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Preface

This publication grew from the innovative work of three
Chinese environmental NGOs. The Development Institute for
Tradition and Environment ( DITE) was established in 2001
by social researchers from key provincial research institutes
and it works on natural resource - based poverty reduction
activities. The Lijiang Culture and Gender Research Center
(CGRC) was established in 1999 in northwest Yunnan by a
group of researchers of Naxi ethnicity. Alxa SEE Ecological
Association was founded in mid - 2004 to support
environmental improvement and cultural preservation in the
grasslands of northwest Inner Mongolia.

These three NGOs have succeeded in developing
innovative visual techniques for local groups and communities
to use to address their natural resource management
problems. The Ford Foundation is pleased to have supported
their achievement in documenting and sharing this body of
field experience.

Over the last decade, the Foundation has contributed to
the introduction of new methods for participatory analysis of

— 4 —



250K E:

village natural resources in a number of ways. This began
with provision of training in participatory rapid rural appraisal
(RRA or PRA) for young scientists in Yunnan. These
scholars used PRA methods to interview villagers and gain
greater understanding of their needs and aspirations. The
outputs of these discussions informed plans and activities for
improved resource management in externally funded projects.
Now government programs, such as the national Poverty
Reduction Plan, have adopted these PRA approaches in their
village natural resource assessment methodology.

The Foundation also supported groups experimenting
with  photographic  visualisation  techniques as a
complementary means for villagers to create and transmit
information about environmental conditions to international
researchers. This included Photo Novella research on rural
women’ s health problems and Photo Voice research on
environmental problems in Yunnan. Training and cameras
were provided to villagers to photograph their practices and
problems. Local social scientists then used these photographs
as tools to discuss local conditions with villagers. These early
photographic  visualization  activities were  relatively
expensive, resource intensive activities. They utilized local
scholars as interpreters of information to increase the
understanding of international researchers and audiences.
However, they also begged the question of whose needs were
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primarily being met by the activity and where the balance
between international general interest and local action for
resource improvement lay. Despite these problems however,
photographic visualization remained a powerful technique for
giving a visually ‘ objective’ voice to groups of men and
women who were often remote from planners in terms of
geographic distance, cultural values and education.

The authors have drawn on these earlier experiences to
offer a constructive critique of photographic visualization
practices. They have built on this base to develop a more
participatory process and simple manual of least cost
strategies for use by local researchers, NGOs and community
— based organizations. These improved processes aim to
indigenise and popularize photographic visualization and
increase its community ownership. The authors also hope to
support at least some of the small village resource
improvement activities which residents have identified
through their photographs.

This work is timely as further impetus is being given to
techniques which allow rural residents and local groups to
better document, monitor and act to protect and improve the
environment. For instance, Village Poverty Reduction Plans
call for participatory monitoring of activities, but do not
indicate how this could occur. Some Chinese anthropologists
and sociologists have begun to question whether PRA
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community meetings alone can provide the most accurate and
nuanced information on villager resource concerns.
Community and civil society groups are also addressing
environmental problems and natural resource management
issues through advocacy. For instance, public environmental
enquiries are able to admit dated photos as evidence of
resource conditions. These situations all require a practical
means for communities to articulate their concerns more
widely to receive timely and effective support. Farmer
photographers can help meet this need. And finally,
government has drawn attention to rural problems through its
san nong slogan and new village campaign. Both concepts
are premised on creating a new relationship between rural
and urban areas, economies and residents. Sharing
photographs taken by farmers can contribute to building these
relationships through conveying needs and hopes and
stimulating both photographers and viewers to take action.

We hope that you will read and use this manual. We
hope it will help you to identify and address rural natural
resource issues. But most of all, we hope you will be
successful in improving the environment where rural residents
live and work.

Irene Bain
Ford Foundation Beijing Office

Environment and Development program
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