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With the aim of minimising the differences between disabled people and others,  the United Nations developed a manual on “self-help organisations of disabled persons” in 1991. Similar guidelines have also been produced by different organisations such as Action on Disability and Development, UK, and Rural Development Bank, Nepal. This paper for rehabilitation development workers, will focus on  self-help groups  of disabled people by using local resources available in the community. 

Establishment Of Self-help Groups Of Disabled People 

Step 1: Community or village entry

The  role of the rehabilitation development worker is to inform the community and disabled people about the concept of self-help groups and encourage them to form a self-help group in their community. Once discussions have taken place, and all concerned have decided to form a self-help group, the group should approach the community executives for further action. Elected executives are the key people of the community; therefore they should be contacted from the beginning. In the meeting with the community executives, the aims, plans and activities of the group should be discussed and agreed upon. Only after agreement by the two parties should the formation of the self-help groups begin.

Step 2: Data collection of disabled people 

Data can be collected in an informal way, by contacting key people in the village. Since the community executives know their community well, and know where disabled people live, it may not be difficult for them to identify persons with a disability. A forum that includes disabled people, community development workers, volunteers, social workers, health personnel and rehabilitation workers can decide the level and types of disability of each individual, and categorise them according to their impairments or disability. After collecting the statistics, all the disabled people  should be called to a mass meeting in an accessible place. As much as possible, the village chairman, ward members, teachers, health staff, agricultural workers, volunteers,  and social  workers should also be invited to attend this meeting. Only after discussing the aims and objectives, can a self-help group be formed.

Step 3: Identification of the target group

After formation of the group, all group members should participate in identifying the target group. There are different types of disabilities, that can be categorised  into 5 main types, namely, 1) blind people  2) deaf  people 3) people with learning disabilities  (here the parents must be involved) 4) physically disabled people and 5) people with multiple disabilities.

Step 4: Formation of self-help groups of disabled people

The process of forming a  self-help group may vary according to the local situation and need. After collecting the statistical data, the situation of individual disabled people should be analysed carefully. Groups of  a reasonable number of people should be formed, taking into account road conditions and severity, individual characteristics, group size and effectiveness. A guideline could be that people should not travel for more than half an hour to a group meeting. If there are more than 5 people in the group, there may be difficulties with planning, decision-making and travelling. If there are more than 5 members in a small geographical area, another group should be formed.  In very remote areas, less than 5 people can make a group and even half an hour’s travel may be viewed as too far for some disabled people. There are no hard and fast rules for distance. The meeting place should be accessible to all members so that they can meet and discuss their business. 

Each group should have a co-ordinator or leader. Age, sex, race, religion or the type of  disability should not restrict group membership. Those who have the experience and interest in helping in  rehabilitation can be asked to form an advisory group. In forming self-help groups and advisory groups, advice can be taken from other organisations with previous experience. Such organisations can also be encouraged to assist in the formation of other self-help groups in their own working area.

Strengthening Self-help Groups Of Disabled People

Step 5 : Meeting  

The  first meeting is an important process.  Normally there should be many interactions, discussion (both positive and negative), and a conclusion made during the meeting.  Formal meetings are usually held once a month to formalise decisions by passing the minutes of the meetings. Sometimes, self-help groups can meet in informal ways too. To run this process effectively, all members’ opinions should be taken into account at all times, and therefore all members should be called for all meetings.

Meeting procedure

The secretary should consult the co-ordinator and then clearly inform the members about the date, time, place and agenda of the regular meetings. The time that is suitable for all members must be considered. The meeting should not be started until all the members are present.  Points to be included in ‘any other business’ should be collected before the meeting starts.  Once these points are collected and the meeting starts, no other points should be considered.

The collected points should be dealt with one by one, and the person raising the points should have a chance to explain them, while other members give their views later. The chairperson should have the freedom to prioritise the  agenda.

Normally, for financial matters agreement from all the members is necessary, to avoid conflicts at a later date. For other matters, 51% agreement will be sufficient. The minutes of the meeting should be correctly recorded for future reference.  At the end of the meeting, the secretary should read the minutes and if all are in agreement, they should be signed by all present. Executive members such as the chairperson, treasurer and secretary should be chosen by group members.  This executive body decides about monthly savings, loan repayment and selection of applications. Extra ordinary meeting should be arranged if necessary. 

Factors influencing the good running of the meeting

•
The meeting place should be accessible for disabled people.

•
The meeting place should be comfortable.

•
The timing of the meeting should be suitable for all.

•
Unacceptable language should be forbidden.

Step 6:  Self-help group activities

After formation of the group, all group members should participate in the following tasks/activities.

6.1 Awareness raising

The first task of the group is to raise awareness among the general public, the government and disabled people themselves, by informing, publicising, discussing and sensitising.

6.2 Needs assessment

The needs of all members of the group, their status in society, potential in their family and so on, has to be analysed carefully through interviews and observations.

6.3 Confidence building

Disabled people  have to become confident about their potential to change and have to be encouraged by sharing experiences, observations,  endorsements, conscientisation,  sensitisation, and disseminating information.

6.4 Training

Once the needs of individual members are identified, training for them has to be arranged through discussions, skills transfer, seminars, coaching, and field trips.

6.5 Motivation

All members should be aware of the aims of the group, what the group is, what its objectives and policies are. Members themselves should be able to motivate the community. If they are confident of the group aims, objectives and policies, they will be able to perform their task effectively.

They should know who the disabled/ disadvantaged are, what their physical, economic and social situation is, and what problems they face. They should also know what action is being taken by the government or NGOs, in this regard. These questions have to be examined carefully and discussed by  all concerned.

6.6 Developing group Rules, Policies and Principles

Disabled people are usually neglected by themselves and  also by their families, neighbours and community. Groups must take appropriate action to gain their rights, dignity and social security. National policies should be kept in mind when developing the group’s policies and rules.

6.7 Establishment  of savings and credit scheme

What is savings?

From the money earned today, a person can put aside some money for tomorrow, or next week.   This is saving. This system has been employed from very old times. 

Group saving

A self-help group collects funds by collecting monthly savings from the members and group activities. For development and sustainability of the organisation, a group fund is essential. After people get involved in an economic activity, they will also be involved in the self-help group for a long period of time. This is important for sustainable inclusion and economic development of the disabled people.

Loan

For  economic activities,  savings, grants, and loans are needed.  A loan is an amount that can be taken from the bank for a certain period of time at a certain interest rate. Normally, people deposit capital as collateral assets in order to receive a loan. Loans are available everywhere to fulfil peoples’ needs. A loan can be short or long term. A short term loan is preferred for a self-help group because it has some advantages, such as easy availability for  income earning activity such as a business, for employment oriented activity such as training, for emergency medical treatment, or other disasters and for social or religious purposes such as marriages or funerals.

Loan repayment

This involves returning the money into the group account according to pre-arranged conditions. The group’s aim is not only to earn money from the interest, but also to provide support to the members.

Interest rate

Interest is the negotiated amount of money, which must be paid by the borrower to the lender on top of the principal loan, before a certain date. It is fixed by an agreement between both parties. The group can decide the interest rate during their meeting, before lending any amount.

6.8 Drawing up an action plan

It must be based on the ideas and hopes of group members, along with the  available technical and managerial knowledge, and practical experience. The action plan of each individual member in the group should be discussed and drawn up in the group. The advantage of this process is the  maximum involvement of all members.

6.9 Involvement in social activities

Self-help groups can take part in social services such as services for  individuals, groups or the community. Group members can also be involved in village development activities such as meetings, road construction/repair, school committees, health programmes, drinking water provision, agricultural development, forest development, industries and so on. In this way disabled people can gain respect and contribute their resources to the community. Disabled people can also be involved in the cultural activities in the community.

6.10 Networking

Groups can collect information on government welfare policies, and help develop co-operation between different sectors.

6.11 Problem solving

Groups often face problems which affect efficient running of the group because of lack of communication, or conflict. An analysis of what went wrong, how it happened and how it can be changed to prevent it from recurring, is important. It is important to 1)identify and understand the problems, 2)to suggest ways of solving the problems, 3) evaluate the suggestions, 4) choose the solutions that will best solve the problem, 5) make an action plan for carrying out the solutions, 6) implement  the action plan, and 7) assess the result of the action plan.

Conclusion
Disabled people will benefit greatly from their own self-help groups as  bank and private lenders are often beyond the reach of the individual. Therefore inclusion into self-help groups and a savings and credit scheme is very useful for disabled people. However, review of literature shows that it is difficult to include people with learning disabilities into the groups, hence in these cases, the  families or parents can take part in the group.
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