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Preface

“To photograph is to confer importance”

Susan Sontag in On Photography 1977.

This publication grew from the innovative work of three Chinese
environmental NGOs: The Development Institute for Tradition and
Environment (DITE), Alxa SEE Ecological Association, and the
Lijiang Culture and Gender Research Center (CGRC). These NGOs
cooperated to develop visual techniques for villagers to use in
explaining their natural resource management problems and
perspectives. What this involved was something very simple -
handing over a camera. With this action, they also handed over the
power to 'see' and to tell a story. Subsequently, 45 farmer- photog-
raphers in Alxa and Lijiang told us a little bit about life in their
communities, from their point of view. Facilitators from the three
NGOs documented the process as a guide for other potential users
in Participation and Development: A Guide to Photo-Novella
(2006: Yunnan Minorities Press).

Alxa SEE has now published a fuller collection of the photo-stories
from the Alxa activity. These are a timely reminder that grassland
areas and herding communities continue to face ecological and
economic challenges. However, the book also gives us hope, as the
people closest to these problems, and some of the answers, have
been able to share their perspectives with us. How can these
understandings be better reflected in activities to promote farmer

and herder livelihoods and protect ecological security?

Over the last decade, the Ford Foundation has contributed to the
introduction of new methods for participatory analysis of village
natural resources. Participatory rural assessment (PRA), for example,

has become part of the national poverty reduction plan. The Foun-

dation also supported groups experimenting with photographic
visualisation techniques as another means for villagers to create
information about environmental conditions. Training and cameras
were provided to villagers to photograph their practices and problems.
Local social scientists then used these photos as tools to discuss
local conditions with villagers. These early activities were rela-
tively expensive, resource intensive activities. They often utilized
local scholars as interpreters of information to increase the under-
standing of international researchers and audiences. However, this
begged the question of whose needs were primarily being met, and
where the balance between international general interest and local
action for resource improvement lay. Still, the technique remained

a potentially powerful tool for creating a visual voice.

The new millennium has created new needs for an indigenized
farmer-photography which can better document, monitor, and stimu-
late action for environmental protection. For instance, Village
Poverty Reduction Plans call for community monitoring of activities.
Public environmental enquiries can accept dated photographs as
evidence of resource conditions. The national San Nong and New
Village campaigns seek to establish supportive new relationships
between rural and urban areas, economies and residents. Farmer-
photography can provide one communication channel for building
these new relations. Through the eyes of these farmer-photographers,
we can better understand their feelings and concerns, and better

understand ourselves.

Ford Foundation Beijing Office
Environment and Development program

Irene Bain
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Foreword: About The photo story

All of the photos in this book were shot by about twenty ordinary
farmers and herders. As a result, they represent not the peak of
perfection, but an unpretentious, native visual angle, and the local
culture of the participants. This book represents a completely
different Alxa for us. These twenty participants took the photos
with their own eyes and hearts. The photos reflect the environment
and local production and living, and express local love and
comprehension of their land. Enjoying every photo, approaching
the "local eyes' Alxa", let's understand Alxa and the ecological
puzzledom that Alxa faces, and experience locals' pleasure, anger,

sorrow and happiness in this supernatural land.

This book was developed from a participatory project - The Photo
Story in 2005 which was fully funded by the Ford Foundation, and
carried out jointly by the Alxa SEE Ecological Association, the
Development Institute for Tradition & Environment, Kunming,

and the National Culture and Gender Research Institute, Lijiang.

As a participatory project, The Photo Story was specifically
designed with a relatively simple operational method. First, we
provided "easy to operate" cameras to the twenty participants,
who were selected from local farmers and herders with multiple
nationalities, ages and genders. Then we carried out training to
clarify the tenet of the project and to teach the farmers and herders
photo-shooting techniques. The time of the photo shoot was
divided into four periods of two months. Each participant was
provided with plenty of film. After that, we printed all the films
and selected representative samples. For these samples, we inter-
viewed every photographer and his/her family, and took their
stories down. In the course of the whole experiment, taking photos
was just the means. Our main purpose was to explore the commu-
nity members' viewpoints, wishes, and understanding of the
environment and resources, their production, living, traditions,

culture, thoughts, sentiments, capacity, frangibility, development

and management practices. This project enabled participants who
differed in nationality, gender and age to think about environmen-
tal protection and development in their community, as well as to
anable outsiders to understand locals' traditional culture and their
relationship with the environment. The project also promoted the
strategies of local development projects based on local needs, and
advanced the community's sustainable development capacity.
Meanwhile, the project provided practical and applied methods
for development work, especially for participatory environmental

protection and community development work in the region.

In April 2005, we selected for our project sites Jilantai town in
Zuoqi Banner which has a high quantity of Saxoul trees, and
Saihantaolai village in Erjina Banner which has an abundance of
Hu Poplar trees. As two flagship tree species in the Alxa desert, the
Saxoul tree and the Hu Poplar tree have played important roles in

the ecosystem. This was the reason for the sites selection.

It is often the case that when you step into a strange land with great
passion, you hardly understand local needs by your subjective
judgment, no matter whether you are an expert or an ordinary
outsider. Only the local people know what their sorrows and
fortunes are, what they want and don't want. The camera has
become a carrier for the locals to deliver themselves to the outside
world. They sent out their own voice and expressed their view-
points freely. Although they were not that confident at first, we
believed that no one could do better than them. In the course of the
whole project, twenty local participants took approximately two
thousand pictures. About eight hundred pictures were selected for
The Photo Story. More than one hundred of these pictures were
picked out for this book which was funded by the Alxa SEE
Ecological Association. I would like to present this book as a gift

for those who pay great concerns to Alxa and its people.
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