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Foreword: From Aid to Development

I have known Raif Shwayri for many years. We met in 1994 in Brussels when he came to me with his ideas for a development project. We were the same age, had recently taken charge of senior positions at our respective organizations, his in Lebanon, mine in Belgium, and our paths would thereafter coincide. So much so, that I didn’t really need to read the manuscript for this book in order to write the preface; however few the following pages, they have taken 26 years to compile if one takes their real measure: the time it has taken to bring the ideas they convey to fruition, to implementation, to revision, and reenactment. And all along, I was there, a sturdy brother-in-arms, debating, arguing sometimes, and sharing in the joy of conceiving new models and giving them wings to fly.

In 26 years, we implemented together some two dozen programs that serve a large population today, programs that have the particularity of being sustainable on all fronts. For sustainability has always been Raif’s worry. More to the point, Raif has constantly lived his programs with the anxiety of an entrepreneur who fears what tomorrow brings, anticipating the future before undertaking the present. In doing so, he has set a precedent in our world of development, of accounting for results beyond the scope of a written proposal. Viability of any program is at the heart of all his endeavors, and numerous were the times when we turned away a funded project that did not hold the aptitude to stand alone after implementation.

But sustainability was not his only tool for development. Raif could not foresee any initiative that was not beholden by the locals themselves. His unique experience at standing on both sides of the fence gave him a precious and perceptive outlook on development. An initiative, he says, cannot survive unless it is conceived and appropriated by the people themselves, not devised for them by international organizations, however decent or ambitious their intentions are. In our long years together, I often heard him argue that “you can send aid, but development is brewed locally,” a statement he repeated in his introduction for this book.

When you take these two concerns of Raif, sustainability and local appropriation of initiatives, and you put them in a shaker, the result is called lasting development. For what is development if not the advancement of the social and economic conditions of a community, done by the locals themselves, and inscribed in a perennial evolution, in respect of traditions, cultures, gender, inclusion principles, and human dignity? Take these two ingredients and thrive with them, and you have the assurance of departing from the short-sighted, selective and detrimental aid to harbor righteous and all-embracing development. It takes this shaker to get from aid to development.

Raif is not only a social entrepreneur but also an alert academic. Having identified his ingredients for development early in his career, he went seeking to systemize his findings in models that can be understood, valued, and shared. I know this because we worked on these models together. The School–Enterprise model is a fine paradigm that was met with tremendous success, some of which is related in the following pages. An Education for the Real World is another, so poignant that it became the foundational statement of the university that Raif initiated, a nonprofit institution that embodies the values of real development—a mover and shaker in its own right. And because microentrepreneurs have been at the heart of our development initiatives, it was natural that our crowning achievement spoke to them and became the cornerstone of all our endeavors. The Micro-MBA, a provocative model, disruptive of standardized thinking and one of the “think-out-of-the-box” models that Raif refers to in this book, is the new paradigm that ACTEC is pursuing at this point, recording outstanding results in certain parts of the world already.

Perhaps the successful enterprises that Raif has conducted stem also from the fact that he has acted on them in the spirit of giving. Not the typical philanthropy or aid-governed charity, but the real sense of giving “as a condition of being,” to quote his own words. When the mission is pure, to be found outside of one’s own persona, the anxiety of the entrepreneur takes a different proportion. The purer the incentive and the more detached, the more elevated the discourse and the objective. And the more anxious the social entrepreneur! There is no doubt that our friendship has grown over the years on the footpaths of development and in its trenches, and it has shone with the smiles of thousands of young people who grew and nurtured with the seeds we have sown. It remains, however, that the initial spark that brought us together in the beginning was there, in the art of giving as a condition of being. The story that Raif delivers in the conclusion speaks of that, of the basic and uncomplicated impulse that defines the true wisdom of development.

I have seen this book’s story in action, and I testify to its veracity. I would say humbly that somewhere in between the lines, I hear echoes of my own whispers. I say this with the intellectual integrity of someone who has picked the same fight, that of world justice, reasoned and informed, and with the same compelling love of humanity.

From aid to development: with wit, style, and firmness, Raif Shwayri shows us in this book how to cross the ravine.

Daniel Turiel

CEO of Association of Cultural, Technical and Educational Cooperation (ACTEC), Brussels
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