships and positive 
working practices?
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In addition to adopting safety measures 
e.g. hand sanitizers, and use of PPE, 
TAP members also adopted creative 
approaches to keep its musicians and 
young people engaged, including using 
open garages, gazebos and various 
outdoor spaces to rehearse for exams in 
place of indoor community facilities. Fionn 
Downey’s story highlights the important 
role music and nature played during 
COVID-19. 

“I started playing the uilleann pipes just 
over two years ago. During the pandemic 
everything I knew was taken away: I had 
no school, football, visiting friends, eating 
out and everything was through a screen, 
except music. I was still allowed to sit 
outside with nature all around me and play 
music. As a result of the time I put into 
developing music skills I felt confident 
to sit Grade 8 LCM music exam 6 months 
into the pandemic. I am looking forward 

to the end of COVID-19 when I will be able 
to play again in music sessions with my 
friends and other musicians”.

The significance of nature and the outdoors 
is also reflected in this next local example. 
Garvagh (from Irish: Garbhach, meaning 
rough place or rough Field) is a rural village 
in Co Derry. It was developed in its current 
layout by an English family in the 17th 
Century as a private plantation town with 
the land confiscated by the English Crown 
from the O’Cahans, a powerful Irish Clan. 
Today this 600 acre broadleaf and conifer 
forest is run commercially by the state. 

Understanding this history and the 
complexity of people’s relationship with the 
land and the forest underpins the Garvagh 
People’s Forest Project (GPF).

At the beginning of March 2020, GPF 
had grown a number of strands of work 
focusing on individual and community 
wellbeing through triggering curiosity and 
connections with the forest and the natural 
world. With lockdown a large padlock 
was placed on the Forest Gate. During 
those weeks the bluebells, wild garlic and 
many other early spring flowers gloriously 
bloomed. When the gates reopened people 
raced into the forest to use the space 
to mountain bike, play, walk and enjoy 

Launching the Code of Conduct for a  
Shared Forest

Pictured Fionn Downey uilleann piper with TAP
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the environment. Inevitably this caused 
conflict as the forest was unexpectedly 
crowded with different users clashing on 
what they needed from this shared space 
and how others were infringing on their 
rights. Lockdown emotions gave these 
interactions an additional rawness. 

Convened by GPF, an initial online 
discussion took place between different 
users about these clashes and how to 
move forward, leading to the idea of a 
Code of Conduct for a Shared Forest. 
An initial draft document was developed 
and consulted on with around 100 users. 
Responses shaped the final document 
which was launched on the 25th July in the 
Forest.

“It is a very simple and fair document 
aimed at promoting that Garvagh Forest is 
very much a shared space and we all want 
it to continue being so.” (Forest User)

This small forest story in rural Northern 
Ireland speaks to that shift from extractive 
relationship with a shared natural resource 
to one where people came together to 
understand different needs and interests, 
exploring ways to collectively take care 
of their asset, now and in the future. It 
can be difficult to practice commoning 
- the practice of drawing on a network 
of mutual relationships with a common 
understanding that some things belong 
to all of us. Commoning demonstrates a 
shift in thinking from the prevailing ethic 
of ‘you’re on your own’ to ‘we’re in this 
together.’ Commoning challenges the 
norms of our current system and ways of 
doing things where power is often held by 
hierarchical institutions rather than citizens. 
However, to experience commoning 
transforms us as people. 

The impact of COVID 19 has shown the 
diversity of systems which need to work 
together to achieve wellbeing as well as 
ensure social justice, equality and the 
empowerment of people. 

A recent article focussing on an ethical 
framework for making social care decisions 
during COVID 19 noted that the pandemic 
has highlighted how our lives are bound 
together, each of us responsible as 
members of communities to ensure the 
health and wellbeing of each other. The

authors noted that ‘I cannot seek my own 
health if all around me are ill’ (p2). The 
contributions in this article highlight how 
a shared values-based practice framed 
around people and relationships can help 
to meet expressed needs and shape better 
futures.

There are still more challenging times 
ahead with COVID 19 as further lockdowns 
loom. Communities will continue to be the 
first to respond in times of crisis but we 
all must also think about the bigger issues 
for our communities and wider societies 
-ending poverty and inequality, and the 
urgent need for a community wealth 
building caring economy. In Northern 
Ireland the social work profession is being 
encouraged by the Chief Social Worker to 
return to the radical roots of social work 
practice, to reach out to communities and 
be part of an agenda of social change. 
The emerging collaborative experiences 
during lockdown have shown that we can 
all work together in response to crisis. Now 
we need to learn from that and strengthen 
collaboration as part of the recovery 
planning so that together we can challenge 
the inequalities and build the resilience we 
know is needed. 

As Angela Davis is often quoted as saying 
‘Radical simply means grasping things 
at the root.’ When we work together and 
collaborate that grasp is stronger. 

Fergal O’Brien, Bodhrán Tutor with 
Traditional Arts Partnership. Training 
and Development Consultant and 
Regional Coordinator of Social Work 
and Community Development 
Approaches Post Graduate Programme 
with Ulster University.

Mandy Cowden, Professional Advisor, 
Northern Ireland Social Care Council

Karin Eyben is Development Lead with 
Garvagh Peoples Forest Project

Anna Clarke, Director for Communities 
at Prospect Awards CIC and IACD 
President

Gretta Thompson, Operations Manager 
with CLARE CIC, Belfast 

Websites:
Traditional Arts Partnership: https://www.facebook.com/
TraditionalArtsPartnership/ 

Beyond Skin: https://www.beyondskin.net/

CLARE CIC: http://clare-cic.org/

Garvagh People’s Forest: https://www.facebook.com/
garvaghcombuild 

References: 
Charlotte Bryony Elves , Jonathan Herring Ethical 
framework for adult social care in COVID-19 https://jme.
bmj.com/content/medethics/46/10/662.full.pdf 

Making Music https://www.makingmusic.org.uk/about-us 

13 Issue 17 | Practice Insightswww.facebook.com/IACDglobal/

https://www.facebook.com/TraditionalArtsPartnership/
https://www.facebook.com/TraditionalArtsPartnership/
https://www.beyondskin.net/
http://clare-cic.org/
https://www.facebook.com/garvaghcombuild
https://www.facebook.com/garvaghcombuild
https://jme.bmj.com/content/medethics/46/10/662.full.pdf
https://jme.bmj.com/content/medethics/46/10/662.full.pdf
https://www.makingmusic.org.uk/about-us
http://www.facebook.com/IACDglobal/


Like many other countries worldwide, 
Bangladesh has been facing many social 
and economic challenges due to the 
pandemic. With regard to women, these 
challenges include a steep increase in 
gender-based violence.  While highlighting 
mental health implications of the pandemic, 
according to a recent survey carried out 
by the Bangladesh based human rights 
group Manusher Jonno Foundation (MJF), 
at least 4,249 women and 456 children 
were subjected to domestic violence in 27 
out of 64 districts of Bangladesh in April 
2020 alone, with 1,672 women and 424 
children facing violence for the first time 
in their lives. Women who faced violence 
blamed the lockdown as their husbands are 
frustrated due to lack of social interaction, 
work that is unavailable, and the inevitable 
resulting financial crisis. 

Equally alarming, Bangladesh Mahila 
Parishad (also known as the  Women's 
Council of Bangladesh) a women's human 
rights organization, has also compiled data 
from 14 national daily newspapers revealing 
that 480 women and children were fatal 
victims in Bangladesh between March 
2020 and May 2020. The organization 
said family members are experiencing 
violence due to economic stress, and 
the anger and insecurity caused by the 
uncertainty of the Covid-19 situation. For 
example, a housewife in Sylhet district 
committed suicide following domestic 
violence as her husband used to live in 
the Middle East but returned home during 
the pandemic and could not go back. He 
harassed and tortured his wife resulting in 
her committing suicide (Salauddin, Syed, 
2020). A mother and a son committed 
suicide following a debate with her 
husband about her son returning home. 
News articles also illustrate numerous other 
cases of violence against women (Nasim, 
Md. Nazmul Huda, 2020). 

There are many other examples of suicide 
reported in the national news between 
March and July 2020. For example, an 
adolescent girl committed suicide for 
not having food due to her father losing 
job in Sirajgang district (Jamuna TV, 
2020). Another suicide of a school girl 
was reported as her expatriate father has 
been detected as COVID positive in Qatar 
(Rony, Ibrahim, 2020). Another woman 
in Narayanganj committed suicide for 
failing to repay loans as her husband, who 
lives in Malaysia, could not send money 
for the last three months after losing jobs 
(Jugantor, 2020). These suicide reports 
indicates that women have been taking 
liabilities for economic losses even if they 
were not working women. Often these 
suicides comes from social stigma and 
mental pressure as a result of husbands 
losing jobs home or abroad. Social workers 
have voiced concerns about women 
being the worst hit by the pandemic 
both physically and emotionally due to 
the increased household chores with 
increased responsibilities. Women also 
have been taking emotional responsibilities 
of the changes in other members such 
as husbands losing jobs, children being 
emotionally unstable due to schools being 

closed. On top of these, they have been 
vulnerable to much more abuses as a 
result of the emotional instability of the 
male members due to unemployment and 
inability to repay loans and so many other 
social responsibilities.  Many cases also go 
underreported.

A large number of slum dwellers, near 
high-class residential areas in the capital 
of Dhaka, are single women and female 
heads of household (FHH). Currently, 
these women are sharing living space with 
other families in order to drive down their 
monthly cost of living. Many of them are 
also facing terrible situations working as 
day laborers. As domestic workers, women 
would usually serve 3 to 5 families a day 
from early morning (5 am) to early night 
(8 pm) where they in the past received 
approximately 5k to 7k BDT per month 
equivalent to $58-82. Throughout the 
Covid-19 lockdown, high-class families 
avoided recruiting domestic workers due  
to fear of contraction of the virus and lower 
disposable income. Thus, a large number  
of FHHs have lost their jobs and relocate 
their families. Most of them initially go to 
their home village or share living space 
with other dwellers in low cost areas. This 
has led a single mother to intense mental 
stress and fear of the instability of her 
children's lives.

Not only Bangladeshi women but also 
minority Rohingya women living in the 
refugee camps have been struggling.  
The lives of the women in these camps 
have become more challenging due to the 
limited presence of the United Nations and 
NGO bodies during COVID-19 outbreak. 
Key informant interviews with social 
workers have revealed that even in the 
Rohingya refugee camps, gender-based 
violence has increased, especially because 
of lack of presence of the NGOs and social 
workers during the lockdown in March 

Gender and equality 
during Covid-19 lockdown 
in Bangladesh
Ferdousi Akter & Nasima Akter

Bangladesh, like many countries around the world, ordered the lockdown of citizens at 
the outbreak of the pandemic. This decision left people compelled to stay at home, with 
serious impacts on economic productively, socialization, the environment, public 
health, the education system and other activities. In this article, we will investigate how 
the pandemic has affected women in Bangladesh.

Unlike many other countries 
worldwide, Bangladesh has 
been facing many societal and 
economic challenges due to the 
pandemic. These challenges 
includes but are not limited to 
violence in general and a steep 
increase in gender based 
violence. 
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A large number of slum  
dwellers, near high-class 
residential areas in Dhaka City, 
are single women and female 
heads of household (FHH). 
Nowadays, these people were 
required to change their lives 
and relocate their families to 
low-cost areas or share with 
other families in order to drive 
their monthly cost of living. 
Many of them are facing terribly 
bad situations as they are  
working as day laborers. 

A single mother and her baby girl living in front of the basement car parking area consent to be photographed for this article.

and April, 2020. A recent report states 
that Rohingya women reported decreased 
access to data, hotlines, and monitoring 
systems due to the switch to remote 
telephone contact networks and decreased 
number of female camp staff. Women 
humanitarian workers have reported 
being abused, limiting their movement in 
the region. As a result of the pandemic, 
many gender-based programs have been 
disrupted, rendering Rohingya women 
more vulnerable than ever.
Bangladesh is a developing country with 
extreme poverty, and where many poor 
families have been further impacted by 
this epidemic. Healthcare including mental 
health continues to impact citizens, with 
women and children being the worst 
affected. Help and assistance as in many 

other developing nations is urgency 
needed for all citizens, particularly the 
women of Bangladesh. 

Ferdousi Akter, PhD candidate, 
Community Development, University 
Putra Malaysia

Nasima Akter, South Asia Program 
Director, ConnectHER, Bangladesh
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Regional Response to 
COVID-19: Applying the 
VOAD Model of  
Community Action
Anita N. Bringas and David Elliot

The Enchanted Circle (EC) encompasses 
the municipalities and tribal entities of 
Taos County (Taos, Red River, Eagle 
Next, Taos Ski Valley, and Questa), Angel 
Fire, and the Taos Pueblo. Much of the 
population struggles to meet their basic 
and immediate needs, such as housing, 
healthcare, childcare, food/nutrition, and 
utilities. For many, transportation, 
education, and technology are a luxury—
not a necessity. These challenges, the 
immediate needs they present and the 
systemic needs that cause them, existed 
prior to the pandemic—COVID-19 did not 
create these challenges in the 
community but exacerbated them. 

On March 11, New Mexico’s Governor 
declared a statewide public health 
emergency and invoked gubernatorial 
powers under the All Hazard Emergency 
Management Act. Subsequent public 
health orders led to closure of the K-12 
system, limited operations for childcare 
centers, and restrictions for “non-essential” 
businesses. Over the following months, 
additional modifications to the order had 
severe impacts to residents, particularly 
families and the workforce. Business 
closures have led to loss of employment 
and school closures have made it difficult 
for parents to seek employment 
elsewhere, as the responsibility of 
education now lies with them. 

Community members saw the need for 
both timely, trustworthy, and consistent 
messaging on action related to COVID 
response efforts, and a platform to 
explore coordinated efforts related to 

the emerging unmet needs of the 
community. This core group assembled 
organizational leaders who committed 
to supporting the community-at-large. 
The group became the EC COAD, and 
represents sectors including: Behavioral 
Health, Critical Infrastructure, Education, 
Agriculture & Food Systems, Financial, 
Faith-based Organizations & Food 
Pantries, Government (Town, County, 
Tribal), Business, Media, Medical/Health, 
Philanthropy, and most recently, the 
immigrant and elder populations. 

As described in its Partner Agreement, 
the EC COAD operates in a shared 
leadership model. EC COAD is not a 
competing or exclusive agency, but is 
intended to be an umbrella organization 
for existing agencies that are active in 
disaster response and community action. 

Partner organizations maintain their  
own autonomy, working within sector-
specific or capability-specific roles, yet 
closely with other agencies to improve 
service, communicate efficiently, and 
minimize duplication of effort while 
maximizing resources. Partner 
representatives are a liaison between 
sectors and the EC COAD, bringing forth 
immediate and systemic unmet needs 
from the community. The group adheres 
to four Guiding Principles: Cooperation, 
Coordination, Communication, and 
Collaboration with the Purpose of: 
Education, Mitigation, Convening 
Mechanisms, Outreach, and Spirit of 
Positivity. Thereby, modeling the type  
of collaboration a crisis such as 
COVID-19 requires. 

In the six months since its inception, the 
EC COAD has accomplished the 
following: 

•  launched online resources, including an 
online volunteer hub TaosConnects and 
launched eccoad.org—a website with 
critical public resources; 

•  strengthened a Regional Food 
Coalition to increase food production 
for school children, families and elders, 
and facilitated an MOU with a local 
food pantry and County to establish 
food delivery to elders; 

•  worked with the local university and 
community foundation to launch a 
three-week grant writing class to 
support collaborative grant writing; 
submitted a joint application with 
various sectors and the Taos County on 

This paper examines the response to the novel coronavirus in the Enchanted Circle 
region of northern New Mexico, applying the national Voluntary Organizations Active in 
Disaster model. The only group of its kind in the state, the Enchanted Circle Community 
Organizations Active in Disaster (EC COAD) was formed in in response to the 
emergency declaration announced in New Mexico. EC COAD exists to foster 
preparedness, response, recovery, and recovery of the people of the Enchanted Circle. 

Over the following months, 
additional modifications to 
the order had severe impacts 
to residents, particularly 
families and the workforce. 
Business closures have led to 
loss of employment and 
school closures have made it 
difficult for parents to seek 
employment elsewhere, as the 
responsibility of education 
now lies with them.
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an EDA grant: Taos’ Diversification 
Through a Strategic COVID Response; 

•  supported the businesses community 
with webinars promoting local, 
regional, and statewide resources, and 
launched the 1,001 by 10/01 marketing 
campaign to support the state-wide 
NM Safe Certified business training 
initiative 

•  facilitated an agreement for 
supplemental shelter at local hotel for 
health care workers and community 
partners awaiting test results; 

•  supported the Paso a Paso Early 
Childcare Network’s work to create 
additional childcare centers; 

•  engaged and participated in the local 
100% Community Initiative; and 

•  provided internet broadband and wi-fi 
access points students in need (pre-K 
to higher education).

Of particular note, EC COAD procured 
personal protective equipment (PPE) 
supplies for the community from FEMA, 
including 52 pallets (over 58,000 
bottles) of hand sanitizer and 268,000 
fabric masks, due to the EC COAD’s 
ability to receive, store, and disseminate 
the supplies to where it was most 
needed. Within days, sector 
representatives, with logistical support 
from the Town of Taos, received the 

shipment and distributed pallets via a 
hub-and-spoke around the Enchanted 
Circle. The shipment will meet the PPE 
needs of businesses, non-profit 
organizations, and schools for the next 
several months. 

Additionally, out of the EC COAD’s food 
and agriculture sector, the Local Food 
Coalition emerged as a subcommittee. 
This group brought together producers 
and ranchers with educators, social 
workers, policy makers, non-profits, and 
community representatives, to identify 
and address both the immediate and 
long term needs of our community as 
they relate to food, water, and resilience. 

The Community Garden Box Project was 
one of the first community-wide 
initiatives of the coalition. Partners built 
and distributed over eighty 4’x8’ garden 
boxes (complete with soil, irrigation 
equipment, and hoop house coverings) 
to indigenous, immigrant, and low-
income community members most in 
need. Food security in this region is 
correlated with both the tangible 
nutritional and health impacts, as well as 
the non-material indicators of greater 
community-level resilience such as 
cultural and community connection. 

The greatest asset of the EC COAD is 
the intellectual capacity of the partner 
organizations. The shared commitment 
to be active, responsive, and solutions-
oriented has built a team that exists 
solely to focus on the singular mission  
of unmet needs assistance—to provide 
services that other jurisdictional entities 
can’t—such as management of physical 
and monetary donations and volunteer 
management. 

The sector representative model, in 
conjunction with the horizontal 
integration and shared leadership model 
of organizational structure, is critical to 
the EC COAD’s success. It eliminates the 
restrictive environment of hierarchical 
organization and enhances individuals’ 

Over the following months, 
additional modifications to 
the order had severe impacts 
to residents, particularly 
families and the workforce. 
Business closures have led to 
loss of employment and 
school closures have made it 
difficult for parents to seek 
employment elsewhere, as the 
responsibility of education 
now lies with them.

EC COADs Local Food Coalition delivers community garden boxes to the Taos Pueblo

The Community Garden Box 
Project was one of the first 
community-wide initiatives of 
the coalition. Partners built 
and distributed over eighty 
4’x8’ garden boxes (complete 
with soil, irrigation equipment, 
and hoop house coverings) to 
indigenous, immigrant, and 
low-income community 
members most in need.
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ability to exist outside their role, thereby 
fostering creativity, innovation, and 
agility. Each sector representative has 
the explicit authority to make decisions 
to access and disseminate resources as 
needed and leverage respective 
networks. 

The intended benefit of the EC COAD 
was to create a space for partner 
representatives to bring forth needs 
from their respective sectors and 
brainstorm ideas on how to address 
those needs. The unexpected benefit is 
the collective trust and confidence that 
has been created within that space. 
Thanks to the foundations of positivity 
and spirit of good intention, partners can 
have challenging conversations and 
move through them and into solutions.  
A resilient and robust system has been 
created because a bias toward action 
takes preference. Because of the focus 
on individual relationships across 
sectors, EC COAD breaks down barriers 
in order to more immediately solve 
problems in ways that the community 
has not been able to do pre-pandemic. 

The EC COAD has led to much deeper 
work and conversation about the 
regional systems and has inspired a 
diversity of actors—some of whom 
shared historic mistrust and competitive 

ideology—to lay aside their differences, 
and to join together to address the 
needs of our community. The EC COAD, 
will continue to be successful if it allows 
for a cellular model of community 
organization—with a positive mentality 
with a focus on collective social action; 
that allows for successes and failures; 
that leaves space expansion and 
contraction, and the natural ebb and 
flow as exists in any organism in nature; 
that feeds itself and spreads until it’s met 
all of the community’s unmet needs. In 
this way, the intellectual ecosystem that 
the EC COAD has started will be a 
foundation and a model for volunteers 
coming together in a critical mass to 
support the community, across sector, 
with a shared vision, supports recovery, 
resiliency, and increased capacity of the 
community. 

The collateral effects of community 
organization and collaboration 
accomplished by EC COAD are dramatic. 
In a community where much of the 
population’s state of disaster is the daily 
experience, the work of the EC COAD 
goes far beyond response to a pandemic 
to addressing the long-standing 
underlying issues in the community. In 
this way, EC COAD’s disaster response is 
social engineering: it is economic health, 
affordable housing, access to food, 

mental and emotional health, 
transportation, education. It’s addressing 
the issues of homelessness, substance 
abuse, mental/emotional health, and 
access to technology. 

Sustainability of the EC COAD post-
pandemic will require partners to codify 
processes and procedures, collect and 
analyze qualitative and quantitative data 
to identify evidence-based needs, 
demonstrate successful outcomes, and 
pursue funding opportunities for the 
systemic changes put in motion. With 
continued successes and growth, the EC 
COAD could be well-positioned to share 
best practices and strategies to shift 
what we knew were challenges, became 
a crisis and then became the 
opportunity for long-term well-being. 

Author Note 
Written on behalf of The Enchanted 
Circle Community Organizations Active 
in Disaster (EC COAD). We have no 
known conflicts of interest to disclose. 

Correspondence concerning this article 
should be addressed to Anita N. 
Bringas, The University of New Mexico-
Taos, 1157 County Road #110, Ranchos 
de Taos, NM 87557.  
abringas@unm.edu
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EC COAD receives 52 pallets of hand sanitizer from FEMA
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Collapse and Revival of 
Small Businesses
Sonia Garcha

India went into a lockdown to control the spread of COVID-19 pandemic which affected 
thousands of daily wage earners, construction workers, homeless, single parent 
households, elderly and people with disabilities. Sources of food were closed to 
migrant workers making them more vulnerable. Urban communities continued to 
grapple with complete loss of livelihoods especially the daily wage earners, domestic 
workers and small businesses. Closure of non-essential businesses for over two 
months affected small entrepreneurs’ loss of revenue, and lack of working capital led 
to the collapse of small businesses.
COVID-19 pandemic brought a paradigm 
shift in the way women’s empowerment 
programs are run by Development Support 
Team (DST**). DST has been working 
on the Socio-Economic Empowerment 
of women through the Self Help Group-
Federation (SHG) model over the last two 
decades which has enabled the doorstep 
access to safe savings and credit. Self 
Help Groups-Federations are community 
owned, community based and community 
managed women’s institutions promoted 
by DST. This program has focused on 
financial literacy and skill development 
with:

•  100% women have access to Financial 
Services,

• Financial Inclusion of 95% women,
•  Increase in number of women entrepreneurs 

What led to the ‘Digital 
strategy’?
During the lockdown, no physical visits 
were possible and activities for community 
support came to a complete standstill. 
Women could not come out of their 
homes and use the platform of regular 
SHG meetings to share their experiences, 
problems and get community support 
which made them more vulnerable. To 
overcome these challenges DST team 
worked on developing a ‘Digital Strategy’ 
for revival of local communities.

‘DigiShakti’, DST’s digital empowerment 
program equipped community women with 
digital skills, use of digital platforms and 
services. The program gained relevance 
during Covid 19 and reached out to 

over 15,000 community members from 
vulnerable and marginalised communities 
in urban and rural Maharashtra. DST 
adopted online tools to bridge this gap and 
restart facilitating community engagement. 

How did the community women 
employ ‘Digital strategy’?
“Digitally empowered” community women 
used WhatsApp, calls, Zoom calls etc. to 
tide over this difficult phase. The role of 
Self Help Groups grew during lockdown 
and women took up leadership roles 
in helping the community women and 
vulnerable families. Majority of the women 
worked as domestic workers, daily labour 
or managed small businesses suffered 
a complete loss of income. Women 
leadership took an important decision to

Community women making terracotta lamps (Diyas)
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 waive off interest on loans availed from 
the SHGs and Federations for April, May 
and June 2020 to support them.

Community Workers used digital 
technology to conduct needs assessment, 
distribution of the food kits, information 
dissemination on the relief measures 
announced by the government. Community 
Workers have emerged as frontline workers 
and the last mile connection between 
governments and the local communities 
during this crisis. They also enabled the 
various policy measures announced by the 
government during COVID-19 including 
changes in existing social protection 
programs and ensured that no beneficiary 
missed their entitlement due to delayed 
communication or lack of documentation. 
E.g. Cash (COVID-relief) assistance of INR 
500 (USD 7) to PMJDY women account 
holders for three months.

Collapse of Small & Micro 
Businesses
Anjum, a dry fish vendor in Yerwada, could 
not continue with her existing business 

as her area was sealed and she could not 
procure dry fish. Faced with loss of income 
for 2 months and no other skill, Anjum 
decided to start selling vegetables and 
needed a startup capital of Rs. 5,000 (USD 
70). 

Shilpa a tailor, got no orders for tailoring 
any clothes as the lockdown meant 
closure of all non-essential businesses. She 
decided to start making masks to meet her 
expenses but needed a start up capital of 
Rs. 10,000 and also market linkages to sell 
them.

Urban communities have many such 
Anjum’s and Shilpa’s on the edge of 
survival and in need of capital. The 
lockdown had a disastrous impact on the 
continuity of micro-businesses as they 
could not survive a loss of income. 

Profile of Small Businesses
To assess the “Covid 19 Lockdown Effect 
on Continuity of Micro Businesses”, 
we conducted a study with a partner 
organisation CYDA, in May 2020 with 
300 entrepreneurs of these 72% were 

women entrepreneurs who ran home 
based businesses with a sale of Rs. 3,000 
-Rs.5,000 per day. 

39% respondents shared that their 
businesses were operational during 
lockdown and 61% of the entrepreneurs 
who comprised of trading and 
manufacturing businesses shared that 
their businesses were closed during the 
lockdown. Owing to small or no cash 
reserves and slim profit margins, they 
were unable to manage sudden losses 
and faced the major challenge of seeking 
working capital to revive their businesses. 
Essential services such as Grocery Stores, 
Vegetables and Fruit shops, supply of Dairy 
products continued with their business.

Businesses that have been operational for 
less than 3 years were unable to counter 
zero-revenue scenarios effectively and 
nearly 61% businesses closed down during 
this time for a want of working capital and 
no access to sources of formal financing. 

Revival of Livelihoods
Containment zones posed a major hurdle 
in connecting with the entrepreneurs and 
their lack of familiarity in using digital 
platforms posed new challenges! 

For revival of livelihoods and for smooth 
functioning in the New Normal, a 
4-pronged approach was adopted:

• identify the current market needs
•  map the existing skill sets of the 
entrepreneurs

• arrange working/start-up capital
•  link with the markets for procurement of 
raw material and sale

Some of the entrepreneurs have been able 
to revive their existing businesses using the 
small startup capital enabled through the 
community based SHG-Federations.  
Anjum, the fish vendor, now digitally 
empowered has restarted her business  
with a start up capital of Rs. 15,000 and 
takes orders on WhatsApp and accepts 
digital payments too.

Hand dyed cloth bags made by women entrepreneurs

“Digitally empowered” 
community women used 
WhatsApp, calls, Zoom calls 
etc. to tide over this difficult 
phase. The role of Self Help 
Groups grew during lockdown 
and women took up leadership 
roles in helping the community 
women and vulnerable 
families.

Some of the entrepreneurs 
have been able to revive their 
existing businesses using the 
small startup capital enabled 
through the community based 
SHG-Federations. Anjum, the 
fish vendor, now digitally 
empowered has restarted her 
business with a start up 
capital of Rs. 15,000 and takes 
orders on WhatsApp and 
accepts digital payments too.
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Opportunities to explore alternative 
sources for livelihoods have increased 
owing to the festive season, Diwali, the 
festival of lights. Mohini and Geeta, are 
making terracotta lamps (Diyas) for Diwali 
while Reshma, a tailor, is making hand 
dyed cloth bags. A group of domestic 
workers who have lost their jobs are 
making homemade snacks. The women 
have availed loans for working capital from 
the Self Help Groups and are using digital 
platforms to get orders and accepting 
digital payments for increased turnover.

Learnings
The circumstances of Covid 19 have 
led local communities to support each 
other for survival. They have mobilsed 
support for vulnerable families lacking 
adequate resources even to meet their 
daily needs. Increased use of digital tools 
for communication and using digital 
platforms reach out to customers to get 
orders and also accepting digital payments 
have played a key role in supporting these 
women entrepreneurs in revival of their 
livelihoods.

Building resilience amongst the 
entrepreneurs with a multidimensional 

focus of training on digital platforms, 
mobilizing start-up capital, rectification 
and linking with the markets revived 
small businesses and paved the path for 
entrepreneurs to reorient to the New 
Normal!

**The Self-Help Groups (SHG) movement 
was introduced in India in the 1980s to 
alleviate poverty, establish a platform for 
collective action, ensure access to rights 
and entitlements, as well as improve the 
health and wellbeing of women. This also 
has been the main vehicle of Development 
Support Team, Pune (DST) over the past 
two decades in building Socio-Economic 
Empowerment of Women. DST ran 
various training modules, exposure visits 
for the SHGs that led to the promotion 
and strengthening of a community-based 
community owned institutions – Self Help 
Groups (SHGs) and Federations. The focus 
has been on working towards Financial 
Inclusion, Financial Planning and Financial 
Literacy of the women with the main 
aim to enable women to access Formal 
Financial services that equips them with 
safe savings, credit options and insurance. 
DST mainly worked in Pune promoting 
over 600 SHGs and built a network of 10 

CBOs (Community Based Organisations) 
in Rural Maharashtra. These networks have 
a phenomenal reach with a membership of 
10,000 women in Pune and an outreach of 
over 20,000 women in rural Maharashtra. 

Sonia Garcha, Sonia's association with 
Development Support Team, Pune an 
NGO in Women's Empowerment 
initiatives with a specialization in CSR 
projects and monitoring and 
evaluation, and is part of the COVID 19 
response team for Maharashtra. Sonia 
is a core committee member of the 
CSpathshala, ACM India initiative, and 
has made significant contribution to 
strategy development and 
implementation in bringing 
computational thinking to rural schools.

soniag70@hotmail.com

Community Meeting with Federation Directors

Building resilience amongst 
the entrepreneurs with a 
multidimensional focus of 
training on digital platforms, 
mobilizing start-up capital, 
rectification and linking with 
the markets revived small 
businesses and paved the 
path for entrepreneurs to 
reorient to the New Normal!
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CENSERVE and 
Humanitarian Aid: Giving 
Back to the Community
Mohd Hakimi Mohd Badrol Afandi, 
Noraidah Abu Samah,  
Farina Izzati Kasim,  
Syazani Aqilah Khalid,  
Centre for Community  
Engagement and  
Services (CENSERVE) 

Economics have collapsed in many areas under the strain of COVID-19 and caused  
upheaval of the lives of low-income and vulnerable households. It also exacerbates 
underlying mental health problems due to the bereavement, isolation, job deprivation 
and anxiety.
In Malaysia, the Centre for Community 
Engagement and Services (CENSERVE) 
of International Islamic University 
Malaysia (IIUM) was established to 
institutionalise community engagement 
to contribute to the sustainable 
development of the community at  large 
and to serve in line with the university’s 
theme as the Garden of Knowledge and 
Virtue. CENSERVE provides many 
opportunities for the staff and students 
to engage with the community through 
various activities especially during the 
pandemic as they play a major role in 
supporting the community impacted by 
COVID-19. Owing to the efforts in 
maintaining the prosperity and 
betterment of the community during 

and post-pandemic, all of the 17student 
clubs under the purview of CENSERVE 
have a significant role in helping the 
society to tackle the pandemic and 
assist the vulnerable communities. 

Aligned with its mission to establish a 
partnership with the surrounding 
community, all CENSERVE’s 
humanitarian and community 
programmes are run and materialised by 
the students. The current situation 
brought by the pandemic had disrupted 
the financial stability of people from 
various walks of life including local 
indigenous populations. As an outreach 
example, students with CENSERVE 
played their part during these trying 
times by providing assistance and relief 
for the indigenous community in 
Gombak. Food supplies and groceries 
were distributed in hopes that it would 
help ease their burden. Acting as a 
channel for the IIUM community as well 

 The current situation brought 
by the pandemic had disrupted 
the financial stability of people 
from various walks of life 
including local indigenous 
populations.
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as the public, CENSERVE effectively 
managed the funds that were raised 
through donations from various parties 
to help out those in need. The 
distribution of supplies was then made 
possible with the help of students of 
IIUM, both local and international. A 
number of volunteers coming from the 
student’s community, united in forces to 
hand out basic daily needs to the 
indigenous community nearby Gombak. 
Under the supervision of CENSERVE, the 
volunteers were committed in making 
sure that the supplies successfully 
reached the target group.

Due to the drastic increase and 
overwhelming numbers of COVID-19 
cases in Malaysia, there was a shortage 
of Personal Protective Equipment (PPE) 
in hospitals across the country and the 
Ministry of Health was having a hard 
time these suits for their staff. This can 
lead to even bigger problems including 
risking the lives of medical staff who 
have to deal directly with infected 
COVID-19 patients which in turn will 
overwhelm the hospitals as the numbers 

of medical staff available will drop yet 
the number of patients continue to rise. 
This can then mobilize the efforts of the 
Ministry of Health in controlling the virus 
from becoming even more widespread. 
Realizing this issue may catalyse more 
severe crises, IIUM students and staff 
were also among the countless 
volunteers that contributed their skills to 
the country by sewing the PPE 
themselves and supplying them to the 
hospitals. The project was initiated by 
Academic Staff Association of IIUM in 
collaboration with CENSERVE which 
included the staff and students that 
stayed in a hostel during the Restricted 
Movement Order. The involvement of 
students in aiding the frontliners proves 
that they are truly committed and 
dedicated to stand together as a 
backliners in supporting the frontliners 
as well as encourage them in fighting 
against the pandemic. 

Because of the generosity and foresight 
of the Malaysian citizens, the 
communities around Kuala Lumpur and 

Selangor gave full cooperation as they 
are showing inspiring solidarity and 
helping the students who are impacted 
by the pandemic. The ultimate 
collaboration had been established 
between the communities from various 
backgrounds with IIUM student task 
force, alumnus, staff and lecturers to 
retain the student’s welfare and positive 
well-being during the pandemic. Various 
initiatives had been taken into account 
to provide local and international 
students who are stranded in the 
campus with adequate food supplies, 
toiletries, medicine and other basic 
needs. The university also received 
bountiful donations and funds from the 
public to reduce the student’s 
vulnerability. Consequently, these 
initiatives have eased the burden of the 
students and their family financially. The 
immediate responses from the 
community also help to keep them in a 
good state as it is aligned with the 
Sustainable Development Goals (SDG) 

Students with CENSERVE 
played their part during these 
trying times by providing 
assistance and relief for the 
indigenous community in 
Gombak. Food supplies and 
groceries were distributed in 
hopes that it would help ease 
their burden.

The student clubs proactively 
and critically plan various 
programmes that meet the 
needs of the students in which 
these programmes focus on 
four main aspects which are 
mentoring, spiritual 
encouragement, psychological, 
and COVID-19 insights to 
persist during and post-
pandemic.

Due to the drastic increase and 
overwhelming numbers of 
COVID-19 cases in Malaysia, 
there was a shortage of 
Personal Protective Equipment 
(PPE) in hospitals across the 
country and the Ministry of 
Health was having a hard time 
these suits for their staff. 
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to eradicate the poverty and hunger in 
all its form as well as ensure a good 
mental and physical well-being of the 
student amid the pandemic. 

All the 17 student clubs under the 
purview of CENSERVE pivot to address 
and embrace the new normal caused by 
the pandemic COVID-19. The current 
pandemic has caused a drastic shut 
down to the daily activities of the 
students and changes the mode of the 
education and student’s programmes to 
fully rely on the technology as the 
learning and programmes are conducted 
virtually through the online platforms, 
adhering to the Movement Control 
Order. In light of the current situation, 
the students strived quickly as possible 
to take these measures as a positive 
opportunity in providing betterment for 
the other students. The student clubs 
proactively and critically plan various 
programmes that meet the needs of the 
students in which these programmes 
focus on four main aspects which are 
mentoring, spiritual encouragement, 
psychological, and COVID-19 insights to 
persist during and post-pandemic. The 
online programmes are targeted to close 
the gap of remoteness during the 
Pandemic by socializing with others 
apart from pointing out the issues on 
Covid-19 at large scale and how to deal 
with the pandemic calmly and positively. 

These initiatives prove that peers and 
friends play an important role to provide 
support for themselves and others 
through the times of fears and isolation 
that they feel. 

The participation and openness of the 
university in participating in 
humanitarian aid during the pandemic 
can augment the student experience 
and foster a positive bond with the 
community. These activities and 
experiences will be a crucial stepping for 
students to gain valuable learning 
experiences. The initiatives taken by 
CENSERVE do not only embody its 
mission as an organization but also 
signify the importance of having a 
special division or department that is 
responsible for engaging with the 
community positively and dedicatedly. 
With the existence of such a division, it  
is hoped that during a critical situation, 
maximal assistance could be provided 
for the students as well as the 
surrounding community.

Mohd. Hakimi Mohd. Badrol Afandi, 
Administrative Officer of CENSERVE. 
Coordinate and oversee the student 
clubs’ activities and record system in  
all facets through internal and external 
programmes. Plan a structure for 
student’s programme that allows each 
program to meet desired outcomes and 
to fulfill long-term impact goals.

Farina Izzati Kasim, Final year student. 
Bachelor of Human Sciences in English 
Language and Literature (BENL), IIUM.

Noraidah Abu Samah, Final year 
student. Bachelor of Human Sciences  
in English Language and Literature 
(BENL), IIUM.

Syazani Aqilah Khalid, Final year 
student, Bachelor of Human Sciences  
in English Language and Literature 
(BENL), IIUM.

ucce_budi@iium.edu.my

The immediate responses from 
the community also help to 
keep them in a good state as it 
is aligned with the Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDG) to 
eradicate the poverty and 
hunger in all its form as well as 
ensure a good mental and 
physical well-being of the 
student amid the pandemic. 
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Involving community solutions has been 
critical, particularly in devising solutions 
for the food insecurity that threatened 
millions of families in the state of Minas 
Gerais. Minas is the second most populous 
state in Brazil and has the largest number 
of municipalities. More than 20 million 
inhabitants live in 853 cities, which together 
occupy a territorial dimension comparable 
to that of Spain. In addition to its geography 
and large population, according to data 
from the social care registry, in March 
2020, Minas Gerais had more than 3.6 
million people living in poverty and 
extreme poverty, corresponding to 18% 
of its population. Therefore, this region is 
vulnerable to exposure to COVID due to 
population density, as well as to a slowdown 
of economic activity, which can exacerbate 
food insecurity for millions. 

The Government of Minas Gerais developed 
strategies to reduce disease exposure and 
food insecurity. To prevent the crowds 
and reduce contagion by COVID-19, they 
implemented a protocol to guide the 
municipalities and businesses to decide 
whether to reopen or keep the activities 
suspended. This guide is called Minas 
Consciente and embraces all economic 
sectors ranked by their contagious risk. 
Simultaneously, the Social Secretariat started 
a plan to alleviate food insecurity among 
the communities, trying to understand 
and address their challenges. Thus far, this 
plan has included two key projects: A basic 
food kits distribution, and, a Cash transfer 
program to low-income families.

Basic food kits distribution
Distribution of food kits was a first step 
taken by local government to address 
the urgency and calamity experienced by 
many communities. Because government 
procurement processes require a rigor and 
responsibility that causes them to move 
slowly, buying food for distribution was 
not a viable option. Therefore, the State 
Government of Minas Gerais mobilized the 
business community, acquiring donations 
of 146,060 food kits. Each kit comprises 
basic groceries, including: rice, beans, 
sugar, oil, flour, pasta, tomato sauce, 
canned sardines, powdered milk, and 
cookies. Each kit weighed 13.5 kg and 
was large and bulky, making it necessary 
to acquire 111 large trucks to transport 
them. Even with this transport, managing 
distribution of these large, heavy items 
and connecting them to vulnerable 
households required extensive logistics 
and coordination with regional and local 
partners, as a centralized approach from 
the state capital would not have reached 
those in need quickly enough.

First, kits had to be distributed regionally. 
For this task to happen, the government 
acquired the support of the police in 19 
medium-sized cities to be regional hubs 
for localized distribution. Communities 
themselves provided support to those 
regional hubs. More than 40 large, medium, 
and small businesses were involved in the 
operation. These firms lent warehouses 
for storing kits, and provided needed 
equipment such as pallet trucks 

and forklifts. They provided their own 
employees to assist in unloading trucks. 
From these regional storage areas, the role 
of Community City Halls was essential. 
The State Secretariat engaged all 853 
municipalities to distribute the food kits 
to households fitting at least one of six 
criteria:

1.  That the families are not eligible for the 
cash transfer program from the Federal 
Government

2.  That the families do not have students 
enrolled in state schools who are eligible 
for the cash transfer program from the 
State Government

3.  Households that belong to ancestral 
communities such as Indians

4.  Impoverished families with elderly 
people

5.  Homeless people
6.  Families of recyclable material collectors

In the end, 834 municipalities agreed to 
pick up and distribute food kits to their 
communities. However, the 

Humanitarian aid in the 
pandemic: reflections on 
government action on food 
security for impoverished 
communities
Gustavo Garcia Vieira de Almeida,  
Elizabeth Jucá e Mello Jacometti

The COVID-19 pandemic reached Brazil in March 2020, forcing local, regional, and 
national levels of government to face the challenge that has marked this year: 
protecting population health vs. maintaining an open economy. Adapting to this 
challenge required action from all levels of government, a process that requires 
constant learning and adjustment. 

 It would have been impossible 
to guarantee food for the most 
vulnerable households without 
the involvement of hundreds of 
partners from the public and 
private sectors, especially the 
involvement of the citizens 
themselves. 

26 Practice Insights | Issue 17 Read IACD’s Daily News on community development from around the world



process required additional logistic 
and coordination details: the Brazilian 
Public Administration requires a formal 
process to classify donations. To fulfill this 
requirement, the Secretariat coordinated 
834 operations with each municipality, 
using an online platform to track that 
distribution and family criteria needs were 
met. This helped to speed up the process. 
From the first delivery until the last, the 
project lasted approximately 30 days.

The success of this effort to support 
vulnerable families was a result of the 
power of communities to support 
government action. It would have been 
impossible to guarantee food for the 
most vulnerable households without the 
involvement of hundreds of partners from 
the public and private sectors, especially 
the involvement of the citizens themselves. 

Cash transfer program to 
low-income families (Bolsa 
Merenda)
To reduce population exposure to 
COVID-19, the Government of Minas 
Gerais closed schools on March 18th, 
2020, impacting the entire state education 
network. As meals are provided to 
food insecure students through the 
school system, this closure meant that 
approximately 374,000 students were not 
eating their school-based meals each day. 
To address this need, the State Secretariat 
for Social Development implemented 
Bolsa Merenda, a temporary cash transfer 
program that aims to serve families in 
extreme poverty whose kids were enrolled 
in public state schools. In contrast to food 
distribution, the transfer of cash can help 
keep local trade and economy moving. 
The project saw the importance of keeping 
money circulating in the local economy, 
hoping to reduce the pandemic's economic 
impact in small towns, which correspond to 
more than 70% of the cities in Minas Gerais.

Since April/2020, Bolsa Merenda has 
transferred R$ 50 per student every month 
to his/her guardian, generally the student’s 
mother. This amount was determined 
based on information from the State 
Secretariat for Education and the Control 
Board from the State Public Attorney, 
who considered the daily necessities to 
guarantee food security to each student, 
and with the guidance of the Social Care 
Council, which represents beneficiaries 
and social care workers. This project had 
to be approved by law by the House of 
Representatives of Minas Gerais. To do this, 
government officials and their partners had 
to engage the community, including local 
political and business interests, to ensure 
passage of the law. 

Managing these cash distributions required 
coordination and engagement. Proposals 
from potential banking institutions were 
collected. As banks were required to 
contribute 10% of the total cash transfer 
to families in the first month, the collective 
response from multiple institutions speaks 
to the level of engagement local businesses 
sought to provide in this crisis. To ensure 
that all needy students would be reached, 
local government partners mobilized 
donations and fundraising through profit 
and non-profit organizations. 

First stages of the cash distribution process 
were conducted through a digital banking 
app. However, it became clear quickly that 
eligible families did not have the necessary 
smartphones and internet connections 
needed to access and use these benefits. 
Instead, these families needed cash or 
card more directly for use. Social Care 
Centers were instrumental in documenting 
these barriers and communicating 
with the government and partners to 
come up with other solutions. With this 
insight, the second stage of the program 
implemented a bank card that was sent to 
all beneficiaries’ addresses, regardless of 
previous registration in the app.

Partners agree that Bolsa Merenda has 
been a positive experience to the State 
Government of Minas Gerais, representing 
what the municipality is capable of doing 
to serve its people. The project represents 
an innovation in community engagement, 
and allowed for a timely, precise, and 
accurate response to support vulnerable 
families. The combination of meeting 
families’ needs while indirectly supporting 
local economics is beneficial for Minas 
Gerais. As of November 2020, the State 
Government has transferred cash benefits 
for eight months. As additional families 
became eligible, another 96,000 students 
were included, equaling roughly 470,000 
who have benefitted from Bolsa Merenda.

Conclusion
In conclusion, emergency food kits and 
cash distributions supported vulnerable 
families in the COVID-19 crisis in Minas 
Gervais, Brazil. The coordination required 
between levels of government and within 
communities was essential to the successes 
of these projects. The authors are hopeful 
that the lessons learned from these ventures 
will inspire future community engagement 
for the development of future projects.

Elizabeth Jucá is the Secretary of State 
for Social Development of Minas Gerais. 
She holds master's degrees in Finance 
and Leadership and Public 
Management. She has held positions as 
Municipal Secretary of Health, 
Municipal Secretary of Planning, and 
General Controller. elizabeth.juca@
social.mg.gov.br

Gustavo Almeida is the Special Advisor 
to the Secretary of State for Social 
Development of Minas Gerais. He holds 
a master's degree in Public 
Administration and is a 2019 Fellow at 
Eisenhower Fellowships. gustavo.
almeida@social.mg.gov.br

The project represents an 
innovation in community 
engagement, and allowed  
for a timely, precise, and 
accurate response to support 
vulnerable families.
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Playful Schools: 
collaborating to protect 
children’s right to play during 
Covid-19
Dr Victoria Jupp Kina,  
Cherie Morgan, Sandy Greene  
& Marguerite Hunter Blair

The Playful Schools Project was a collaboration between ScrapAntics, a small 
community interest company, and Play Scotland, a national play campaigning 
organisation. This was a new collaboration initiated to directly address our joint 
concerns about the negative impact of the national lockdown measures on children’s 
mental health and wellbeing. 
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Established in 1998, Play Scotland has 
nationally recognised expertise in play and 
children’s development alongside extensive 
experience of promoting the benefits of 
play and advising on national play policy. 
ScrapAntics is a small community-based 
social enterprise in Dundee, Scotland, 
working across the fields of sustainability, 
creativity and education. ScrapAntics 
provides Loose Parts Play resources to 
over 25 primary schools across Dundee 
and is an established leader in play-based 
learning. 

The development of the Playful Schools 
project addressed our collective concerns 
about the emerging evidence of the impact 
of the lockdown on children. Not long after 
the introduction of the national restrictions, 
research provided initial evidence that 
the lockdown was creating a ‘play deficit’ 
for Scotland’s children. Researchers were 
raising concerns about the predicted 
increase in emotional, behavioural and 
psychological challenges as children 
returned to school. Loose Parts Play uses 
everyday objects to encourage children 
to experiment, explore and imagine new 
possibilities. The aim of Loose Parts Play 

is to increase children’s access to a wide 
range of objects and resources, providing a 
space for them to explore everyday items 
and use their natural creative instincts to 
discover new ways to play. Loose Parts 
Play has been proven to reduce challenging 
behaviours and increase concentration 
and cognitive abilities. We therefore 
believed that Loose Parts Play could both 
support children during the lockdown and 
in the transition back to a formal learning 
environment. Playful Schools was therefore 
designed for two purposes: to address the 
play deficit through the direct provision 
of play opportunities, and to inform the 
national strategy for supporting children’s 
mental health and wellbeing during and 
after Covid-19 through the gathering of 
evidence by action research. 

During the school summer break (June-
July 2020) Playful Schools delivered 44 
Loose Parts Play sessions in the newly 
formed community hubs in Dundee, 
Scotland. During the national lockdown, 
eight community hubs were established 
across the city of Dundee to provide a 

safe place and continued education for 
children of keyworkers during the Covid-19 
lockdown. The Playful Schools Project, 
which worked in partnership with the hubs, 
was funded by the Scottish Government 
through the Wellbeing Fund. Across the 
eight hubs we provided play opportunities 
for an average of 216 children per week. 
There was a large age range among the 
children participating in the sessions, with 
children from the age of 4 years old to 14 
years old choosing to take part. 

Community Connections, 
National Networks: dual 
requirements for delivering 
high-impact projects in a 
pandemic
Due to the nature of the funding, the 
project preparation had to be managed 
in a very short timeframe, and because 
of restrictions any training and meetings 
had to be virtual. This meant that we had 
to draw heavily on existing networks and 
contacts to identify play staff, connect 
with key decision makers, and to keep 
up to speed with the rapidly changing 
legislative and practice environment. To 
complicate matters further, the community 
hubs were all located in school buildings 
but with rotating staff teams drawn from 
education (teachers and support staff) and 
community work. Leadership structures 
had shifted, meaning it was often unclear 
who the decision makers were; an issue 
further compounded by the hubs being 
managed by entirely new leadership teams 
specifically for the school summer break. 
This rapidly changing context meant that 
we were only able to gain agreements 
to deliver the project one week before 
our start date – during which we needed 
to find on site storage at each hub for 
a van load of pallets, drainpipes, barrels 
and various other wonderful Loose Parts 
resources! Luckily, ScrapAntics’ experience 
of working with schools and delivering 
work in short timescales combined with 
Play Scotland’s reputation and networks 
meant we could respond positively to these 
pressures. Working with the new leadership 
teams, we drew on our experience to 
provide clear guidance about requirements 
for safe storage areas and risk assessment, 
for example, and we could use our large 
stock of Loose Parts resources to supply 
and deliver all required loose parts at short 
notice to all eight hubs across the city. 

The delivery of Playful Schools required 
recruitment of experienced playworkers 
at very short notice. ScrapAntics’ local 
networks and experience in delivering play 
and creative workshops meant we were 
able to identify and recruit experienced 
staff. Drawing on both partners collective 
experience in Loose Parts Play and action 
research, we provided online staff training 
in Loose Parts Play, Child Protection and 
Safeguarding, Risk Benefit Assessment, 

The aim of Loose Parts Play is 
to increase children’s access to 
a wide range of objects and 
resources, providing a space 
for them to explore everyday 
items and use their natural 
creative instincts to discover 
new ways to play. Loose Parts 
Play has been proven to reduce 
challenging behaviours and 
increase concentration and 
cognitive abilities.
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guidance on working with Covid-19 
restrictions and a basic introduction to 
action research. 

The key challenge at the preparatory stage 
was ensuring that we were delivering 
safe play sessions within the context of 
Covid-19 restrictions. This is another point 
in the project at which the importance of 
collaborative working really shone. Play 
Scotland were leading national dialogues 
on Covid-19 guidance and children’s 
play, working with leading researchers 
to understand both the impact of the 
restrictions and to identify ways to enable 
children to continue to access safe, outdoor 
play. They were in regular contact with key 
officials within the Scottish Government 
with detailed, up-to-date knowledge of the 
rapidly changing government guidelines. 
Therefore the Project was perfectly placed 
to develop safe, effective practices that 
supported children’s play while complying 
with the spirit and intent of the rapidly 
changing Covid-19 restrictions. 

Pandemic Play: protecting 
children’s right to play, 
promoting children’s continued 
development
Playful Schools clearly demonstrated the 
positive impact of outdoor, child-led play 
on children attending the community hubs. 
This was recognised by the children, the 
hub staff and by the playworkers. Due to 
both Covid-19 restrictions and issues of 
staffing, children were spending most of 
their days in the hubs inside classrooms. 
For many of the children, they had been 
attending the hubs throughout lockdown 
while their friends had been at home and 
this was set to continue throughout their 
summer break. The children were not 
necessarily in their own school or with their 
own friends. The daily routine within the 
hubs was inconsistent each day due to the 
work patterns of parents and guardians, 
and the rotating staff teams. Society asked 
a lot of these children, and comments 
throughout the project indicated that they 
felt that pressure: 

“Yesterday… a lot of the children were 
saying ‘I'm sick of being in school, I've had 
enough’. In that group I could tell they 
were feeling a bit fed up and emotional. 
They all loved the loose parts and got 
really into it but at the start… the children 
were feeling a bit down.”

Loose Parts Play clearly helped the children 
to navigate this complexity and process 
the demands of being in anxiety-provoking, 
unfamiliar and inconsistent environments. 
This includes children simply being able 
to exercise and ‘blow off some steam’ 
by being outdoors, to being able to use 
the play to interact socially and to build 
friendships, or having the freedom to 
choose how to use their time:

“I definitely think it's impacted them. 
They're more confident and they built 
relationships through play with other 
children and had more freedom, going 
outside, getting exercise and fresh air. And 
even they see the value in that. Even the 
children will say 'I need to go outside.'”

What the Playful Schools Project research 
demonstrated is that the freedom to use 
the Loose Parts Play in any way they wished 
enabled children to process their feelings, 
connect with others and relax. Crucially it 
showed that supporting children to engage 
in free play provided opportunities for them 
to continue to meet key developmental 
milestones, even during a national 
lockdown. In short, we were able to provide 
evidence of how one session of Loose Parts 
Play per week over the 6-week summer 
break supported children’s social, emotional, 
physical and cognitive development.

Delivering Locally, Influencing 
Nationally: effective 
collaborations for 
strengthening community 
resilience
Playful Schools delivered Loose Parts 

Play sessions to over 300 children. The 
research demonstrated the impact of this 
on health and wellbeing, and provided 
evidence on how to support children’s 
emotional, social, physical and cognitive 
development during times of crisis. This 
clearly helped the children attending the 
community hubs but it was the strength of 
the collaboration that enabled the Playful 
Schools Project to extend its reach and 
influence national dialogues. The project 
produced a report detailing the impact of 
Loose Parts Play on children’s development 
(https://www.playscotland.org/resources/
playful-schools-the-power-of-loose-parts-
play/) and a Toolkit providing an accessible 
‘how-to’ guide for delivering Loose Parts 
Play in Covid-19 (http://www.playscotland.
org/resources/playful-schools-toolkit-for-
delivering-loose-parts-play-in-covid-19/). 
These resources have been shared with 
the Scottish Government and are being 
utilised nationally to support schools and 
play/community organisations plan and 
deliver opportunities for children’s play. 
The project has directly influenced national 
funding decisions, opening up further 
opportunities for financial support for 
outdoor free play in the community. By 
combining local knowledge and national 
networks ScrapAntics and Play Scotland 
were able to build sector-wide resilience. 
The Project resources give schools 
and play/community organisations the 
confidence and flexibility to adapt their 
practice during the pandemic to create  
and deliver innovative play opportunities 
for children across Scotland.

Dr Victoria Jupp Kina, Research and 
Development, ScrapAntics, Vic is a 
researcher and critical educator.  
She is currently leading research and 
professional development for children’s 
outdoor free play for ScrapAntics.
victoria@scrapantics.co.uk 

Sandy Greene, Managing Director, 
ScrapAntics. Sandy is one of the 
founding directors of ScrapAntics.  
She has worked in arts and 
environmental education for over 25 
years. sandy@scrapantics.co.uk 

Marguerite Hunter Blair, Chief 
Executive, Play Scotland. Marguerite is 
a leading figure for championing the 
child’s right to play. She was previously 
CEO of PlayBoard Northern Ireland 
after a career in community 
development with Belfast City Council.
Marguerite@playscotland.org 

Cherie Morgan, Strategy and 
Development, Play Scotland.  
Cherie works with local authorities 
across Scotland to develop policy  
and practice to improve children’s play 
opportunities. 
cheriemorgan@playscotland.org

Children were spending most 
of their days in the hubs inside 
classrooms. For many of the 
children, they had been 
attending the hubs throughout 
lockdown while their friends 
had been at home and this was 
set to continue throughout 
their summer break. The 
children were not necessarily in 
their own school or with their 
own friends. 
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Covid-19 has brought illness and death 
into everyday conversation and into the 
eye of the media. Communities have also 
been brought to the front line, whilst 
professionals have had to retreat due to 
restrictions. This has given communities 
a power and confidence to support 
each other that has not been seen in our 
lifetime. Thus, the pandemic has brought a 
unique opportunity for the Hospice to be 
alongside communities and cheer on their 
good work.

In January 2020 Strathcarron Hospice 
became the first Hospice learning site for 
Nurture Development, part of the Asset 
Based Community Development (ABCD) 
Institute (see: www.nurturedevelopment.
org). Using an ABCD framework, we have 
moved away from viewing communities 
as two layered (made of 'helpers' and 
'the helped') to inviting everyone to 
have their gifts received by others in 
order to contribute to the wellbeing 
of all. This article will illustrate how the 

Compassionate Communities Team have 
used a ‘light touch’ approach to create 
spaces that empower communities to be 
mutually supportive of each other through 
difficult times, helping to create a culture 
where people are not afraid to step in 
during illness, dying and bereavement. We 
refer to these approaches as ‘light touch’ 
because they do not force restrictions, 
red tape or bureaucracy into community. 
Instead these projects create conditions 
that nurture the community spirit that we 

Traditionally, Hospices have found challenges when engaging with communities due to 
fear and taboo associated with death. Professionalisation of death has led to 
communities losing confidence in their ability to support each other to live and die well. 

Our Hospice Journey: 
A whole-community, ABCD 
approach to building 
Compassionate  
Communities
Hannah Gray

Tillicoultry 'Tree of Hope' has 
become a place where 
community members can leave 
inspiring messages to each other
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already know is there, giving it space to 
grow. 

“Inspiring Compassionate 
Communities” booklet
In order to shine a light on the power 
and capabilities that communities have 
shown during Covid-19, the Compassionate 
Communities Team created the “Inspiring 
Compassionate Communities” booklet (see: 
www.strathcarronhospice.net/community-
development-during-covid-19). This 
booklet was developed during lockdown 
by creating a space where people could 
share stories of how they were building 
meaningful relationships with their 
neighbours from a distance. 

Here in the UK, those who were deemed to 
be at a high risk of complications caused 
by Covid-19 received a letter instructing 
them to isolate indoors for 16 weeks. The 
aim of this booklet was not to focus on 
what could be done to help these people 
deemed to ‘vulnerable’. Instead the booklet 
provided stories to illustrate reciprocal 
relationships, nurture confidence in people 
to connect with others and acted as a 
reminder that we all have gifts to share, no 
matter what our health is like. 

Upon reading the booklet, one member of 
the community contacted the team to say: 

“I had a look through the information you sent 
and I think I'm doing most of the suggestions 
already so perhaps I'm a compassionate 
neighbour without knowing it!”

Stories included: 

•  A telephone circle between tenants in 
sheltered accommodation

•  Neighbours sitting out in their own 
gardens at a set time once a week in 
order to socialise

•  A village who created a “pompom tree” 
as a symbol of hope

•  A neighbourhood which shared sunflower 
seeds and competed to grow the tallest 
sunflower

•  A street who set up a whatsapp chat

Another person who has joined a Street 
Whatsapp Chat told us: 

"[the street whatsapp group has] really 
brought folk together... At the beginning 
especially, things were so strange and 
strained... there was such fear put into 
people in the beginning. It really helped 
so much and I thought it was a wonderful 
idea, you know, when you've got a better 
idea of who's who on the street.”

Person-Centred Support
The Compassionate Communities Team 
have been co-ordinating person-centred 
support for individuals with long term 
conditions since 2013. In this project, 
a person with a long term or terminal 
condition, or a carer, is introduced to a 
volunteer from the community who visits 
them regularly. By having pragmatic rules 

about boundaries between volunteers and 
the people they visit, authentic and lasting 
friendships have been formed that provide 
mutual support through difficult times, 
including illness and bereavement. 

This project, which traditionally focused 
on loneliness and isolation, has grown and 
adapted through the pandemic. Support 
was traditionally provided in person, 
however when Covid-19 restrictions have 
not permitted visiting, telephone support 
has been offered instead. Community 
members have shown dedication, problem-
solving and an enthusiasm to reach out 
to and connect with the person they were 
already in contact with before Covid-19. 
Examples include:

•  One couple learnrf how to use video-
calling in order to keep in touch with each 
other, share stories and memories, and 
most importantly make each other laugh.

•  A lady contacted us and asked since 
she lived alone if she would be able to 
include the people that she visited in her 
‘extended household’.

•  Another lady wrapped up warm, brought 
an umbrella and sat in the garden to 
visit her friend, who sat inside her 
conservatory with the door open so that 
they could speak.

•  When restrictions lifted and exercising 
between households was allowed, two 
men met up together to walk their dogs 
together.

Unexpectedly, the Covid-19 pandemic 
has attracted a surplus of volunteers to 

this project, which usually operates with 
a waiting list. We feel that this shows that 
community members would rather offer 
help than receive it, highlighting that 
making a contribution to others is more 
fulfilling than being in receipt of a service. 
With this in mind we adapted the project 
and asked those who had asked to receive 
a telephone call if they would also like to 
telephone someone else. Opening up this 
offer to people who may have traditionally 
been treated as ‘service users’ has been 
greeted with positive feedback:

“I spoke with the lady I referred to yourselves 
and she is elated to be able to have support 
but equally be of support to others... I have 
noted a change in her mood already.”

Another lady who used to attend daycare 
at the Hospice contacted the team as she 
missed her friends at daycare and wished 
to be reconnected with them. We were 
able to source the telephone number of 
one particular friend (and gain relevant 
permissions) so that they could reconnect. 
The two ladies now call each other around 
once a week for a chat and support each 
other as only true friends can. Although 
they are both unwell, this is not the reason 
for their friendship. Instead sharing stories, 
common interests and their sense of 
humour is what has kept them connected 
during this time.

The Compassionate Communities Hospice 
team strives for entire communities 
that feel equipped and confident to 
support each other through illness, death 
and bereavement, in an authentic and 
compassionate way. Covid-19 has shown, 
as we already believed, that this capacity 
absolutely already exists. The pandemic 
has broken down barriers for us to work 
alongside communities as a hospice. We 
have seen the contributions all people, 
no matter what their health is like, wish 
to make and the magic that can happen 
when their contributions are received by 
others. Ultimately we believe that there are 
functions that community members can 
carry out much better than professionals, 
whilst a professional’s role is to provide 
expert input when required. This pandemic 
has allowed communities to rise up and 
show their massive capacity for loving, 
caring, supporting and gift sharing and 
receiving. Our role is not to steal this light, 
but to reflect it back onto those who  
create it.

Hannah Gray works as a Community 
Builder in the Compassionate 
Communities Team at Strathcarron 
Hospice in Central Scotland. This role 
involves discovering, connecting and 
mobilising the skills and gifts that 
already exist in communities, so that 
community members feel confident and 
empowered to support each other to 
live well, right up to the end. 

"[the street whatsapp group 
has] really brought folk 
together... At the beginning 
especially, things were so 
strange and strained... there 
was such fear put into people 
in the beginning. It really helped 
so much and I thought it was a 
wonderful idea, you know, when 
you've got a better idea of 
who's who on the street.”

The pandemic has broken down 
barriers for us to work 
alongside communities as a 
hospice. We have seen the 
contributions all people, no 
matter what their health is like, 
wish to make and the magic 
that can happen when their 
contributions are received by 
others. 
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In Killin a community member 
shared seedlings for their 
community Sunflower growing 
competition, and a local cafe 
gifted prizes to the winners
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The Community 
Context – Community 
Group of Galinheiras 
Ameixoeira (GCGA) 
A Community Group (CG) is a platform 
for joint action, which brings together 
the participation of the community 
(both individually and collectively - 
residents' groups and associations or local 
organisations, among others) and the 
partnership of institutions and services 
which intervene in the territory, with the 
aim of promoting the well-being of the 
community4. 

The Galinheiras Ameixoeira Community 
Group (GCGA), constituted in 1994, is 
composed of residents and public and 
private institutions. Its mission is to 
contribute to the resolution of problems 
and needs of the community, involving all 
participants. Throughout the years, the 
GCGA has had different phases (more 

or less intense citizen participation and 
activities) and has suffered several changes 
regarding the way it functions. 

In recent years, the GCGA (the plenary CG) 
has decided to create certain projects or 
working groups in order to better target 
and solve the identified needs. These 
projects have a narrower mission and 
limited duration. 

COVID-19 and the 
GCGA 
With the proliferation of Covid-19 and 
its harsh implications in the territory, the 
GCGA decided to continue to meet despite 
the lockdown. The first meeting of the 
GCGA in this phase was held remotely on 
April 16, 2020. To respond to the problems 
that were emerging or worsening, the 
GCGA created five specific projects5. 
With the participation of residents and 
professionals (from public services and 
private NGOs), these projects conceived 
and implemented different actions, many 
of them emergent, but all were sustained 
by a long-term and integrated (cross-
sectional) vision for the territory. 

Given the problems at hand, but also 
because the GCGA sought to strengthen 
the citizen participation, the meetings 
began to be held fortnightly and after 
working hours, allowing a greater 
involvement by residents6. 

An experience of shared 
and participatory local 
governance 
Mariana da Costa e Lima, Rogério Roque 
Amaro & Bárbara Marques Ferreira

Screening site one with Health practitioners and Community Group volunteers 

Given the problems at hand, 
but also because the GCGA 
sought to strengthen the 
citizen participation, the 
meetings began to be held 
fortnightly and after working 
hours, allowing a greater 
involvement by residents. 
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Residents waiting to perform the COVID-19 test at Screening site two
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In the end of May, the number of COVID-19 
cases worsened, which led the Public 
Health Unit (USP) of the area to request 
the presence of three elements of the 
GCGA in a meeting that took place on  
June 17. This institution requested the 
GCGA to deliver an inventory and 
characterisation of the population, as well 
as a proposal for an intervention strategy - 
given the urgent need to conduct tests of 
Covid-19 in the territory. 

The GCGA accepted this request and 
eight elements8 appointed by the CG, 
immediately began to meet to define  
an intervention strategy. 

A logic of co-management in the 
intervention strategy 
The proposed intervention strategy 
had the following objectives: (a) to 
characterise the population that the 
USP identified as potentially vulnerable 
to COVID-19; (b) to raise awareness 
about the need ofscreening and (c) to 
reassure the community by guaranteeing 
a monitorisation and follow-up during and 
after the screening. 

Considering the multidimensionality of this 
issue (being not only a matter of public 
health, but a social problem as well), the 
strategy was developed along three axes: 
(1) Information and Communication; (2) 
Screening in situ and (3) Organisation of 
Integrated Responses for the affected 
individuals and families. 

Information and Communication 
In two days, GCGA managed to rapidly 
apply a door-to-door survey, which allowed 
the identification and characterisation 
of ca. 2100 people regarding their 
economic, social, labor, health and legal9 
vulnerabilities. The data were collected 
by teams composed of residents and 

professionals – benefiting from each 
one’s knowledge and competencies– thus 
allowing a close, friendly and sensitive 
approach to the families, which informed 
them and assured their support in the 
process. 

The collected information was then 
analysed for the organisation of the 
screening. Carrying out the Screening. 

On June 6, 253 COVID-19 tests were 
performed under the logistic coordination 
of the GCGA, in an area delimited by the 
USP. The organisation aimed to minimise the 
apparatus and avoid the invasive presence 
of the media, in order to reduce further 
stigmatisation of the territory. The tests 
were conducted in discreet places and the 
police officers present were chosen by their 
connection to the community. The screening 
process continued to focus on proximity, 
thus the individuals were accompanied 
by the same team that had previously 
contacted them. In addition, other residents 
and professionals were at the screening 
sites, in order to provide information about 
the action to the general population. 

Organisation of Integrated 
Responses 
On June 9, the USP requested the support 
of the eight elements that designed and 
implemented the intervention strategy, 
to communicate the test resultsto the 
screened individuals and to monitor those 
who tested positive and their families. 
That group thus defined the principles, 
legitimated by the USP, which constituted 
the basis of the social support to be 
provided: i) contemplating everyone’s 
needs - not only of the infected individual, 
but of the whole family – ii) in permanent 
articulation with the entities legally and 
institutionally responsible for social 
responses, iii) monitored by the GCGA 
and iv) admitting atypical and innovative 
responses if necessary. 

The group began by identifying, in a 
rigorous and systematic way, the needs 
of the families in terms of food, social, 
financial, legal, labor, educational, 
psychological and health support, in 
general. Not obtaining timely answers 
from the heads of the entities with 
institutional responsibilities in some of 
these areas, it requested meetings with 
their professionals, seeking, not only the 
circulation of information, but an effective 
partnership that would allow the sharing, 
construction and joint monitoring of the 
developed responses. 

This framework fostered positive relations, 
which favoured the educational and 
psychological responses. The articulation 
with pivots of the social assistance 
and legal (immigration) areas is still in 
evolution. Not all needs have been met 
yet, but the group and the GCGA continue 
to accompany these families, seeking 
responses in articulation with the various 
public entities. 

Residents registering for the screening at screening site one

The screening process 
continued to focus on 
proximity, thus the individuals 
were accompanied by the same 
team that had previously 
contacted them. In addition, 
other residents and 
professionals were at the 
screening sites, in order to 
provide information about the 
action to the general 
population. 
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Clues for future 
reflection 
Throughout this experience, a few gains 
and advantages stand out: 

•  The acknowledgement by the Ministry 
of Health and the USP that they did not 
have all the information and the most 
adequate means for a quick and effective 
intervention, having recognised that the 
existence of a Community Group could 
be a fundamental contribution to help 
minimise the pandemic, and requesting 
their support to better understand 
the reality and propose a bottom-up 
intervention strategy; 

•  The deeper and closer knowledge of the 
problems, which could never be reached 
only with the existing institutional data, 
but rather benefited from the decisive 
role played by the residents (community) 
involved, in horizontal cooperation with the 
professionals, demonstrating that they can 
be part of the solutions and not only the 
“cause of problems”, as usually (unfairly) 
portrayed; 

•  The response capacity provided by the 
GCGA, having prepared all the necessary 
logistics for the characterisation of the 2100 
residents, the screening and the follow-up 
to 51 people, without limitations of days 
and schedules; 

•  The monitoring of positive cases proposed 
to public entities, based on a holistic vision 
of the family’s well-being; 

•  The demonstration that it is possible and 
advantageousto put into practise a Shared 
and Participatory Deontology that is not 
merely sectorial and technocratic, but 
rather collective and democratic, involving 
various areas of intervention and, especially, 
the community; 

•  The evidence that it is possible to 
promote an “Ecology of Knowledges”, 

that is, a dialogue of technical and 
popular knowledges and know-hows, thus 
constructing a deeper and more diverse 
knowledge of the reality; 

•  The evidence that it is possible to put into 
practise a new model of regulation of the 
social problems and challenges, which 
we call Shared and Participatory Local 
Governance. This model, which is not 
based on the Market or the State, fosters 
partnerships between the Local State, 
deconcentrated public services, private 
companies, civil society organisations 
and individual citizens, in a participatory 
manner, that is, with the active involvement 
of the local community10. 

•  The possibility of an improved sustainability 
of such responses, resulting from the 
greater involvement and accountability of 
partners and the community. 

However, there were also some risks and 
tensions visible in this experience: - This 
process questioned the conventional 
methods of sectoral interventions, in which 
professionals are the central protagonists, 
thus triggering strong resistance and 
institutional and technical obstacles to an 
integrated and holistic approach to solve 
the situations; 

•  The "monopolies" of technical and 
institutional knowledge, “specialist” 
interventions, and the power of technical 
and institutional decision-making were 
questioned, which created relational 
disturbances between local institutions and 
residents; 

•  The effective participation of residents in 
the center of the governance process, put in 
cause the conventional technocratic model, 
whereby they are seen as responsible for 
the problems (instead of taking part in 
the solutions), objects of interventions 
(instead of subjects) and mere providers of 
information to the professionals (instead of 
active and valid actors); 

•  The practise of a Shared and 
Participatory Deontology forced the 
GCGA to debate about what truly 
is "Data Protection", questioning its 
formal aspects (which typically exclude 
the access to sensitive data by non-
professionals and informal groups), 
while at the same time, demonstrated 
the effective capacity of residents to 
safeguard this principle, while preserving 
the dignity of their neighbours.
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