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Are You in or Out? Exploring Reasons for Community Involvement in the NRPAP in 
Brazil 

 
Introduction and Background  

Images of urban ghettos (or favelas in Portuguese) and the plight of the working poor 

in cities are a very visible form of poverty. However, the Northeast of Brazil, which has 

some 12 million rural inhabitants living in poverty1, seems to escape from general notions of 

poverty and destitution. Rural poverty may be less visible, but in many ways it is more 

devastating. My research will focus on the question of why certain rural communities choose 

to participate in development efforts.    

Rural poverty differs from urban poverty in that there are fewer opportunities for 

development, a limited tax base, insufficient resources for mobilization, and, usually, an 

agriculturally based economy2. As such, development efforts in rural areas are often difficult 

and require special considerations in order to be successful. The Northeast Rural 

Development Program (NRDP), which was implemented in Brazil in the early 90’s, has 

shown that decentralization and participation of the community is necessary for the success 

of development efforts3 and specifically that, “Participation is expected to ensure that 

projects are better designed, benefits better targeted, project inputs delivered in a more cost 

effective and timely manner, and that project benefits are distributed more equitably and 

with smaller leakages due to corruption and other rent-seeking activity”4. After the NRDP 

the Northeast Rural Poverty Alleviation Program (NRPAP) was created, which has largely 

the same goals at the NRDP but applies what has been learned from earlier efforts. The 

World Bank funds the NRPAP, and 93% of the funds go to “community sub-projects” 

                                                
1 Van Zyl 
2 Parker 
3 Van Zyl 
4 Mansuri and Rao, 8 
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which are small-scale investments that are maintained and operated by the communities and 

can be classified as infrastructure, social, or productive5. Studies on the effectiveness of the 

NRPAP have shown that there is an over-concentration of sub-projects in certain 

communities and an absence of them in others6, and through my research I will explore why. 

I feel that if we can understand what motivates communities to participate in development 

efforts, more will participate in the future.   

 

Research Question 

 Most research on rural development has focused on the successes and failures of its 

efforts. Researchers have questioned what makes a successful rural development effort and 

what can cause setbacks or failures. However, now that the aspects that make development 

successful have been identified, there has not been much research into these areas in the 

communities specifically. For example, we know that community involvement makes 

development projects more successful and sustainable, but we do not know why this is true 

or how to increase community involvement in these instances.  

 Through my research, I will investigate the influences of community involvement in 

regards to rural development, and to the Northeast Rural Poverty Alleviation Program 

specifically. Why do certain NGOs and communities participate in the community sub-

projects of the NRPAP, and why do others abstain? What aspects of sub-projects make 

them appealing or unappealing to community members and local NGOs? Are some types of 

sub-projects more popular than other types? If so, what kind and why? How can we find 

ways to identify which sub-projects will garner the most local participation and be the most 

helpful for its beneficiaries? 

                                                
5 Quinn 
6 Quinn 
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Methodologies 

 Due to the nature of the School for International Training’s programs, my research 

will take place over three months, with the majority of the work being done in the last 

month of the program. The first two months of the program I will spend time getting 

contacts for interviews. I will find some contacts through the Program Director of my 

program within SIT, and others I will contact on my own. I will search for contacts that are 

both leaders and facilitators of the sub-projects, as well as individual community members 

and members of the NGOs that are/are not involved in the projects to get a different point 

of view.  

 During my three month stay in Fortaleza I will conduct interviews with NGOs and 

community members that are involved in NRPAP sub-projects, as well as with NGOs and 

community members in areas where sub-projects are scarce or non-existent. Interviews will 

focus on why individuals and NGOs chose to participate or not participate in the sub-

projects offered by the NRPAP. Example questions might include, “What attracted you to 

the idea of sub-projects?” or conversely, “What aspect(s) of the sub-projects made you 

decide not to participate in them and what could be changed that would persuade you to 

participate?” Interview questions will differ based on whether the subject is involved or not 

involved in sub-projects, and questions will be built largely off of initial responses. For 

example, if a subject indicated that they did not participate because of a project not being 

decentralized enough, follow-up questions would include, “How much decentralization is 

needed for your participation?, Why is it important to you that the sub-projects are 

decentralized? What problems does it create for you that they are not more so?”. 
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 The interview data will be analyzed qualitatively. I will look for patterns in the 

interview answers that indicate what influences community participation/involvement in 

these sub-projects. I will especially be looking for negative and positive aspects of the sub-

projects that the community identifies that are not cited as reasons for failure or success 

within the current literature. My hope is that the information provided in these answers will 

help to increase community involvement in the future, as well as make sub-projects more 

successful and sustainable.      

 

Related Previous Experience  

I have taken many courses that have prepared me to undertake my research which 

include: Introduction to Latino Studies, Community Development, and Introduction to 

Social Policy. Additionally, I have a two-year college equivalency of Portuguese and have 

taken six credits of intensive Portuguese study at Northwestern. I also have experience 

conducting both short and in-depth interviews from three classes in the School of Education 

and Social Policy. I hope to turn this research into a senior honors thesis in the School of 

Education and Social Policy and hope to continue research on this topic, or related topics, 

through study abroad in the spring of my senior year.  
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Budget 
 
Travel: 
Bus transportation to rural areas in and around Ceara   $250.00 
 
Equipment: 
Tape recorder with built-in microphone    $40.00 
2 packs of cassette tapes for recording     $20.00 
 
Misc: 
Gifts for interview subjects      $75.00 
Internet at $3.00 an hour      $75.00  
Printing        $35.00 
 
Total:         $495.00 
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Addendum 
 
I have contacted my program director, Bill Calhoun, about finding an advisor for my 
research. Each student in the SIT program is given an individual advisor for their research 
and I am in the process of finding one based on the names given to me by the program 
director. Before I leave for Brazil I will also read “Pedagogy of the Oppressed” by Paulo 
Freire and “The Open Veins of Latin America” by Eduardo Galeano. I plan to do this 
research abroad as my independent study project (ISP), which is a required component of 
the SIT program. After I return from studying abroad, I hope to be able to publish my 
research. Additionally, I plan on turning my research into a senior thesis for the School of 
Education and Social Policy and possibly study abroad again in the spring of my senior year 
to conduct research on a related topic.  
 
The Study Abroad Office has permission to post my proposal on their Web site and to use it 
in future SARP programs or other programs or courses related to study abroad.  
 
Carrie Hall 
June 4, 2007 
 
 
 

 

 
 

 


