Catholic University of Temuco, Chile

Being a Catholic university and located in a predominantly rural area (Region IX) in the south of Chile, the Catholic University of Temuco has positioned itself as an institution of higher learning where civic engagement is expressed through involvement in integrated sustainable rural development. 

The region is home to the country’s greatest concentration of indigenous inhabitants, the Mapuche people; a population ranking among Chile’s poorest socioeconomic strata. In addition, the region faces severe environmental problems which resulted from the expansive growth in the forestry industry that caused soil erosion and the loss of biodiversity. This generated the need to set up an appropriate strategy for rural development that would result in a direct improvement in the wellbeing of the region, important advances in social equity, and the sustainable management of the environment.

Approach to civic engagement

At the university, civic engagement is carried out in an environment of mutual support between two groups (university and society) who share the same interest in improving socioeconomic conditions in the region. The program has been incorporated into the university’s 2005-2010 Development Plan.

One of the cornerstones of the university’s civic engagement program is the Center for Sustainable Development, which was set up in 1997. It offers training programs in local development for practitioners from across South America at the diploma and master’s levels, and brings an international perspective into the university. Drawing on the Latin American Consortium on Agroecology and Development network, which is operational in eight Andean and southern Cone countries, the center now offers a master’s degree in local development with specializations either in agro ecology or management.

The multicultural local development curriculum focuses on issues such as education, theology, agriculture and environment. It is implemented within the context of teaching, research and extension. Due to the university’s limited experience of civic engagement, it has enlisted help from external bodies including the University of York, which has contributed its strength in macro level analysis (public policy, international political economy, environmental and social science approaches to rural development). In addition, nongovernmental organizations associated with the program bring vital micro level experience in sustainable rural development (appropriate technology, environmental management, agroecological techniques, and the advantage of local knowledge). 
In order to carry the spirit of cooperation forward among Chilean universities, the institution, through its current rector, was instrumental in establishing the Universidad Construye País project, which promotes social responsibility within the higher education sector.

Resources

Support for civic engagement at the university is inadequate. Although the Chilean government makes provision for scholarship programs to promote civic involvement, funding to carry out such projects is scarce. The university has received some funding from external agencies such as the AVINA foundation, which facilitated the setting up of the Universidad Construye País project. 

There is also a field-specific fund that supports research projects in the enterprise industry. Through this fund the university has, over a four-year period, carried out 20 projects aimed at solving definite problems within the sector.

Challenges

Financial limitations to implement civic engagement activities remain a major challenge for the university. Coupled with that is the lack of clear policy with regard to civic engagement within Chile’s higher education sector. 

Conclusion

Founded within the framework of evangelical values, the university promotes fraternity within its community through its academic work. The poor socioeconomic conditions experienced by communities in its area provided further impetus for the institution’s focus on civic engagement, and the commitment of the university’s rector to social responsibility has been a driving force in making this a reality.

Social University Responsibility Project: Universidad Construye País
The Universidad Construye País project was created in 2001 and is aimed at making the concept and practice of social responsibility known among Chilean universities. This is seen as a response to the needs of the country. 

The project was started in 2001 and focuses on themes such as primary health, basic education, youth and rural development, food and nutrition, security, income generation projects, and corporative and voluntary military services. Its scope of work covers the municipalities or local councils and it works with community associations, religious communities, nongovernmental organizations, and other nonprofit organizations.
Through this initiative the university has become a leader in promoting civic engagement among higher education institutions. It has thus played a major role in changing the historical position of isolation of universities, which has divorced them from the wider community. 

The specific objectives of the project are to:

· Design a national project aimed at inculcating social responsibility values within all spheres of community (social, economic, environmental, and political);

· Set up a linkage between universities to promote and implement the civic engagement agenda; and

· Publicize and disseminate social responsibility policy throughout the country.

The project specifically targets members of different universities that are involved in civic engagement projects at their institutions. These members may be faculty or support staff, management staff or students. Indirectly, there are a wide range of beneficiaries including entrepreneurs, political leaders, community and civic organizations, as well as teachers and students, who gain from the information that the project disseminates. 

The university’s rector was instrumental in the establishment of the project. In conjunction with seven other university leaders, she managed to extend the commitment to social responsibility to various higher education institutions. This was done through the project called Chile Regional 2020, which envisioned the country’s strategic development plan. 

The project has resulted in a greater commitment to the value of social responsibility, a support network for academics and students involved in social responsibility initiatives, the institutionalization of social responsibility within various higher education institutions, and dissemination of information regarding social responsibility to universities and community partners. 

 At a glance

	Name of institution
	Catholic University of Temuco 

	Country
	Chile

	Type of institution
	Belongs to the Bishop district but receives some funding from government. 

	Total number of undergraduate students in 2005
	5,000

	Total number of graduate students in 2005
	240

	Extent of students participating in civic engagement activities
	10-25%

	Extent of faculty participating in civic engagement activities
	10-25%

	National, regional and international affiliations
	· Universidad Construye País

· Bid Network on Ethics and Social Responsibility (Inter-American Development Bank) 

· Network on Innovation, Excellence, and Social Engagement of Universities


