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PREFACE

It is a pleasure to introduce the authors of this book, some of their expe-
riences and the issues which continue to concern them. Members of the Yun-
nan PRAQ Network have worked for a decade to adopt and improve practical
processes for participatory development in rural southwest China. This Network
and its membership grew from merest in PRA ( participatory rural appraisal )
following a visit by Robert Chambers and participation in the Yunnan Uplands
Management Program (YUM) in the early 1990s®. Both activities focused on
understanding the knowledge, skills and preferences of male and female rural
residents in relation to resource management and poverty reduction activities.
YUM Project participants wanted to share and expand this learning through a
new Network with thematic working groups on land use, forestry, gender and
development, and health and ethnicity. In 1996, they initiated a “PRA News-
letter” to publish articles and share lessons learned with like-minded practi-
tioners across China. A number of these articles were subsequently collected
and published as a book ( Participatory Development)in 2001. Some articles were
also analysed by Dr Andy Wilkes in a DFID-funded study (see Chapter 1).

@ Originally PRA stood for Parti
Research and Action.
@ The Ford Foundation Beijing Office funded both activities.

ipatory Rural Appraisal but was later changed to Participatory
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These early publications reflected initial learning based on practical
field experiences. They were important for their findings, but also as re-
cords of how thinking about participatory approaches developed among
local researchers. The skills and insights the authors gamed did not de-
velop through tertiary study, training courses, trips abroad or wide read-
ing. They came instead from directly listening, caring and being per-
ceived to care by men and women from Han and ethnic minority groups
in some of the poorest rural communities in China. Their publications re-
flected a capacity to ‘sit in the space’ of rural residents but not to occu-
py it, to acknowledge and help empower others. However, they also i-
dentified and discussed broader limitations and constraints to participato-
ry action. These included the wider planning environment, the complexi-
ty of rural ‘ communities’ and the types of resources, commitments,
and time revolved when groups sought to re-shape their own situations.

This new volume reflects more sophisticated insights from a group of
seasoned practitioners. These male and female scholars come from a
broad range of academic disciplines, interests and perspectives. Moreo-
ver, the bulk of chapters were specifically written for the publication.
The authors have provided a reflective and collective account of lessons
learned directly from participatory fieldwork and about theory and prac-
tice. This focus differentiates the book from a number of other publica-
tions which have translated international experiences or analysed field ac-

tivities undertaken by other people or projects®. Instead, the authors

@ A similar book is C ity Participation in China; Issues and Processes for Capacity

Building (2004 ), containing English-language papers by Chinese authors edited by Janelle
Plummer and John Taylor ( Earthscan: London) with DFID support. This focused more specific-
ally on the capacity of resource-deficient township and village administrations to implement the

participatory methodologies and plans of state agencies and international donors.
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bring the ‘field’ to the book, rather than the book to the field. It is this
characteristic that makes the publication so valuable . and timely -for not
only have the practitioners evolved, but the nature and functions of par-
ticipatory learning have also evolved in diverse ways.

This timeliness is reflected in the increasing interest in participatory
processes in parts of China beyond the southwest and among a new gen-
eration of students and aspiring practitioners. It is also evident in the de-
velopment of new tertiary courses and teaching modes which link field
and class based learning. It is apparent that participatory approaches fall
within the ambit of the national agenda for building a more harmonious
society. This is timely given the expanding role of market forces in rural
areas and responses to them; the decline in service and technical exten-
sion delivery (if services did effectively reach these areas before ) ; new
reforms in natural resource management; and the complex relationship
between the living logic of rural communities and more standardized offi-
cial practices. These are the positive aspects of scaling up and scaling
out interest in participatory approaches. There are also implicit dangers;
namely professionalisation and standardization. Many participatory
processes are undertaken as part of projects funded by donors which re-
quire recordable and replicable outputs provided by recognized experts.
This encourages practitioners to become professionals and activities to be-
come enterprises. What makes this problematic is that participatory
processes then become * deliverables’ with specific time-frames and oth-
er project constraints. The very pre-conditions which the practitioner
needed to be most effective are removed through his or her passive pro-
fessionalisation.

Scaling out can involve the adoption of participatory approaches by

groups with mandates to deliver services across wide and diverse geo-
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graphic areas and populations. It is tempting to achieve this through a-
dopting formulaic approaches. If participatory activities are detached
from the humanistic attitudes which underpin them, it is relatively easy
to develop a checklist of steps to implement or ‘ deliver’ a ‘ participato-
ry’ process; rather like assembling a prefabricated piece of furniture.
This is necessary in mass-production However, it may fail to capture the
specific skills, insights and energies which only local people possess and
which help create locally relevant and sustainable activities. A number of
authors in this collection touch on these issues citing, for instance, re-
cent experience in nation-wide participatory village poverty reduction
planning. It is a hallmark of their work, however, that they have sought
to constructively engage with these challenges and to offer positive and
practical recommendations.

The authors in this volume are now well positioned to begin engag-
ing with a number of emerging themes. These include deeper exploration
of the relationship between participatory processes, state roles and gov-
ernance in rural management and service provision. They may also in-
volve engaging with some of the international critiques of ¢ participation’
itself. There is certainly interest in broadening the types of social science
approaches to rural field work beyond PRA methods alone. And activities
have begun on building participatory methods into the framework of
county level planning as an alternative means of scaling-up. So, we can
read this volume with interest and await the next with anticipation.

The Ford Foundation is pleased to support these authors from the
Yunnan PRA Network to publicly share their personal insights. We hope
their readership will include fellow scholars and students, practitioners
from government and civil society projects, and the broader community

of interest. We encourage you, the reader, to contribute to the circle of
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learning around this book by posting your impressions and comments on
the Yunnan PRA Network website ( http: //www. ynpra. org/
index. asp). We also share with you a comment from Gordon Conway,
One of the earliest international PRA practitioners, during his recent
visit to Beijing; “The reason for engaging in participatory processes is
not just to plan and document, but to do”. Best wishes for your learn-

ing and working with local people!

Irene Bain

Program Officer for Environment and Development
Ford Foundation Beijing Office

2005 -12-14
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