Gambiagrupperna policy concerning key development issues, 2009
Adopted by the General Annual Meeting in 2009
(This is a revision of the policy adopted for one year by the General Annual Meeting in 2008)
Introduction
The following is a summary of policy concerning the key development issues for Gambiagrupperna / Future In Our Hands.
 
1. Poverty and human rights
2. Democracy
3. Gender
4. The environment and sustainable development
5. HIV / AIDS
6. Conflict
7. Education
Gambiagrupperna is a think tank and this policy document provides ideological guidance for the organization's activities. The policy document expresses the organization's values in key areas. To maintain the organization’s independent status and mandate, it is important that the policy is well known throughout Gambiagrupperna and that the policy is adhered to in ways that are transparent for the outside world.
The policy is based on the organization's purpose and tradition, analysis of current affairs and international agreements and documents, such as the UN declaration on human rights and freedoms.
The policy is established by the General Annual Meeting and is applicable throughout the entire organization and its activities in Sweden and in The Gambia. The Board of Directors (SOG), member groups in Sweden and the volunteers and other employees in The Gambia and in Sweden have a responsibility to make the policy well known among volunteers and employees working for the organization.
The aim of compliance with the policy is to build respect for Gambiagrupperna’s activities both in The Gambia and in Sweden.
The Board of Directors is responsible for revising the policy as necessary, so that it remains an up-to-date and active steering document for Gambiagrupperna.
 
The policy shall be available in English and Swedish and be used regularly for in-house training of employees, elected officials and members.
 
 1. Poverty and human rights
The situation in The Gambia:
Gambia is one of the world's poorest countries. Poverty includes the inability to meet basic needs and rights such as food, housing, clothing and education. People in rural and urban areas are unable to control their own lives. Inadequate education and capabilities mean that citizens cannot make demands upon the state to ensure that their needs are met. Around 60-70% of the rural population cannot read or write.
In rural areas, resources are extremely limited. The main way to make a living is through inefficient farming and there are very few employment opportunities. Infrastructure in the form of electricity, water, telephones and functioning roads are poorly developed and thus restrict people’s opportunities to participate in many of the decisions that affect their own lives. Urban poverty is expressed in different ways. In the towns there is major population growth, rising unemployment, high inflation, falling education standards and increasing corruption.
 
Gambiagrupperna’s beliefs / policy:
A lack of education consolidates poverty, while poverty is in itself a reason for the lack of education. The key to reducing poverty in The Gambia is to strengthen civil society by developing education, particularly in rural areas. A strong civil society with popular backing can make demands on the state and assert human rights. Through education and increased capabilities, people can exert greater influence and participate in decisions affecting their lives.
Resources are unevenly distributed in The Gambia, and Gambiagrupperna wishes to change this. Greater resources, along with empowerment and opportunities, need to be allocated to the countryside, to women, to young people and to those with little education.
Gambiagrupperna works to increase participation for those who often are excluded from society and who are discriminated against and prevented from exercising their legal rights.
Gambiagrupperna’s methods / strategy:
Gambiagrupperna operates primarily in rural areas of The Gambia to strengthen local grass roots organizations through education. Efforts aim to improve the current situation by establishing better conditions and increased capacity and increased opportunities.
The purpose of Gambiagrupperna’s projects is to increase the various grassroots organizations’ capacity and the level of education. This will enable citizens, individually and through their organizations, to increase their demands on the state and to improve their own situation concerning their basic needs.
The purpose of operations in Sweden is to give accurate information about the situation in The Gambia, discuss arrangements for aid that supports change, and promote greater accountability with respect to human freedoms and rights, as well as supporting a more equitable distribution of the earth's resources. The kind of work Gambiagrupperna is engaged in requires both a strong commitment to build public opinion in support of responsible and generous state aid from Sweden, and a willingness to provide financial aid to make up for aid not covered by funds from Sida.
 2. Democracy
The situation in The Gambia:
The Gambia is a young republic with a formal democratic system of governance, where the legislative, executive and judicial powers are separated. The country has a multiparty system and the ruling party, APRC (Alliance for Patriotic Reorientation and Construction) has a dominant position.
APRC has a strong influence even at the local level, where decisions in the villages follow the party line.
Although the legal system is well developed, there are difficulties in applying laws and conventions, particularly because of widespread corruption.
 
Gambiagrupperna’s beliefs / policy:
Democracy is a process and a movement. Democracy must be constantly fought for and developed, and nothing can be taken for granted. Democracy is a form of rule and a representative system, but it is also a belief in human worth and it is an ideal that Gambiagrupperna strives for. Power should reside as close to the people as possible. Democracy requires dedicated and responsible people involved in civic movements and political and trade union organizations. Democracy acknowledges everyone's right to be different.
Society is best developed when people are given the opportunity to interact as free and equal individuals, without superiority and inferiority, without class and gender differences and without discrimination based on ethnic background, disability, age or sexual orientation.
Gambiagrupperna believes that democracy in The Gambia can be developed through a sustained and systematic effort.
Gambiagrupperna aims to be a model for democratic aid. People must be able to read and write in order to participate actively in a democracy so that they can examine and evaluate what is happening in their country. We can achieve this goal by supporting village development with a focus on education.
Gambiagrupperna fully repudiates all forms of corruption. Corruption hampers and counteracts the development of democracy.
Gambiagrupperna’s methods/ strategy:
Democracy and participation shall underpin all work in The Gambia and Sweden.
Gambiagrupperna shall strive to be a multi-ethnic and multi-cultural organization based on the equality of all people, respect for each person's unique experience and knowledge. Gambiagrupperna shall be a place where discrimination does not occur.
Gambiagrupperna aims to be an important opinion-maker supporting human liberation by challenging prejudice, discrimination, ignorance and other restrictive perspectives.
We will support development of a democratic civil society in The Gambia by long-term work in the villages. Free and fair elections, freedom to form opinions and viewpoints should never be questioned by the organization and should be important elements of our projects. Gambiagrupperna will readily participate again as observers in a general election in The Gambia.
Corruption must not occur in connection with the organization and its activities. Attempts must not be made to obtain benefits for the organization or individual employees through economic means or other means in an unfair way. The members of sponsor groups who visit The Gambia are also covered by this policy.
Gambiagrupperna’s organization shall be fully transparent. All activities shall be documented and reported, including both practical activities and financial accounting. Decisions and information should be prepared, decided and communicated so that those who are active in the organization have opportunities to receive information and participate, irrespective of their mother tongue. The organization’s regulations, policies and objectives must be followed and they shall be revised regularly.
 3. Gender
 
The situation in The Gambia:
Women have the biggest workload in the household while also having a lower income. Decisions within the family and in the villages are taken almost exclusively by men. Educational levels for women are lower than for men, but an improvement is in sight. It is likely that The Gambia will attain the UN Millennium Development Goal 3 on gender equality in education by 2015.
Strong traditions of child marriage, polygamy, female circumcision and the division of labour between the sexes as well as lack of knowledge of human rights impede the development of gender equality. Another problem is violence against women in the form of beatings, rape and sexual harassment.
There are many women in high posts in state administration and the government recognizes the important role of women in the country's development.
 
Gambiagrupperna’s beliefs / policy:
All people are equal in value. No one shall be discriminated against because of gender or sexual orientation.
The position of women in society needs to be strengthened by giving them greater knowledge, self confidence, organizational skills and disposable income. This can be achieved through education and organization. It is therefore a core issue for Gambiagrupperna that girls in The Gambia receive education at all levels. School fees should be abolished at all levels and parents need more information so they know that both girls and boys should attend school.
If women at the local level can organize themselves and form their own grassroots organizations, prevailing structures can be changed. Both women and men need to be supported to reflect on and challenge current traditions and gender roles and to learn about the benefits of a fairer gender relationship between women and men.
Female circumcision, female genital mutilation, is a violation of human rights and a very serious violation of women.  Gambiagrupperna will consistently and actively support its policy and work to eliminate this tradition.
 
Gambiagrupperna methods / strategy:
Gambiagrupperna will work to strengthen the parts of civil society involved in women's rights and political influence. In the villages, Gambiagrupperna will support women who want to form their own organizations. Support will primarily be given through education in areas such as reading and writing, economics, organizational skills and management, income-generating activities, harmful cultural traditions and HIV / AIDS. If NGOs are present locally working for the above, Gambiagrupperna will work through them.
Gambiagrupperna welcomes men at work in the villages and being active in local organizations. The important thing for Gambiagrupperna is that the participating men clearly work to strengthen women's status and independence. In the work in the villages Gambiagrupperna shall include the villages' decision-makers, who are usually men, to prevent problems and confrontations.
Gambiagrupperna supports women's cooperatives that can provide income. Women often have trouble finding a market for their products. It is therefore important for Gambiagrupperna to offer a supporting role, as long as it is needed and desired by women's groups. The tourism industry in the country is an asset and Gambiagrupperna will work to assist women in reaching out to tourists and to people in Sweden and other countries. The various member groups in Sweden may use products that are produced by Gambian women's groups to boost financial collections.
 
In The Gambia and Sweden, it is important that gender equality permeates Gambiagrupperna’s activities.
In both The Gambia and Sweden, Gambiagrupperna's position on the issue of genital mutilation should be clearly stated in public debates and general information. 
 4. Environment and Sustainable Development
 
The situation in The Gambia:
In the Banjul Declaration the government of The Gambia recognized the need for environmental awareness and species conservation. Many environmental initiatives are now linked to the UN’s 7th Millennium Development goal. The key environmental issues are consumption of wood for fuel, increased use of petroleum products in power generation, transport, sustainable access to safe drinking water, inadequate sanitation, lack of knowledge about environmentally sustainable farming, soil erosion and the risk of depletion of the earth.
The government is trying to overcome the problem of drought and forest fires by transferring ownership of the forest to villages and thereby enhance public accountability.
Gambiagrupperna’s beliefs / policy:
Environmental sustainability is a global concern. All the work Gambiagrupperna performs should be characterized by environmental concern. Gambiagrupperna wants to spread environmental awareness and improve knowledge among both adults and children in The Gambia and Sweden.
Gambiagrupperna shall show that the technology, energy, etc. needed for the development of the country, and especially in the countryside, can incorporate environmentally sustainable solutions.
The environmental focus and environmental clubs at schools is an important element of quality in school work and contributes to maintaining and developing interest in developing countries among students in schools supported by Swedish aid.
The environment has become an increasingly relevant issue for Gambiagrupperna, which has resulted in a significant increase in Sida / Forum Syd's contributions to environmental projects.
Gambiagrupperna’s methods / strategy:
An important part of Gambiagrupperna's efforts should be the exchange of environmental knowledge between Swedish and Gambian students. Different campaigns are arranged, for example, on the theme of planting trees or waste and waste management. Gambiagrupperna shall follow the environmental club's work from the start of construction of a school and offer training days to encourage environmental awareness and increase knowledge.
Gambiagrupperna will encourage tree planting and school gardens through the training of regional teams that receive Gambiagrupperna’s educational, financial and substantive support. 
During the dry season, school gardens remain green, and solid fencing is required to keep cows, sheep and goats outside. Gambiagrupperna advocates natural fences such as thorny bushes instead of barbed wire that is both more expensive and may harm the animals.
Gambiagrupperna will encourage villagers to try new crops that are environmentally sustainable, such as Nerica rice.
Plastic bags are an environmental problem in communities and in nature. They disfigure the landscape, while cows, goats and sheep eat the plastic and get serious injuries. Gambiagrupperna will support women's cooperatives to produce products made of plastic bags.
Gambiagrupperna’s property in The Gambia will set good environmental standards through the use of solar and wind power as much as possible for energy.
Gambiagrupperna also wishes to set a good environmental example in Sweden. Transport via railway should always be our first choice. 
 
5. HIV / AIDS
 
The situation in The Gambia:
Compared with the rest of Africa, The Gambia has a low proportion of people infected with HIV. Official figures indicate 2-3% of the population have HIV. However, the number of infected people is increasing rapidly and heterosexual relations are the most common cause. Many people are not aware of how to protect themselves, such as remaining faithful to one partner, using a condom or abstinence, and both Muslim and Christian leaders oppose the use of condoms. The president of The Gambia is committed to a treatment program where he himself participates in the cure of HIV / AIDS, asthma, etc. using herbal medicines. Treatments are broadcast live on TV shows.
Gambiagrupperna’s beliefs / policy:
HIV / AIDS is a major threat to development in a country. The disease is fatal and affects the part of the population, people aged 20-45 years old, who account for a majority of gross domestic product (GDP). HIV / AIDS is closely linked with the development of democracy in a country. A country’s form of government and the HIV / AIDS epidemic often go hand in hand. In countries most affected by HIV / AIDS, democratic institutions are threatened as the epidemic spreads in all walks of life and expertise is lost, both by civil society organizations and the authorities.

In The Gambia, the most important way to limit the spread of disease is through education. Information and education about HIV / AIDS must be in suitable form for inclusion in all activities in all areas that Gambiagrupperna works with.
Gambiagrupperna believes that AIDS can be eradicated within a generation. The reason is the "Window of Hope", which shows that the proportion of individuals infected between the ages of 6-14 years is close to 0%. This age group is in primary school and through intensive education, the spread of infection can be stopped.
Gambiagrupperna does not have an opinion concerning the ability of herbal medicines to cure HIV / AIDS, but recommends that infected people seek treatment through ARVs.
People infected with HIV / AIDS should always be treated with respect. Gambiagrupperna shall distribute factual information about the disease, forms of infection and treatment methods, and thereby prevent prejudice, discrimination and unwarranted fear.
Gambiagrupperna’s methods / strategy:
All of Gambiagrupperna’s activities shall include information and education about how infection occurs and how people can protect themselves against infection. Abstinence, fidelity to a single partner and condom use are methods that should be addressed in education. In this work, Gambiagrupperna is not limited to HIV / AIDS but should also consider other sexually transmitted diseases. Teachers and others working from home, should be the priority target group for education. Education should be informative and consultative, with no element of criticism or value judgments about persons who are infected or ill. 
Gambiagrupperna’s own employees should receive training about the disease at least once a year.
The incidence of HIV / AIDS in The Gambia must be included in reporting to Sweden and in tourist information in The Gambia.
 
6. Conflict
The situation in The Gambia:
The Gambia is a multi-cultural society, comprising five main ethnic groups. Within the country, ethnic tension is limited, and peace and stability characterize everyday life. Relations between Christians and Muslims are very good and there is little or no discrimination based on religion. One effect of the stable and peaceful situation has been that many refugees from Senegal, Guinea Bissau, Sierra Leone and Liberia have entered the country. This in turn has strained The Gambia’s limited resources in health, water supply and schools.
The relationship with the only neighbouring country of Senegal is slightly strained, but there is little risk of an escalation in conflict. Unrest in the Cassenmance region of southern Senegal creates some turbulence around the border, where the army regularly patrol. No conflict exists at present, however.
Gambian society is greatly influenced by culture, traditions and values taken from the Islamic belief.
Gambiagrupperna’s beliefs / policy:
Gambiagrupperna shall work towards a better understanding of the cause of conflicts throughout the world. The organization does not take sides for or against individual parties in international or national conflicts, but believes that the only acceptable way to resolve a conflict is with a peaceful solution.
When discussing conflicts, Gambiagrupperna should stay with its fundamental belief in democracy and the equitable distribution of resources.
The peaceful atmosphere prevailing in The Gambia, with friendship between different ethnic groups and religions, is unique in the world, and Gambiagrupperna wants to show that The Gambia can set an example in the world that it is possible for different ethic and religious groups to live side by side with each other in peace. Gambiagrupperna’s commitment in The Gambia is based on respect for the conditions and circumstances that Gambian people face.
 
Gambiagrupperna’s methods / strategy:
In all its activities both in Sweden and The Gambia, Gambiagrupperna shall act to prevent the causes of conflict and promote a greater understanding between peoples with different ethnicity or religion. Information about different communities in The Gambia and the surrounding region should be included in activities in Sweden, at appointments, meetings and seminars. Staff in The Gambia should aim to keep members in Sweden informed of the situation in The Gambia and the surrounding region.
Swedish involvement in The Gambia includes many confrontations between the traditions and values of Western Europe / Sweden and their equivalent in West Africa. Work in The Gambia must be carried out with respect for Gambian traditions and Gambian conditions when addressing goals, development and the process of change. Gambiagrupperna should avoid making conditions in The Gambia appear exotic in presentation and information materials used in Sweden and for visitors from Sweden in Gambia. 

7. Education
The situation in The Gambia:
The school system in The Gambia is made up of 6 + 3 + 3 years. The government wants to give everyone free education for 6 years and girls free education for 9 years. Limited resources mean that parents must pay for food, school uniforms, stationery, etc., while teachers must work a double shift in schools, which significantly lowers the quality of teaching.
64% of children attend school in grades 1-6 and a large proportion of students fail to achieve the required standard. The predominant method of teaching is reading in chorus and the reading of facts, with no or little understanding. More than a quarter of teachers are not qualified as teachers and there is no effective system of teacher training.
Recruitment and placement of teachers and principals is centralized and staff have little opportunity to influence their own work situation which may lead to poor motivation and high staff turnover.
 
Gambiagrupperna’s beliefs / policy:
Education provides the key opportunity for people to influence and improve their situation. Gambiagrupperna works to give everyone a basic education and the possibility to master the English language well enough to be able to express themselves in speech and writing, and to acquire knowledge from books and other sources.
Education is the investment that yields the greatest "return" in the UN millennium goals. Commitment to education at all levels and in all forms is therefore necessary to reduce poverty. Quality goes hand in hand with quantity in this endeavour.
The Dakar goals and the Education For All (EFA) declaration should be the focus of Gambiagrupperna's work. The goals can be achieved only in cooperation with authorities, NGOs and grassroots organizations.
Gambiagrupperna’s methods / strategy:
Gambiagrupperna works mainly in basic education in collaboration with local authorities, local NGOs and with parents' associations in the villages (PTA).
Good school facilities increase the quality of teaching and mean that more people will send their children to school. Gambiagrupperna’s goal is that everyone should have access to a school within reasonable distance from home. The aim is to establish school buildings with basic classroom equipment, school kitchen and toilets.
To increase the quality of teaching, Gambiagrupperna supports teacher training. Gambiagrupperna is acquiring knowledge about the conditions, methods and possible local resources. In cooperation with the Ministry of Education, education regions and EFA, we want to create a permanent organization for further education of practicing teachers and school leaders.
Opportunities for children to attend school lie very much in women's hands. We are committed to educating women so that they have a greater understanding of the importance of education for their own children. Support for school gardens helps to improve opportunities to serve lunch at school and offers an incentive to send children to school.
Gambiagrupperna runs an environmental programme to improve environmental knowledge and increase commitment to the environment, through environmental clubs in schools. The training programme also covers representatives from the villages, parents association and other key people
By supporting the parents' associations to expand their capacity and expertise, Gambiagrupperna aims to help them to take greater responsibility for village development. When teachers and principals live only temporarily in the villages their motivation to work for development in the village is often limited. Transferring some duties from school staff to the PTA would lead to improved education.
In the work in Sweden, it is important to highlight the importance of education and the development of civil society and its impact on reducing poverty. This may include debating as well as providing information.
