The Involvement of Voluntary Organisations in Community Development:

Quaggy Waterways Action Group

Founded in 1990 as a campaign group against local flood alleviation proposals, QWAG has developed into a successful voluntary organisation focusing on the education and information of statutory organisations and the public on the effects of river development. Although the group has a very special aim, it may be characterized as involved in community development by the way it achieves its own objectives and those of the local statutory sector.
QWAG initially emerged as a group of Lewisham residents who objected to river authority proposals for further channelisation of the River Quaggy. Channelisation is the process by which rivers are directed through concrete channels to manage flooding.
Through a combination of research, local knowledge and the assistance of experts in engineering and river management, QWAG developed an alternative, naturalisation scheme, for the River Quaggy. This process involves removing the concrete and returning natural banks, beds and processes to the river. The principal benefits of naturalisation may be summarised as flood alleviation; increased biodiversity; aesthetic improvements.
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The pictures above demonstrate visually the change, showing the same section of the River Quaggy before and after the restoration at Chinbrook Meadows.

Co-production in developing the local environment

‘Co-production implies that citizens can play an active role in producing public goods and services of consequence to them’ (Ostrom, 1996).

The theory of co-production maintains that in some instances it is more efficient for individuals from different organisations such as the statutory sector and society to collaborate in the production of public goods and services. The involvement of local residents through QWAG in flood alleviation solutions is an effective example.

Flooding affects residents indiscriminately across boroughs and therefore may be considered an issue which requires public rather than private action. However, since the Quaggy runs across jurisdictions, integrated management in the public sphere is necessary to avoid actions in one borough impacting negatively further downstream in the next borough. In the rare cases where there are especially high volumes of water, concrete channels only serve to direct this water further downstream to the next borough without providing a safe outlet. Further channelisation forces the problem further downstream.
This case study demonstrates that involvement of local voluntary groups can facilitate the development of appropriate long term solutions to public problems. Using the local knowledge and enthusiasm of QWAG, who were supported by the expertise of professionals in the field, the river authority can work towards a long term goal of integrated flood alleviation across boroughs.

Positive externalities of naturalisation

Flood alleviation represents only one beneficial outcome of the actions of QWAG. Following its successful campaign for the initiation of naturalisation of the Quaggy the group instigated the recent renovation of Chinbrook Meadows in Lewisham. This has been achieved through multi-agency partnership working and has led to a number of additional economic and social benefits.

Economic: QWAG’s campaigning resulted in funding worth £1.1m being devoted to the regeneration of the river and restoration of the park, of which 52.5% represented inward investment to the park from outside the Borough. This included £228,000 from the Environment Agency which represented the Agency’s entire budget for river restoration in the South of England.

The regeneration of open spaces such as Chinbrook Meadows contributes to a more attractive environment for visitors and businesses. In 2003, Chinbrook Meadows received a Green Flag Award for standards as a green space. The national recognition that such awards embody has the potential to be a powerful economic lever, through the revenue generated by raising the profile of Lewisham as a pleasant place to work and visit.

Social: Prior to its regeneration, Chinbrook Meadows was an underused space. Through the joint working of QWAG and other organisations, the park is now enjoyed by families, young and elderly people. The education and information function of QWAG ensures that the community is more aware of the natural environment that surrounds them. It organises river walks and events in the park where groups can learn about life in and around the river.

By improving the local environment, the project has encouraged the community to associate and continue to care for it. River restoration promoted by QWAG has resulted in the emergence of further voluntary activity around maintaining the local environment, such as the establishment of a park user group at Chinbrook Meadows.

QWAG is an entirely voluntary organisation. It has no paid employees and collectively, up to 20 volunteers work around 600 hours per month. It supports itself financially predominantly through membership fees and donations.

Much of the success of QWAG, both in terms of resources, inputs and outcomes results from the commitment and enthusiasm of individual volunteers and the manner in which they have established strategic relations with other organisations. The group’s success at meeting their own objectives in addition to assisting the local statutory sector agencies in meeting theirs is a positive reflection of their empowerment and therefore of how they have been involved in community development as defined by the Community Development Strategy.

