
CHAPTER 

Social and Technical Integration

Introduction

The Pakistan Earthquake Reconstruction and Recovery Project worked to in-
tegrate the sociocultural and technical matters, bringing together the main 
actors: the local people, social mobilizers, project engineers, and contrac-
tors. This was especially important to undertake, as diff erences and confl ict 
frequently had major negative eff ects in this general disaster reconstruction 
scene. Figuring out how to get cooperation would reduce losses and allow 
PERRP’s reconstruction to be completed in a timely manner so that the 
urgently needed educational and health facilities could operate again.

Eff orts for integration of the technical and social disciplines not only 
helped in moving each building along on schedule—such eff orts were 
also related to main principles of disaster risk reduction, which posit that 
disaster reconstruction needs to be about more than physical rebuilding: 
“Although short-term needs may be fulfi lled by reconstruction projects 
sponsored by governments or by donor agencies, the real success of re-
construction is determined by the extent to which reconstruction consid-
ers and infl uences the contextual parameters that create vulnerability of 
the impacted communities in the long term” (Jigyasu ). PERRP’s social 
program was designed around these kinds of contextual parameters, es-
pecially the area’s highly stratifi ed social structure comprising diff erent 
social groups who normally did not work together and among whom the 
risk of confl ict was high. PERRP worked to integrate the social and techni-
cal staff  who worked for the project and the steps they took to get design 
and construction done. The processes chosen also helped integrate the 
people of the diff ering social groups, often for the fi rst time, at least over 
the limited time span of the project.

This chapter examines how the integration was tackled, with content 
presented in four parts:

• Part  introduces the coordinated technical and social steps selected
to carry out all the work before, during, and after construction.
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• Part  provides specifi c details about the project’s community par-
ticipation and how it was decided by the social team, in consultation
with project engineers.

• Part  is about the procedural tools and training developed for the
social and technical staff  to understand each other’s roles and coor-
dinate their work.

• Part  addresses relationship building: what it took for technical and
social specialists to work together eff ectively so that community
participation could be brought into such a project. It is a look at the
rarely considered subject of the challenges and benefi ts of technical
and social specialists working together, and at the factors that sup-
port this collaboration.

Part : Coordinated Social and Technical Steps

Given the scale of PERRP construction and the limited project time, coordi-
nation and integration of the elements was essential. The project involved 
thousands of people spread over several hundred square miles, at seventy-
seven construction sites, all running simultaneously but at various stages 
over an average time of about three years at each site. With such a large 
audience in so many public locations it was important for all project staff  
to be consistent, to sing the same song, to be reading from the same page.

To start this coordination and integration the social team needed to 
understand more about what design and construction managers would 
do and how construction would be organized, and to then assess how 
the community could actually help. From meetings with the responsible 
project engineers a clear picture emerged of this design and construc-
tion’s sequence of work and its critical path. From this discussion, we 
created a list of the main steps the project would need to take—before, 
during, and after construction. This list is available as table . . The right-
hand column shows the main steps that would be taken by the engineers 
to manage construction, starting with environmental and rapid technical 
assessments and ending with issuing completion certifi cates for the one-
year defects liability period.

Table .  shows the skeleton of activity throughout the project. It was 
used as a checklist by the social mobilizers and construction managers, as 
a reminder of what came next and, for monitoring the social program, of 
what progress had been made (see table . , Monitoring—Social Steps 
Tracking Chart).

The left-hand column in table .  lists the social or community partic-
ipation steps taken. According to the main technical steps to be taken, 
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Table . . PERRP’s Step-by-Step Process. 

Social Steps
(Community Participation)

Technical Steps
(Design and Construction)

Each of the below social steps are described in detail in the following pages. See also table .  
for how the social steps were monitored. 

Stage : Before Construction 

 .  Rapid social assessment
 .  Introductory meetings
 .  Public meetings, willingness resolution, 

and partnership formation
 .  Committee formation
 .  Communication protocol and grievance 

procedures
 .  Settlement of land issues
 .  Arrangement of land for temporary 

setup
 .  Committee input on design
 .  Committee hosts contractors’ pre-bid 

visit

 .  Environmental and technical assessment
 .  Approval from USAID of design budget
 .  Topographical survey and soil testing
 .  Solicitation for design contractor
 .  Approval of design contractor from 

USAID
 .  Preparation and approval of design
 .  Prequalifi cation of construction 

contractors
 .  Solicitation of construction contractors
 .  USAID approval of construction budget

.  USAID approval of construction 
contractor 

Stage : At the Start of and During Construction 

.  Contractor briefi ng on social 
component

.  Contractor-committee agreement 
made

.  Construction launch event

.  Relocation to temporary site

.  Construction workers’ code of conduct

.  First management and maintenance 
plan

.  Committee capacity building

.  Exit plan developed with committees.

.  Second management and maintenance 
plan

.  Basic operation and maintenance 
training 

.  Award of construction contract

.  Contractor preconstruction meeting 

.  Notice to proceed

.  Routine inspections and quality 
assurance

.  Health, safety, and environmental 
compliance

.  Scheduling and cost control

.  Contract administration

.  Progress review meetings

.  Prefi nal inspection

.  Punch list items 

Stage : End of Construction 

.  Committee participation in fi nal 
inspection

.  Public handover and inauguration

.  Contractor cleanup and restorations 
as agreed

.  Exit from community, continuation of 
committees 

.  Committee monitors for liability 
defects

.  Final inspection

.  Substantial completion certifi cate

.  Operation and maintenance (O&M) 
training

.  Removal of temporary facilities

.  Handing over of building to owner

.  Contractor one-year defects liability 
period

.  Completion certifi cates issued

Note: In this table, as elsewhere in the book, “contractor” refers to the local companies hired to 
carry out design and construction with supervision by the implementing agency, CDM Smith.
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the social steps were decided: what could be done by the social team and 
committees to support the technical steps in each stage of the project? 
The committee support was to be provided in several ways, from prevent-
ing and solving community-related confl ict and other problems to helping 
develop member and organizational capacities. As shown, the social or 
participation process was set out in twenty-four main steps, starting with 
rapid social assessments in each location and ending with the committee 
having a role in the contractor’s defects liability period. Following is a de-
tailed explanation of each of the twenty-four social steps.

Part : Community Participation in PERRP—
The Step-by-Step Process

Stage : Before Construction

. Rapid Social Assessment
Along with a rapid technical assessment by project engineers, which was 
conducted to determine which schools or health units were technically 
feasible for this project to build, the social team carried out a rapid so-
cial assessment to determine if there were any strong social reasons for 
or against building there. Some of PERRP’s social assessment criteria in-
cluded: Had the school been fully functional before the disaster? Was it 
operating now? Were there any land issues? Did the school have a func-
tioning community-based organization that could work with the project? 
Was there any confl ict?

. Introductory Meetings
Once a school location was deemed technically feasible for PERRP to 
construct, the social team began introductory meetings with the head 
teachers and respected, infl uential people, as detailed in the fi rst part of 
chapter . After further discussion, the fi rst public meetings were called, 
beginning the wider participation.

. Public Meetings, Willingness Resolution, and Partnership Formation
At the fi rst public meeting at each location, which was usually attended 
by a few hundred people, the social team informed the community about 
the potential project to rebuild their school or health facility. We explained 
that the government had requested this construction and that the do-
nor was willing to pay for the design and construction, but that going 
ahead with the project would depend on community interest and their 
willingness to participate and contribute. In short, we explained that we 
would like to form a partnership, where both partners—the community 
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and PERRP—would have demanding responsibilities. In this partnership, 
PERRP would take responsibility to build the new building, but since there 
were no functioning community-based organizations, the community 
needed to form a committee to carry out a long list of duties—notably, 
to help the construction process, keep it on schedule, and prevent it from 
causing problems for the local people. The partnership was also off ered 
on the condition that land issues, if any, were settled before PERRP would 
take any further steps for design or construction.

In regions where construction and contractors often have a negative 
reputation, and where construction is often associated with trouble, loss, 
and confl ict, the fi rst public meeting was also an opportunity to start 
talking about working together and preventing confl ict (as related in the 
anecdote “Introducing Grievance Procedures,” page ). For many, it 
was possibly the fi rst time that they heard, in public, that their complaints 
would be addressed, along with the planned process for doing so. They 
were introduced to the communication protocol with the grievance pro-
cedures, and they were informed that the use of these procedures could 
prevent confl ict and should reduce the need for court cases.

After we answered audience questions, they voted with a show of 
hands. Did the audience members agree to take on such a partnership, 
form a committee, participate in the project, settle land issues expedi-

Figure . . Voting on a Willingness Resolution. To form a partnership with the PERRP 
project, community members in each location voted, making a formal Willingness 
Resolution to form a committee and participate, . © Zia Ahmed.
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tiously, and carry out many other volunteer duties? In every case, the an-
swer was an enthusiastic “yes.”

At this point, community members were asked to write a simple will-
ingness resolution that formally invited and requested PERRP to proceed, 
and to state their willingness to accept the duties that were assigned. 
With this agreement between the project and community, the partnership 
was formed. Such willingness resolutions have become customary among 
NGOs working in diff erent fi elds in the region, as implementing agencies 
have learned to avoid assuming that help from outside—or help from par-
ticular sources—is welcomed by all. Some reconstruction projects have 
also learned to make sure that community representatives issue a formal 
invitation and request to work in the community to show the project is 
not being imposed. This written resolution was kept by the project and 
committee as part of meeting minutes and other documentation.

. Committee Formation
At this fi rst public meeting, those in attendance—who often numbered in 
the hundreds—were requested to ask people to form a committee that 
would work with PERRP, choosing only members that fi t criteria estab-
lished in earlier introductory meetings with key community members, as 
discussed on page . The process for committee formation applied in 
both AJ&K and KP province, with one exception. According to the gov-
ernment guidelines, girls’ schools in KP province had women-only Par-
ent Teacher Councils, in accordance with the customs of purdah. In those 
cases, a separate committee of men formed based on the same criteria to 
advise the Parent Teacher Councils and work directly with the project for 
construction.

. Communication Protocol with Grievance Procedures
To coordinate the social and technical aspects of work and prevent con-
fl ict, the social team introduced the project’s communication protocol, 
which applied to the committee, community members, contractors, and 
all project social and technical staff . This important management tool is 
discussed later in this chapter. One of the committee’s key responsibilities 
was to help prevent and resolve construction-related confl ict. As some of 
the committee members were elders or other prominent people whom 
the community relied on for dispute resolution, this responsibility was 
highlighted in the fi rst public meeting. PERRP built on communities’ dis-
pute-solving traditions, adding new tools to prevent and deal with com-
plaints and confl ict, such as the communication protocol with its grievance 
procedures, written agreements, a code of conduct, and other measures 
discussed later in this chapter.
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. Settlement of Land Issues
Issues about land ownership can be a signifi cant risk in construction at any 
time and, as discussed in chapter , they were one of the reasons for long 
delays in other projects in this disaster reconstruction. It is common that 
diff erences over land lead to confl ict and violence, as well as to court cases 
that are pursued either for valid reasons or for retribution. These are some 
of the many ways that power is used or misused by individuals, families, 
or groups who oppose each other, creating situations that have lasted for 
years or even decades.

Foreseeing land issues as one of the main things that could go wrong in 
this project, PERRP made a condition with communities that they would 
settle any disputes over land before design or construction would pro-
ceed. Since committee members were respected, infl uential people with 
strong capacities for problem-solving, they were given this task as their 
fi rst major challenge. PERRP off ered a fair, transparent, participatory pro-
cess to help settle the land issues, enabling the people themselves to 
settle them.

Despite the patwari culture and the reputation for corruption in the 
land revenue system, these locally based government offi  ces and offi  -
cials are the authorities, and settling land issues in PERRP could not be 
achieved without them. To establish the cooperation needed for a fair and 
transparent process, the social team worked fi rst on getting the buy-in 
and support of the district’s highest administrator, the Deputy Commis-
sioner (DC) or District Coordination Offi  cer (DCO). Meetings were held 
with the DC or DCO to introduce the project, and have them direct the 
Revenue Department to assist as needed on the ground. PERRP then had 
the Revenue Department agree that no fees would be paid by anyone for 
any reason for their service. Other preparations for the day of the patwari 
survey at each site included an open invitation for any community mem-
bers interested to attend and witness the survey.

Since many years earlier the government had purchased the land on 
which PERRP would construct high schools and health facilities, the most 
common land issue was about exact property boundary lines. Each school 
or health facility needed to provide PERRP with copies of their ownership 
or mutation documents, as well as the original cadastral survey map show-
ing the land boundaries, but almost none had these documents on-site 
and instead had to search for them in faraway government offi  ces. Even if 
it was claimed that there were no land issues, the same process was con-
ducted to verify this claim.

On the day of the patwari survey—which took place on the prospective 
construction site with a small crowd attending as observers and informal 
witnesses—PERRP’s social team and committee members facilitated a 
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discussion among adjoining landowners and government offi  cials or their 
authorized representatives. Participants were informed that:

• discussions and agreements to solve the land issue must be public 
(with no separate or private negotiations), so that it would be public 
information with many witnesses

• as a result of the agreement made in public at this event, the Rev-
enue Department and patwari would formalize the agreement and 
promptly issue the renewed or revised legal documents

• no money was to change hands for any reason
• whatever would be agreed on in the meeting would be binding, ac-

cording to local custom
• negotiation was between the landowners, not between the land-

owners and the project, as this was their land and school or health 
facility at stake

• if any landowner would not cooperate or made unreasonable de-
mands to settle a land issue that could aff ect the design or construc-
tion of a new facility (as assessed by project construction engineers 
also attending), it was up to community leaders and members to 
persuade settlement on the spot, without delay.

Using the original documents, local knowledge, and debate, participants 
compared the boundaries in the documents with what the boundaries 
were understood to be today. In most cases, the boundaries had never 
been demarcated on the ground and were only noted on the rough hand-
drawn map made decades earlier, or remembered in relation to natural 
features, such as “from that big rock to that big rock” or “to that point of 
land.” The patwari conducted a new cadastral survey on the spot, marking 
out the boundary lines according to the fi nal agreement. As an innovation 
within this process, community members watched and helped the patwari 
install pegs in the ground to show the boundary line according to what 
had been agreed on, often for the fi rst time. As they had participated in 
making the decisions about the boundary rather than having decisions 
imposed on them, as is normally the case, they protected the pegs until 
the end of construction. In contrast, when decisions are imposed, pegs are 
often removed in protest.

By the end of this one day, all paperwork was completed and signed 
on the spot, or taken back to the Revenue Department. As settling land 
issues in Pakistan can often take years, doing it in only one day created a 
celebratory mood and an excitement that design and construction would 
proceed. For the community members, forming a representative com-
mittee had been their fi rst big achievement, but the transparent process 
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off ered by PERRP helped them quickly settle land issues, which proved to 
be highly motivating in taking the next steps.

Within a few days, the patwari’s offi  ce issued the new survey and other 
legal documents, and for the fi rst time ever, copies of these documents 
were provided to the school or health facility to keep for their own ref-
erence. Some head teachers remarked that this alone was of value, as 
having documents on-site would help them argue against future cases of 
encroachment or other intrusions on school land. At times, even govern-
ment offi  cials expressed surprise with how well this process worked.

. Arrangement of Land for Temporary Setup
In order for construction to start, the rubble of the destroyed building 
needed to be cleared away. Teachers and students were attending class 
either in remaining dangerous buildings or outdoors on the same land, 
sometimes sitting on the stones from the old building or on damaged 
furniture. Patients were visiting health clinics in the same condition as 
schools. For construction to be underway, the students, teachers, pa-
tients, and health staff  had to be relocated. But to where?

For this purpose, the third challenge given to the committee was to 
arrange a loan of land for a temporary school or health unit site for up 
to two years. On this land, PERRP would install a temporary tent school 
or clinic for use during construction of the new building—and for such 
large tents, fl at land was needed. This loan was often diffi  cult for them 
to achieve, as such land was needed for crops and other productive pur-
poses; in this mountainous region, fl at land was scarce and precious. How-
ever, somewhat buoyed by the early success of settling land issues, local 
inhabitants also succeeded at this assignment. In every location, commit-
tee members convinced someone to forfeit their land and crop for a few 
growing seasons so that the tent facilities could be put there. Moreover, 
most of the owners donated the use of the land with no charges, prodded 
to do so by committee members. In a couple of cases where land was not 
available for free, committee members—at their own initiative—paid the 
rent out of their own pockets or secured other donations for it. These 
donations had not been suggested by the project, but instead were ini-
tiated by the committee members who chose to ask fellow community 
members to contribute. The courage it took to do this, and to succeed at 
it, formed the basis for future initiatives, especially the Library Challenge, 
during which the schools were led to put together their fi rst-ever libraries 
(see chapter ).

This process worked because the committee members took their re-
sponsibilities seriously and were anxious and enthusiastic to get a school 
built. Few other reconstruction projects were off ering a temporary place 
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to continue classes. As expressed at the time, land was lent as a gesture of 
gratitude for the new school.

. Committee Input on Design
The design of the new buildings was driven by many factors, but part of 
the participatory process was to get community and end user input. This 
not only increased buy-in but also helped to prevent costly mistakes and 
save time. Details of this process are outlined in chapter .

. Committee Hosting of Contractor’s Prebid Visit
As normally there is no relationship between contractors and commu-
nity members—or there is only an adversarial relationship—PERRP took 
early steps to prevent confl ict by putting the committee into an unusual 
position of power: because they were prepared, they had more power. 
As part of PERRP’s tendering process, a mandatory prebid site visit was 
held in each community and was attended by all representatives of the 
shortlisted construction companies. By this point, the local committee had 
been functioning for months and was well organized. To show contrac-
tors that this project and this community were going to be quite diff erent 
from those at other places they had done construction—places where 
communities are not organized or involved at all—PERRP had each com-
mittee host the shortlisted contractors. This friendly visit showed that the 
committee was in charge for the community, and that its members would 
be of unusual help to the contractor. PERRP engineers and committee 
members walked company representatives around the site and surround-
ings, pointing out the technical considerations and giving general ideas 
about the availability of land, water, and electricity. Such preliminary steps 
helped establish friendly relations between the community and whoever 
won the contract.

Stage : At Start of and During Construction

By the time construction was ready to start, the social program was well 
established, and the communities were well informed and prepared. So-
cial mobilizers and engineers had a clear picture of each other’s roles and 
what they could depend on each other for. The technical component had 
prepared the design, obtained the needed approvals, conducted the ten-
dering process, and selected the contractors.

. Contractor Briefi ng on the Social Component
Since a structured social component in construction projects is uncom-
mon, if not unprecedented, the companies who won the bids to be PERRP 
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construction contractors had no experience with such community partici-
pation. As part of their preparation to start work, the companies attended 
a contractor briefi ng on community participation, on the communication 
protocol with grievance procedures, and on the “do no harm” guidelines.

The medical imperative to do no harm has been adopted by many other 
fi elds, and while the concept applies well to construction, it is rarely used. 
In PERRP, it was an important tool in confl ict prevention: the project asked 
the contractors to be careful and respectful of the committee and com-
munity members, and in turn, the committee would help them during 
the project. Contractors were asked to do no damage or harm to people, 
their property, their relations, or their culture; to not assume they could 
use people’s land, water, or resources without their permission; to not do 
any damage to buildings, other land, trees, or natural resources; to not 
break cultural norms; and to not cause problems between local people. 
These and other requests were written into the Committee-Contractor 
Agreement.

. Committee-Contractor Agreement
As obvious as it might seem, many problems could be prevented by mak-
ing an agreement prior to construction, but this is rarely done. As dis-
cussed in detail in the second part of this chapter, “Integration Tools and 
Training,” committees and contractors were led to make a point-by-point 
agreement in writing.

. Committee Organization of Construction Launch Event
As soon as the contractor was ready to put shovels in the ground, the 
committees organized public events to launch the construction. Such 
events were large gatherings, and were attended by the teachers, stu-
dents, parents, local offi  cials, donor representatives, and hundreds of 
community members. After suff ering the destruction of their old school 
or health facility, the loss of life, and doubts that these facilities might ever 
be rebuilt, the public launch was a big celebration. Speeches by local offi  -
cials, students, school or health facility staff , and prominent people usually 
attested to the hope that the project gave them. To emphasize that the 
committees were in charge, the project did not organize this event or pay 
for any of it, as might otherwise be standard practice for a foreign-funded 
project. Committees were advised to stay within their means: they were 
advised to hold no-cost events, but it was up to them what to do.

. Relocation to Temporary Site
Now that construction was ready to start and the committee had arranged 
land for the temporary tent school or health unit, the contractor was re-
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sponsible for setting up that site’s temporary tent classrooms, offi  ces, 
water supply, toilets, wash basins, and other necessary facilities. Once set 
up, teachers and committee members helped move students and school 
operations from their old destroyed facility to the new site, freeing up the 
original land for construction to begin. In the same way, health unit staff  
and their committees moved their operation to the temporary tent clinic.

. Construction Workers’ Code of Conduct
Contractors from diff erent parts of Pakistan brought their work crews 
to do the earthquake reconstruction. Following the fi rst life-threatening 
incidents around construction sites in response to workers breaking local 
cultural norms, the social team developed a construction workers’ code 
of conduct to try to prevent these kinds of problems. Workers from other 
regions and cultures of Pakistan needed to be briefed on the kinds of be-
havior expected in these conservative rural areas. Serious breaches of the 
norms could damage local people and cause retaliation against workers 
and construction. See anecdote “Serious Cultural Breach,” page .

To develop the construction workers’ code of conduct, social mobiliz-
ers worked with each committee to draw up a list of the most common 
cultural breaches, along with specifi c ways to prevent them. For example, 
in their off -hours, workers often wandered around the close-knit, conser-
vative community, sometimes getting into private or sensitive locations 
where women might be gathered together—for instance, at water wells. 
The solution was for each community to identify the places the workers 
could not go. Another problem was that the laborers would sometimes 
act or speak disrespectfully to local people or get into heated political 
arguments. In the code of conduct, they were asked to avoid political 
discussion and to respect local people like they respect their own family 
members.

At each site, workers were briefed on the code, and contractors were 
obliged to have their workers honor it. At the briefi ngs, elders welcomed 
the laborers to the community, thanked them for coming to this far off  
place, and appealed to the workers to respect the norms. Although there 
still were a few instances of signifi cant breaches of cultural norms during 
PERRP’s six years, some causing serious fi ghts, the frequency was signifi -
cantly reduced by the community, contractor, and construction workers’ 
clear and fi rm expectations.

. First Management and Maintenance Plan
Once the new buildings were constructed, the committees were to be 
responsible for sharing maintenance of the new buildings with the gov-
ernment. To raise awareness about these duties, they were started at 
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the temporary tent sites. The social team led the committee in analyzing 
maintenance needs and determining what work would have to be done, 
by whom, and when, how, and with what resources. This fi rst management 
and maintenance plan was made and then executed by the teachers, stu-
dents, and paid cleaning staff  (if any), with the committee acting as moni-
tors. These duties were also part of the Committee-Contractor Agreement.

. Committee Capacity Building
While even the poorest, most remote communities can have signifi cant 
capacities, these strengths are often overlooked by external agencies. 
On the other hand, if agencies were to seek out these strengths, such as 
was done with PERRP’s capacities and vulnerabilities analysis exercise 
(see chapter ), they would fi nd potential and opportunities in the local 
communities. For example, in the school and health committees, mem-
bers’ abilities and interest in helping construction were apparent early on, 
and the project introduced additional activities to enable the committee 
members to increase their knowledge about construction and, in the case 
of school committees, how to help improve education. Other activities 
included participatory performance assessment, the introduction of co-
curricular activities, and fundraising for their schools’ fi rst-ever libraries.

As committees at health facilities were only for the purpose of facili-
tating construction and had no community participation in health activi-
ties—as per the directive of the Department of Health, and related in the 
anecdote on page , “No to Community Participation!”—committee 
member activity was limited to construction-related matters. But for the 
communities in which schools were being built, an important part of ca-
pacity building was regular attendance at joint workshops that, every few 
months, brought together the head teacher (as general secretary) and the 
chairperson (community representative) from all the PERRP school proj-
ects. The fi rst school committee joint workshops included a visit to sites un-
der construction, so that committee members could hear the latest plans 
from designers and engineers. These early workshops helped to build trust 
and confi dence in the PERRP process. As projects developed, comm ittee 
members began to develop their own agendas for the joint workshops. 
Members commented, “Now that we see our school’s reconstruction actu-
ally is starting, we want to talk about our other problems too.”

These joint workshops motivated committee members to share news 
and ideas from their own schools, and even to develop a healthy sense 
of competition as they told each other about what they had achieved: 
their fi rst ever parent-teacher meetings, new and increased numbers of 
cocurricular events, and unprecedented attention and assistance from the 
community. The workshops were also used as a platform to carry out a 
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participatory study on problems in education and to subsequently develop 
a plan of action. The unity and spirit developed through the committee 
joint workshops also grew into the remarkable Library Challenge, which 
is described in chapter . As with other community member participation, 
no fees or stipends were paid for any purpose on this project. Committee 
members attended all functions, including meetings and the workshops, 
at their own expense—a feat that is highly unusual in foreign aid projects 
in the region, which usually pay some level of fees or allowances. Even so, 
attendance at PERRP gatherings was almost always  percent.

As part of PERRP’s internal monitoring to document and assess participa-
tion, the committees were led to collect, analyze, and report their own data 
on a yearly basis. This process was facilitated by a social mobilizer in a par-
ticipatory performance assessment (see the participation index described 
in chapter ). This was another new experience for committee members.

Before the earthquake, parents and teachers in this region normally 
had little or no contact with one another. Schools were considered the do-
main of head teachers and teachers. Parents were expected to leave their 
children’s education up to the educators, and many did not feel welcome 
at the school. At the same time, there were normally no school activities 
other than classes. PERRP capacity-building led the committees to support 
teachers in diff erent ways, including through the introduction of new ac-
tivities. Committees did this by assisting with volunteer work and funds to 
run low-cost in-school activities such as contests, demonstrations of public 
speaking, drawing, spelling, essay writing, skits, poetry recitation, singing, 
sports days, plantation days, reunions, parents’ days, and national holiday 
celebrations. Some committee members had related skills they could apply 
in such activities. Through these activities, committees brought together 
parents and teachers—in some places, for the fi rst time ever.

. Exit Plan Developed with Committees
To prepare committees for the time when construction would be fi nished 
and PERRP and the social mobilizers would leave the community, discus-
sions about an exit plan began about midway through the project. What 
would the committees do when the project was fi nished? Would they 
continue to meet? For what purposes and activities? Plans were made for 
committees’ continuation after the project.

. Second Management and Maintenance Plan
After practicing maintenance of the temporary tent school or health facil-
ity for several months, and when construction of the new building was in 
its fi nal state, the maintenance planning exercise was repeated, and a sec-
ond management and maintenance plan was created for the new facility.
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. Basic Operation and Maintenance Training
Once teachers and students were moved into the new school, or staff  
into the new health facilities, PERRP provided basic operation and main-
tenance training to facility users and staff . This training covered what to 
do if the building had an emergency, including how to use a fi re extin-
guisher and circuit breaker, shut off  the water valves, and control the 
water pump.

Stage : At End of Construction

. Committee Participation in Final Inspection
In Pakistan, when construction of a new public building is complete, it is 
normally handed over to the owner without any community involvement. 
In PERRP, since the committee had taken responsibility all along and de-
served recognition for it, they were invited—along with government offi  -
cials, the construction contractor, PERRP engineers, social mobilizers, and 
representatives from either the Department of Education or Department 
of Health—to walk through the building and to participate in the fi nal in-
spection. As a fi nal show of recognition of the committee’s contribution to 
getting the school or health clinic built, PERRP placed a series of construc-
tion photographs in the entryway of each building, as well as a permanent 
plaque listing the committee members’ names. For committee members, 
this was an unexpected honor and, for many, an emotional time.

. Public Handover and Inauguration
With all construction and interiors completed and furniture moved into 
place, responsibility for the new building was handed over to either the 
Department of Education or Department of Health at a special public 
event organized by the committee. This was a special celebration, and the 
committee put their new organizational skills to use for this event. Such 
events were attended by hundreds or even thousands of people.

As with all such public events in this project, the committee was the 
organizer. Committee members once again called on their own skills and 
experience as organizers of large political, religious, or family events in 
planning these inauguration events. Members raised the funds and had 
businesses contribute by loaning the necessary resources, including stage 
and sound systems, chairs, overhead tent-like coverings, banners, and re-
freshments. Inaugurations were large events attended by representatives 
of USAID, the government of Pakistan, the government of AJ&K or KP 
province, and the media. Communities saw the completion and handover 
of the new building as a symbol of hope and a turning point in disaster 
recovery.
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. Contractor Cleanup and Restorations as Agreed
As per the Committee-Contractor Agreement, the contractor performed 
a cleanup and restoration before leaving the community, removing all 
materials and equipment and restoring all local land to its preconstruction 
state. For example, if a temporary track had been made to access the site 
by vehicle, and if the committee and involved landowners wanted it re-
moved, it was removed.

. PERRP Exit from Community and Continuation of Committees 
When all work was completed, PERRP staff  left the communities. Com-
mittees then were to continue and implement the plans they had made; 
however, this did not occur, as discussed in Chapter , Part .

. Committee Monitoring during Contractor Liability Defects Period
For one year after the completion of construction, contractors were liable 
for any defects that might appear in their work. As PERRP was no longer 
present in the community, it was a duty of the committee to watch for any 

Figure . . School Inauguration. Upon completion of construction of each facility, 
the committees organized inaugurations. Here in front of their new school, students 
formed an honor guard to welcome offi  cials attending the celebration. Government 
Boys’ Higher Secondary School Rerra, . © Sardar Zaheer Mughal.

This open access edition has been made available under a CC BY-NC-ND 4.0 license   
thanks to the support of Knowledge Unlatched. https://doi.org/10.3167/10.3167/9781800735613. Not for resale.



Social and Technical Integration • 

defects and report them to the PERRP offi  ce. PERRP would then have the 
contractor correct the defects.

Part : Integration Tools and Training

Three key tools developed in PERRP helped to create a friendly, respon-
sible, and respectful atmosphere. These tools helped build the capacities 
of the technical and social staff , committee, and contractor; and they re-
duced confl ict, preventing issues among the local people and saving a 
great deal of time that could have been lost in construction. These tools 
were designed to coordinate and integrate the social and technical com-
ponents. At the end of the project, during “lessons learned” exercises 
with both social mobilizers and engineers, these tools were assessed as 
determining much of PERRP’s success:

• the communication protocol with grievance procedures
• the Committee-Contractor Agreement
• the training together of the social and technical teams

Communication Protocol with Grievance Procedures

It was well known that disputes and confl ict were common at other 
postquake reconstruction sites. We saw that these problems stemmed 
from a lack of organization and local leadership, from having no way to 
handle grievances, from a lack of coordination around the construction 
site, and from the resulting adversarial relationship between the contrac-
tor and local people. Having a committee for the purpose of facilitating 
construction allowed for a new organizational structure at the construc-
tion site. This put the committee in an unusual position of power, virtu-
ally equal to that of the contractor. Accordingly, PERRP encouraged and 
supported the development of friendly, mutually supportive committee-
contractor relations.

To refl ect this new arrangement of infl uence and power, and to coordi-
nate and streamline information and activities, the social team introduced 
a communication protocol that included grievance procedures. The idea 
was that grievances would be handled the same way as other information. 
This completely changed the ineff ective and risky ways in which commu-
nity members and contractors usually would interact with each other. 
As much of the confl ict around the construction site was a reaction from 
people having no way to have their complaints heard, the PERRP griev-
ance procedures instructed project staff  to listen to complaints and act on 
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them immediately. This helped “people disengage and establish alternate 
systems for dealing with the problems that underlie the confl ict” (Ander-
son : ).

The communication protocol with grievance procedures set out the 
lines of communication. As shown in fi gure . , under this new structure 
all people involved would be treated according to the separate but coordi-
nated social and technical sides of the project. The communication proto-
col with its grievance procedures included a set of rules about who would 
communicate with whom, and how grievances could be made and settled.

The protocol was simple. Social mobilizers worked exclusively with the 
committees, while the project’s site engineers worked only with the con-
tractor. For maximum transparency, community members and their com-

Figure . . Communication Protocol with Grievance Procedures. Also see table .  
for how the social mobilizers and site engineers were to work together by staying in 
their lanes.

SOCIAL TECHNICAL

Social 
Mobilizer

Committee

Community
Members

Construction
Contractor

Site 
Engineer

Lines of Communication

How it worked:  
Social Mobilizers worked exclusively with the Communities, while the Site 

Engineers (the project’s engineer responsible for the site) worked only with the 

contractors. To address Community or Contractor complaints and get solutions, the 

Social Mobilizers and Engineers worked together to facilitate with all parties. 

Whether a Community member or a Contractor raised a community-related 

complaint, it was referred by the Social Mobilizer to the Committee to handle. This 

way, the Social Mobilizer avoided dealing alone and directly with individuals. 

This reinforced the Committee’s responsibility, leadership and influence and for 

the project, avoided taking on tasks that might be far harder or impossible for an 

outsider to solve. 

The protocol also included direction to Social Mobilizers and Engineers to 

coordinate and stay out of each other’s specializations. See table 5.2, Working 

Together—Stay in Your Lanes. 
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mittees were discouraged from dealing directly with the contractor, and 
vice versa, unless it was an emergency. Whether a community member or 
a contractor raised a community-related complaint, it was referred by the 
social mobilizer to the committee to handle. This way, the social mobilizer 
avoided dealing alone and directly with individuals. Assigning local respon-
sibility this way reinforced the committee’s responsibility, leadership, and 
infl uence and avoided having the project take on tasks that might be far 
harder or impossible for outsiders to solve. All such complaints were to be 
dealt with right away, and were usually handled within minutes or hours, 
either face to face or by cell phone. The protocol also included direction 
to the social mobilizers and engineers to coordinate and stay out of each 
other’s specializations (see table . ).

Committee-Contractor Agreements

In PERRP’s “lessons learned” workshops, there was consensus that the 
innovation of a Committee-Contractor Agreement was one of the main 
reasons for cooperation between the community and the contractor. This 
agreement reduced local loss and confl ict, which helped reduce the number 
of lost construction days. This relatively simple document, which had been 
made in mere hours, was probably responsible for saving months of lost 
construction time and also establishing the respectful working relationship.

When the construction contract was awarded, and even before the 
formal notice to proceed was issued to the contractor to start construc-
tion, each project site required a community-contractor agreement. While 
the community was informed well ahead of time of what the contractor 
would likely need, thus allowing committees to start working out solu-
tions, the agreement would come together the day the contractor arrived 
at the site.

On the designated day, a meeting was held to create and sign the 
agreement. Held on-site, the meeting was attended by the full committee, 
the contractor, and the key technical people who would work on site. The 
meeting was facilitated by the social mobilizer and site engineer. In each 
case, the contractor was asked to list the things they would need—for 
example, a certain amount of water supply, electricity, access across other 
land, or a rental agreement. Then, point by point, the committee was 
asked for their suggestions. Could they help supply each need, whether 
paid or free of charge? Likewise, the committee was asked about what 
the community wanted to happen and what they wanted to avoid. For 
example, they were asked about traffi  c, dust, noise, a laborers’ camp, the 
potential for loss of privacy, and the behavior of workers.
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On each point, the consensus was put into writing as the Committee-
Contractor Agreement. Over time and as needed, the Committee-
Contractor Agreement was altered or added to, as long as both parties 
agreed. It was treated as a valuable document and used as a reference by 
all parties for the entirety of the project. It was also often used by commu-
nity members among one another, as reminders of what they promised to 
do. The agreements included many diff erent terms, with each one custom 
made in each location by the people involved.

While these agreements varied place to place, typical content included:

• Land. Outside the school land, what other land or space was needed, 
for what purposes (e.g., for a site offi  ce or residence, or to store 
equipment or materials), and for how long? Who owns the land, and 
what would be the terms of use?

• Water. How much water was needed for what purposes, when, for 
how long, and from what locations? What would be the terms of use?

• Electricity. What amount of electricity was needed, for what pur-
poses, for how long, when, and from where? What would be the 
terms of use?

• Site access across other land or sensitive areas. To reach the con-
struction site, would the contractor need access across other land 
where direct access might be blocked? What land would they need 
to cross, and who owns it? How could access be guaranteed? How 
long was it needed? What would be the terms of use?

• Safety precautions. What safety precautions would be needed? Who 
will take them and when? If blasting for excavation had to happen, 
would advance notice and protection be given to local people?

• Laborer camp. Would this community allow a laborer camp here? If 
yes, where, for how long, and under what terms? If no, where might 
be an alternate place?

• Jobs. Would the contractor hire any local workers?
• Respecting cultural norms. These communities are conservative 

with their own cultural norms. The contractor would need to protect 
the privacy of the surrounding buildings. How would the contrac-
tors’ workers, who may be from other cultures, respect the norms 
and not cause disturbances?

• Additional work outside construction. What if someone were to 
make demands that work be done on their own property, which was 
not part of the construction contract? How would that be handled?

• Days and hours of work. Does the community agree with the pro-
posed days and hours of work at the construction site? The commit-
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tee usually asked the contractor to make sure there was at least one 
day per week that was free of noise or dust.

Training Together

Each site had a designated social mobilizer and site engineer who worked 
as counterparts. The social mobilizer worked with the committee, while 
the site engineer was on the site full-time to supervise the contractor. 
The social mobilizers and engineers were trained together and developed 
strong working relationships. The training exercise below—dubbed “Who 
is Going to Do What About This?”—shows how PERRP staff  were trained 
to apply the communication protocol with grievance procedures. In this 
joint training exercise PERRP social mobilizers and site engineers were 
asked to sit together and analyze case studies from actual incidents, iden-
tifying the actions that should be taken—and who should take them—
according to PERRP’s communication protocol with grievance procedures 
or other agreed procedures.

Case : Petty Contractor Left the Job without Paying Local Suppliers
A petty contractor has left the job without paying local suppliers, who are 
threatening to block construction tomorrow and get a court stay order to 
stop construction. If the stay order is granted, it could disrupt or halt con-
struction for months or even years. In the meantime, the local suppliers’ 
businesses will suff er too. Who is going to do what about this?

Case : Elite Demands Unrelated Work
For their own benefi t, powerful people sometimes try to get work done 
which has nothing to do with the planned construction. In one of the 
PERRP communities, the “big man” down the road is demanding that 
drainage pipes be installed on his land—drainage that has nothing to do 
with the construction project. He claims if he doesn’t get this work done 
and soon, he will make trouble for the project. Who is going to do what 
about this?

Case : Stop the Water Supply until the Bridge Is Fixed
Although the community had agreed in the Committee-Contractor Agree-
ment to let the contractor use their limited personal water supply in ex-
change for him making repairs to their nearby bridge, they have cut him 
off  because he has failed to fi x the bridge. Now there are two problems: 
the bridge is too weak to bring in heavy equipment, and there is no water 
for concrete work. Everything is stuck. Who is going to do what about this?
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Case : Dispute within Family over Lending Land
Social mobilizers have worked for weeks to have the community identify 
a suitable site for a temporary tent school to be installed. In this moun-
tainous area, the fl at land needed for such a large arrangement of tents is 
scarce and always in use for crops. However, community members fi nally 
convince one family to let their land be used and make a loan agreement 
with the School Management Committee. However, when one of the 
landowning brothers returns from working abroad and hears about this 
agreement, he is furious and refuses to agree to the loan, making omi-
nous threats. The contractor is arriving in the next couple of days to start 
installing the tents, and if this installation is delayed, it will postpone the 
construction of the new school. Community members, social mobilizers, 
the project’s construction managers, and the contractor are all frantic. 
Who is going to do what about this?

Case : Threats for Jobs
Local men are making threats of violence against the construction con-
tractor to hire them. They were making the threats even though it was 
part of the Committee-Contractor Agreement that the contractor would 
bring in skilled work crews and not hire from this location. Who is going to 
do what about this?

Case : Laborer Visiting Place Reserved for Women
A construction site laborer from another culture and part of Pakistan 
was caught by a local man hanging around the water spring where 
women were washing clothes—a location meant only for women. Tak-
ing this as an off ense to local cultural norms, the local men beat up the 
laborer, and more community members rise up against the off ender and 
his fellow laborers. Given that there are several dozen laborers on site, 
this situation could escalate into a community-wide fi ght, with poten-
tially fatal injuries and stopped construction. Who is going to do what 
about this?

Case : Two Contractors Fighting over Road Construction
As PERRP construction of the new health unit was underway in a remote, 
mountainous area, the earthen road that passes by the construction site 
was being upgraded by another contractor for the government’s Depart-
ment of Roads. Each contractor is blaming the other for damage to the 
road near the entrance to the health unit. The anger is spreading and 
could easily turn into confl ict between the two sets of laborers. Who is 
going to do what about this?
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How Joint Training Worked

Occasional training and workshop-type discussions on the communication 
protocol, such as those in the above training exercises, served to refi ne 
and deepen understanding and usage of these protocols. Participating in 
these discussions were the social mobilizers, site engineers, and their su-
pervisors; this was particularly important as this collaboration was a new 
experience for all. As construction projects rarely include social specialists, 
the engineers on previous projects had been left to deal with the people 
themselves, often unsuccessfully. In contrast, the social mobilizers had 
community expertise, but little or no experience with construction. The 
protocol helped delineate their roles while making them complementary, 
as discussed in “Relationship Building among PERRP Engineers and Social 
Mobilizers,” next page.

The grievance procedures that were part of the communication proto-
col diff ered from normal practice in construction. Before, if construction 
projects had any grievance procedures at all, they were either informal 
and unknown to the people, or too weak to be eff ective. A PERRP engi-
neer gave one example that he knew of from other construction sites: 
having a complaints book at the gate of the site. That process depended 
on complainants being literate, and on written complaints being attended 
to instead of ignored. In PERRP, the complaints process was part of day-
to-day communications and action. 

Normally, if contractors needed something locally, they would simply 
arrange it themselves in a private deal. If they needed a water supply, 
electricity, or a place to make a camp for their workers, they would fi nd 
somebody willing to supply it, and make an informal verbal agreement 
with them. However, from the “What Could Go Wrong?” analysis, we 
knew these informal, private, verbal arrangements were the cause of 
many problems. In PERRP, the contractor was to make no private deals: 
all needs were to be funneled through the committee, and all such deals 
were made public, handled transparently, and put into written form in the 
Committee-Contractor Agreement. The site engineer and social mobilizer 
were responsible for ensuring that all business was handled this way.

There was only one exception to the communication protocol: in an 
emergency, or if any danger arose, it was not necessary to go through the 
prescribed channels. If a fi re broke out, an injury occurred, or if members 
of the public came out on the construction site when banned from doing 
so for safety reasons, the normal protocol did not need to be followed. In 
such cases, the contractor, community members, or committee members 
were encouraged to take immediate action as needed.
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Part : Relationship Building among 
PERRP Engineers and Social Mobilizers

Postdisaster reconstruction has drawn attention from a multidisciplinary 
community of specialists, which can be grouped into two broad catego-
ries: those dealing with the physical aspects of the built and natural envi-
ronment such as architects, engineers, and planners, and those concerned 
about the social, cultural, political, and psychological aspects of recon-
struction, led by anthropologists, sociologists, and other social scientists. 
“Unfortunately the disciplinary backgrounds that empower all these spe-
cialists with tools and methodological processes many times also act as 
blinkers restricting their vision from looking beyond their narrow disci-
plinary confi nes and seeing the complexity behind seemingly simple ob-
servations of reconstruction processes” (Jigyasu : ix).

The above ideas raise the subject of technical and sociocultural special-
ists, and their ability and willingness to work together. Jigyasu posits that 
aspects of each discipline make it diffi  cult for practitioners to understand 
other disciplines, while also making it easy to miss their complexities. But 
speaking as a sociocultural specialist with decades of experience work-
ing with specialists from many disciplines—including health, education, 
economics, law, agriculture, forestry, trade, microfi nance, water manage-
ment, and environment—no matter the specialty, there are often blinkers 
that hinder recognition of the complex cultural or social side of one’s own 
fi eld. For many, there simply is no awareness that there is a social side to 
their work. Either the education of such professionals off ers no sensiti-
zation to the sociocultural dimension of their work, or that knowledge 
simply is not put into practice.

This also raises the subject of cultures and communities, specifi cally 
of engineers, sociocultural experts, and all their possible interrelations. 
If each of these two disciplines were analyzed individually, using the 
same vocabulary that is applied to the study of culture and communi-
ties, it could very well show that, even within the engineering commu-
nity and the sociocultural specialist community, we can fi nd heteroge-
neity, class-based hierarchies, arrangements of power, and many other 
similar divisions. How these disciplines view each other might not only 
be restricted by the blinkers described by Jigyasu but might also be a 
matter of culturally entrenched classes and hierarchies. This section, 
then, raises a rarely discussed question: how can technical and sociocul-
tural specialists work together eff ectively? I do not attempt to answer 
this question broadly—this chapter will only recount how this work was 
undertaken in PERRP.
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The Challenges

In PERRP, there were some initial challenges in having engineers and so-
cial mobilizers work together. Two sets of factors aff ected working rela-
tionships in the start-up period.

The fi rst set of factors was the existing biases, prejudices, and stereo-
types that the technical and sociocultural specialists each held regarding 
the other, along with the little knowledge they had of each other’s exper-
tise and usefulness. There was also the fact that engineers were used to 
working alone on any construction site. As projects do not normally have 
social expertise to resolve confl icts, engineers had been left to try to solve 
community-related problems. Not only had they been responsible for as-
pects of managing construction, but when something happened with lo-
cal people, they or a delegate would have to try to address it. Depending 
on their style, they could ignore people, issue orders, take punitive steps, 
try to negotiate, or pass on the problem to authorities. Now that this proj-
ect had a social team to look after all the social issues, there were mixed 
reactions: some were openly opposed, and others were just unsure what 
that would mean.

The second set of factors is common among any group of people, even 
those from the same discipline, who for the fi rst time are coming together 
to work. These challenges, which are encountered by NGOs, corporations, 
and other institutions, fall into the realm of human resource development, 
group formation, or team building (Stein, n.d.). Stages in the framework 
used here are referred to as forming, storming, norming, performing, and 
adjourning. These are typical stages that groups of any kind go through. 
While at the beginning there can be uncertainty, misunderstanding, and 
friction, as members fi gure out how to work together, they can go on to 
perform eff ectively even in the most complex situations. These teams often 
form strong bonds and friendships, and they usually come to regret that the 
project and team must come to an end, which was the case in PERRP.

Team Building and Development

Year One: The Storming Stage
In PERRP, there were two distinct time periods in the development of 
working relations: the fi rst year and the time that followed. Taking a frank 
look at those fi rst few months, we can see that sociocultural and technical 
specialists sometimes perceived each other through stereotypes, throw-
ing blunt accusations. To the social mobilizers, some of the engineers were 
heartless technocrats who were concerned only with the speed of work, 
their bricks and mortar, and their desire to get the job done. To engineers, 
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the social mobilizers were overly protective of the local people’s interests 
and inclined to raise unnecessary issues, inciting people who would make 
nuisance complaints, and interfering with the project’s “real” work: build-
ing. One engineer often described what the social mobilizers were doing 
as only “drama.” At fi rst, the work of the social mobilizers was invisible to 
some engineers, who said that “the mobilizers are just out there sitting 
in the villages, drinking tea and chatting with the people.” The engineers 
did not understand that such sincere and friendly discussion was building 
relationships that would lead to the problem-solving processes for con-
struction. See anecdotes, pages – .

Such stereotypes came from lack of experience in each other’s disci-
plines. Only four of the twelve-member social team had any previous ex-
perience working with construction, but all had considerable experience 
organizing in their own or in other communities. In contrast, the dozens 
of engineers were highly experienced in construction, but none had expe-
rience working with social mobilizers in a structured community participa-
tion program. While community participation has been a well-developed 
subject in development projects in Pakistan, with projects in every sector 
at least claiming to include it, there was also the rhetoric of “community 
participation,” which was often misused the in the reconstruction scene, 
as discussed in chapter .

While some engineers at fi rst resisted the idea of community partici-
pation, some social mobilizers also questioned the way that construction 
would be carried out. Knowing little about the complexities of design and 
construction, some wondered: Why would the project contract out all the 
construction to commercial fi rms? Why not get the villagers (and train 
them if need be) to build the new facilities themselves? As engineers’ ideas 
changed by witnessing the advantages of community participation, the 
social mobilizers’ questions also vanished as they learned more about the 
level of skill and the number of skilled laborers needed for large-scale re-
inforced concrete work. Many skilled laborers from the project area were 
away working in the Gulf States, and with all the earthquake reconstruc-
tion occurring, the high demand for laborers meant they were scarce. It 
would not be practical to train others to the skill level needed in the fi nite 
time frame of the project, and contractors already had their own skilled 
work crews from other parts of Pakistan. While social mobilizers thought 
that local hiring might have been ideal to create jobs, it was a matter of 
not understanding the complexities of this reconstruction.

Building Understanding and Relationships
After the fi rst few months, working relationships started to change, bridg-
ing the initial gaps in understanding. The change began as communications 
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improved: the counterparts developed an understanding of one another, 
their jobs and their joint process became clearer, and results were being 
seen. Both engineers and social mobilizers had to fi gure out what work 
needed to be done, which work needed to be done together, and how 
it would be done and when. Getting to this point came from a number 
of participatory critical analyses, including the “What Could Go Wrong?” 
analysis, the training they received together, and the creation of the joint 
step-by-step process.

Stay in Your Lanes
In the early months, one of the most commonly expressed concerns was 
that the social or technical teams would get into the other’s business. In 
all their other construction projects, the engineers had been left with the 
responsibility of dealing with any community-related issues—however 
eff ectively or ineff ectively they might have done so—and thus in PERRP, 
it was a challenge for them to drop that task and let the social mobilizers 
do it. Indeed, there were some examples in the early months where a few 
engineers bypassed social mobilizers to deal directly with the community 
about an issue. However, without understanding the complex social hi-
erarchies in the communities, they inevitably complicated matters even 
further. At the same time, some engineers were sure that social mobilizers 
and community members would try to tell them and the contractors how 
to do construction. There was a strong, obvious need to delineate the 

Table . . Working Together—Stay in Your Lanes.

Social mobilizers, to stay in your lanes, 
you . . .

Site engineers, to stay in your lanes, 
you . . .

SHOULD SHOULD NOT SHOULD SHOULD NOT

•  look after every-
thing to do with 
the committee 
and community

•  refer any commit-
tee issues about 
the contractor or 
construction to the 
site engineer, who 
will deal with the 
contractor

•  ensure that site 
engineers are 
invited to commu-
nity meetings

•  try to solve any 
problem or talk 
directly to the 
contractor about 
anything to do 
with construc-
tion, except in an 
emergency, and 
ask the committee 
and community 
members to do 
the same

•  look after every-
thing to do with 
the contractors 
and construction

•  refer any issues 
involving commu-
nity members to 
the social mobiliz-
ers, who will have 
the committee 
deal with them

•  attend meetings 
with social 
mobilizers and 
the community as 
much as possible

•  try to solve issues 
directly with com-
munity members 
or ask them to do 
anything, even if 
it’s the contractor 
making the com-
plaint (unless it’s an 
emergency)

•  ask the contrac-
tor to discuss any 
construction-related 
matters with com-
munity members
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jobs while also building common understanding and being able to sing the 
same song in the midst of a very large audience.

While it was often not an easy subject to broach, social mobilizers and 
engineers were encouraged to have frank but friendly dialogue about how 
to keep out of each other’s business. It was a matter of separating but 
coordinating the roles. Just as vehicles on the road need separate lanes 
to avoid crashing into each other, PERRP asked social mobilizers and engi-
neers to learn about each other’s roles, but to metaphorically stay in their 
own lanes. A social mobilizer should not try to direct, or give an opinion 
on, construction. The engineer should not direct, or give an opinion on, 
anything relating to the committee or community. They were encouraged 
to respect each other’s professional expertise and take up the new skill of 
deferring to whoever has more expertise. Delineating the roles thusly was 
part of the communication protocol, which separated but coordinated the 
engineers’ and social mobilizers’ roles.

Year Two to Project Completion: From the Norming Stage 
to the Performing Stage
By the beginning of the second year, things were running far more 
smoothly. The social and technical teams, community members, and con-
tractors had caught on to the new ways this construction project was be-
ing run. The step-by-step process was being followed, the communication 
protocol with grievance procedures was used daily, committees were fully 
functioning, and there was generally good cooperation between commit-
tees and contractors. PERRP had completed many of the designs for the 
fi rst buildings and construction had already started.

There was a turning point in engineers’ and social mobilizers’ views 
of each other when both watched the other achieve what at fi rst had 
seemed unimaginable. Engineers changed their views when they saw 
social mobilizers leading communities to organize, deal eff ectively with 
construction, and do what they had never seen before: quickly settle land 
issues, freely obtain loans of assets to help construction, and engage in 
community-wide problem-solving. For social mobilizers, respect for the 
engineers grew as new buildings started to appear even in the most chal-
lenging of construction locations, fulfi lling the dreams of the villagers.

In this process, major lessons were learned about meeting each other’s 
goals. While the engineers’ goal was to fi nish high-quality construction 
as quickly as possible, the social mobilizers’ goal was to have the people 
participate, to ensure their voices were heard in the project, and to build 
on their capacities. At fi rst these seemed to be competing goals, but with 
time and eff ort, the technical and sociocultural sides realized that by help-
ing to meet each other’s goals, they were also meeting their own goals. 
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After months of working together, the counterparts were able to tackle 
the most ordinary and the most complex situations, as described in anec-
dotes and ethnographies throughout these chapters.

Factors Supporting Social and Technical Integration

While a disaster reconstruction project has a tangible end goal—which, in 
comparison to projects with less visible outcomes, may act as a focal point 
for the eff orts of all those involved—a physical end product is no guar-
antee of a smooth process. Coordinating such a project requires certain 
management styles and features, such as the following.

Top-Down Management to Get Bottom-Up Participation
In the reconstruction research literature, there is some concurrence that 
“a very strong commitment and leadership from the top are needed to 
implement a bottom-up approach, because pressure is strong in an emer-
gency to provide rapid top-down, autocratic solutions” (Jha et al. : 

). People’s participation in projects simply will not be thorough, or 
will not happen at all, unless it is initiated and reinforced from the top. In 
PERRP’s case, the participation was initiated by USAID; this contractual 
obligation was taken on by the project’s senior management team and 
then passed down to fi eld staff , who implemented the work at the com-
munity level.

Making Sociocultural Expertise and Community Participation 
Part of Senior Management
USAID made the unusual move to specify that the head of the social com-
ponent was to be part of the four-person senior management team. In 
projects in sectors such as agriculture, water, forestry, and health that 
involve community participation, it is more typical for a project to subcon-
tract the community work (for example, to NGOs). However, community 
work is easily treated as extraneous to the project, and therefore as sepa-
rate from the “real” work. Putting the social team leader into senior man-
agement emphasized the social component’s importance and also made 
it partly responsible for the success of the whole project.

When asked about this decision after the project was completed, Robert 
MacLeod, former director of the USAID Pakistan Earthquake Reconstruction 
Offi  ce, said, “One of the most important decisions in designing the earth-
quake reconstruction program was to include an anthropologist familiar 
with rural Pakistan as one of the key personnel in the construction contract. 
Reconstruction is not just about bricks and mortar but rebuilding communi-
ties and the people who occupy them” (Hagan and Shuaib : ).
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Consistent Message from Top Down
Within the senior management team, the chief of party—the head of the 
project, who was also the head engineer—and I invested time in develop-
ing a common vision, process, and communication procedure. Through 
an iterative process throughout the project, strong mutual support 
evolved. In the fi nal workshops to evaluate the project experience, one 
of the points most commonly reported by engineers, social mobilizers, 
and others was the consistent message that fi eld staff  received from top 
management: “One of the main reasons the community participation pro-
gram worked as well as it did was that we (social mobilizers, engineers, 
designers, and contractors in the fi eld) heard a unifi ed voice from the 
project’s head offi  ce. Because the head of the social program and chief of 
party were consistent and backed each other up, we knew the project was 
serious about respecting the community and having the people involved.”

Counterpart System
From the beginning, the project matched engineers and social mobilizers 
to work as counterparts: one pair per construction site. Each construction 
site had a PERRP site engineer, who remained there full-time to supervise 
the contractor, while the social mobilizer was responsible for the commu-
nities at four to fi ve sites. Social team members and engineers were hired 
at the same time, shared side-by-side offi  ce spaces, and had orientation 
and training together, all of which helped integrate the social and techni-
cal work.

Communications and Reporting
While daily meetings and discussions were hosted at the two fi eld offi  ces 
in the Mansehra and Bagh districts, weekly conference call meetings at 
the main offi  ce in Islamabad were attended by the chief of party and key 
engineers and social team members, who reported on progress and raised 
issues to be addressed. Monthly written reports to USAID were compiled 
to document construction and participation progress. Addressing matters 
with both the technical and social sides present helped recognize and re-
inforce their interdependence.

FFF

Sample Willingness Resolution

In writing a willingness resolution, community members chose their own 
wording and wrote it themselves in Urdu. One community’s translated will-
ingness resolution read:
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We, the people of Kafalgar and surrounding areas, testify that the so-
cial team of PERRP has briefed us about the project, its various compo-
nents, and about the need for community participation. We have been 
informed about many responsibilities we will need to take on during 
the project, and we are willing to accept them and do so by consensus. 
We invite the project and request that construction proceed. We assure 
all our cooperation for whatever is needed and thank all those people 
who are making this new school possible.

FFF

Introducing Grievance Procedures

Even talking about confl ict could be a delicate matter, but emphasis on pre-
vention was welcomed. At the fi rst large public meeting in each community, 
the social mobilizer assigned to that site gave a speech as part of the program. 
Speaking in the local languages and being from the same district and culture, 
the social mobilizer connected with the audience as an insider. Th ey explained 
the unusual ways in which the project would work to prevent confl ict, and 
that everyone’s participation would be needed in this eff ort. Th is was going to 
be a new experience in these locations. Th e same message was repeated daily, 
and complaints were addressed by the committee and the project. Th e social 
mobilizer’s introductory remarks included a variation on the following appeal: 

You know very well how easy it is for confl ict to break out here. We 
have so many diff erences, and we know all too well what causes con-
fl ict: because people belonging to diff erent political parties, diff erent 
castes and sects, often don’t get along very well. You know all too well 
how dangerous the confl ict is, and how common it is for people to lose 
their lives and their property over such fi ghting. Th at’s why PERRP 
is bringing a new idea here called “grievance procedures.” What this 
means is that we have a way to handle everybody’s complaints, so in 
this project, there will be no need to fi ght about anything. If you have 
any complaints, or if anything goes wrong, you should go right away to 
your committee. If they can’t solve the problem, they will bring it to me 
as your social mobilizer. If the problem involves the contractor or con-
struction, I will take the problem to the site engineer to get a solution.”

FFF

“How Do You Do It? Be a Catalyst in Dispute Settlement”

A particularly active fi eld offi  cer in the Department of Education was keen 
to know how PERRP was settling land issues. Invited to attend community 
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meetings to witness their process, he expressed surprise and wonder, say-
ing, “In only a few hours, you were able to resolve this whole thing, but this 
would have taken us years in the court. Already we have over 150 court cases 
pending, mostly on land issues.” On behalf of the Department of Education, 
he and others expressed the wish to replicate the PERRP process, but they 
also said that the changes that were needed to do it in the bureaucracy would 
be insurmountable. “In any case, independent projects from outside, like 
this, can be a catalyst, and can make change which may not be possible for a 
government because of our history together,” he said.

FFF

Camel in a Tent School

Despite project supervision of contractors and the agreements made be-
tween contractors and committees, contractors still occasionally did not do 
as agreed.

For months, one local committee had been asking their construction con-
tractor to put a fence around the temporary tent school site to keep out graz-
ing animals and other unwanted visitors; however, the contractor did not 
do it. One weekend when the school was closed, a camel somehow got into 
one of the tents and could not get out again. Local people and the contractor 
tried to lead the camel back out of the tent, but it thrashed around, breaking 
the pipe to the main water tank. Finally, they were able to get the camel out. 
Soon after this, the contractor fi nally put in a fence.

FFF

A Deliberately Broken Water Pipe

Th e kinds of construction problems involving or aff ecting community mem-
bers varied widely. Without a participatory process and agreements between 
the construction project and community, such problems could have had 
highly negative results for both. Sometimes the underlying cause of a tech-
nical problem was a long-standing social problem.

At a critical time when concrete was being mixed and poured for construc-
tion, the deliberate breaking of a water pipe that was supplying the construc-
tion site threatened the work. Th e damage to the pipe was done by a village 
man of one caste as revenge against a man from another caste for something 
unrelated. Without urgent cooperation, the concrete work would have had to 
stop, which would have ruined its quality and required a costly fi x.

As soon as the site engineer discovered this sabotage, he informed the 
social mobilizer, who located committee members by cell phone and asked 
them to solve this immediately so that the concrete, which was already being 
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poured, would not be damaged. With social mobilizers arriving at the site 
within the hour, the committee members had already identifi ed the guilty 
man and called him, the man against whom he sought revenge, and elders of 
both castes together and condemned this behavior. Th e members reminded 
everyone that the community (in the Committee-Contractor Agreement) 
had agreed to provide water for construction, and that this kind of incident 
now was a shame on the community. Committee members asked the elders 
and the two men to settle their diff erences and the two men apologized. 
To be sure of no more water trouble, the committee had part of the water 
pipeline rerouted to land where it would get better protection. Th e problem 
was caught in time with no damage to the concrete, and construction was 
unaff ected.

FFF

Construction Steel Stolen and Hidden in a Corn Field

Over the total of fi fty thousand construction days in the project, only 
eight—an unusually small number—were lost because of confl ict. Two of 
those eight lost days were over this incident: a misunderstanding about 
stolen property. A man had rented land to the contractor to dump excavated 
materials from the collapsed school, but he then withdrew his agreement 
and ordered the contractor to vacate the land in retaliation for the contractor 
having accused him of being a thief. Someone had stolen some steel rein-
forcing rods to be used in construction and hidden them in the man’s fi eld 
of fully grown corn stalks. Accusations and counteraccusations drew in the 
whole community, the contractor, and the construction workers.

In this uproar, the social mobilizer contacted the committee and the site 
engineer, and these two brought the man and the contractor together in 
one place. As the project assigned responsibility for confl ict prevention and 
resolution to the committee, members heard both sides in the dispute. In the 
end, the two parties agreed that there had been a misunderstanding. Th ey 
apologized to each other and made a new agreement about the land.

FFF

Fight Over the Road Being Blocked

Despite thorough preparation, agreements with communities, and public 
discussions on how to make and respond to complaints in order to pre-
vent confl ict and violence, it took about one year in each community for 
their agreed approaches to work. Confl ict still sometimes happened, but the 
shared responsibility of PERRP and the committee served to resolve such 
problems.
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As construction was about to start at one site, two local men had beat up 
the contractor’s site inspector for unloading steel rods beside the road, partly 
blocking it. Th is was a situation that could have rapidly escalated into a wider 
fi ght between laborers and community members, which would have caused 
much loss, but it was resolved in only a few hours.

As soon as it happened, the contractor reported the incident to the po-
lice, but then, according to the communication protocol and the Committee-
Contractor Agreement, he also contacted the PERRP engineer, who asked the 
social team to take action. As it was local men who had resorted to violence, and 
as the committee had promised to prevent or solve confl ict, the social mobilizer 
went to the committee and asked the members to settle the dispute. Th ey 
called an emergency meeting of the community, had the two local men apolo-
gize to the man they had assaulted, and issued a stern warning to the commu-
nity: if anyone caused any more trouble, the committee would make them pay 
a huge fi ne of fi fty thousand Pakistani rupees (roughly $550, about fi ve times 
the monthly salary of a local teacher). Construction was not hindered.

FFF

“We Never Hear Complaints about this Project”

A government offi  cial, who was frequently in contact with the project, re-
peated this observation several times: “We are constantly contacted by com-
munity members about problems with construction on other projects, but 
we had never had a single complaint about the PERRP project.” He wanted 
to know more about how PERRP worked with the communities. Committee 
members and social mobilizers explained to him how the project handled 
grievances inside the project: 

We try to make sure everybody in the community knows that, if they 
have any problems or any complaints at all regarding the construction, 
the contractor, or anything related to the site, they need to take that 
complaint right away to their committee—not the contractor. Th e com-
mittee, social mobilizer, and site engineer act quickly and reach a solution 
so people don’t get upset and take action themselves. Th at’s probably 
why you don’t hear complaints. Th ey are taken care of inside the project.

FFF

Two Views—Listening to the People

Looking back on the project’s early months, a social mobilizer remembered: 

When we were fi rst getting the project started, the engineers thought 
they knew everything needed and that they were superior. Some of 
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them looked down on us social mobilizers and on community involve-
ment and even resented it. Th ey didn’t think that the local people were 
important at all. One of the engineers said to me, “We [engineers] 
already know how to do what’s needed. We don’t need a social program 
and we don’t need the community. Th ey will just waste our time and 
cause trouble.” A few weeks later, when a big problem cropped up over a 
land issue at one of the schools, the same engineer phoned me to come 
urgently to the site and solve the problem. I reminded him, “But you 
said you know how to do everything”—he pleaded with me, however, 
so I went to the site, sat down with the community members, and in a 
couple of hours we solved the issue. After this kind of thing happened 
a few times, where the engineers heard the disputes, our negotiations, 
and the solutions we reached, it was a diff erent tune. Th eir attitudes 
changed completely. Th ey soon realized it was far more complicated in 
the communities than they had thought, and that it really does take 
special expertise to deal with it. Th ey also got to see it was in their own 
benefi t, too, to listen to the people.

FFF

Rough First Year

Near the end of the project, when looking back over their experience, a 
senior engineer said to a member of the social team, “Wow, things were 
pretty rough in the fi rst year of the project. You social mobilizers were 
so stressed all the time trying to make things work.” Th e social mobilizer 
replied, “Th at’s because it took that much time for you [engineering] guys 
to listen to us!”

FFF

“Look Who Is in the Graveyard! Ha, Ha, Ha!”

Outside PERRP’s compound walls in Bagh district, there was a local family’s 
private graveyard, which had its tombstones clearly visible from the com-
pound’s entry gate. Sometimes an engineer, when bringing in visitors, would 
point to the graves and say, “See what we do with social mobilizers!” Th e joke 
refl ected the rocky early relationship between project engineers and social 
mobilizers. If a social mobilizer was arriving with guests, they would also 
indicate the graves and say, “See what happens to engineers in this project?” 
While done in good fun, it should come as no surprise that the social and 
technical specialists at times had trouble getting along with one another, 
especially in the early months of the project. By the time they were able to 
joke about it like this, they had gained a deeper understanding of each other 
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and their roles. It took time and eff ort for sociocultural and technical spe-
cialists to work together eff ectively, but after some time, they could draw on 
a shared sense of humor and joke about their diff erences.

FFF

Engineers Say, “Having a Social Team Saves a Lot of Time and Trouble”

Near the end of PERRP, windup exercises and discussions were held with 
engineers and social mobilizers to analyze their experience. Although highly 
experienced in other construction projects in the region, engineers reported 
that none of those projects had had a dedicated social team. When asked to 
compare and contrast community-related problem-solving in those other 
projects and in PERRP, there were a variety of answers, such as:

In other projects I’ve worked in over the years, when there was a fi ght, 
we would just stop the work and go to the owner or client, but they 
often couldn’t or wouldn’t do anything about it, or it would take a long 
time. Sometimes the contractor would try to bargain with people, or 
pay them something to settle. When work got stopped, it meant a lot 
of time was lost and it multiplied the problems of the contractors too 
(site engineer, Mansehra).
 I watched PERRP social mobilizers working with the people and now 
I understand how complicated all that social stuff  is. At fi rst, I thought 
having a social team was not necessary, that it would just slow us down 
when all we wanted to do was get on with the job, but that turned out 
to not be true at all. Until I saw the social mobilizers doing what they 
do with communities, I had not realized how much skill that takes—
and I don’t have that skill. I changed my mind about how to deal with 
local people when I saw how they worked with the community and got 
the problems solved (site engineer, Bagh).
 When PERRP is fi nished and I will need to fi nd a job on another 
construction project, I dread it, as other projects do not have social 
teams and that means somebody—probably me—will get stuck trying 
to solve these problems. I don’t have the patience for it. And anyway, it 
means I have to run around doing that when I am supposed to be look-
ing after all the details in the construction. Having a social team saves 
so much time and trouble (resident engineer, Bagh).

FFF
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