Support the spread of good practice in generating, managing, analysing and communicating spatial information

Module: [M07 - Project Structuring and Initial Reconnaissance]

Unit: [M07U03 -Visiting Communities]


Handout for Trainee
Unit M07U03 - Visiting Communities
[image: image1.jpg]


Developed by: Mac Chapin
Table of Contents
11
Introduction


12
Reasons for early community visits


23
Interpersonal Relationships


24
Methodology


25
Trust


26
Courtesy


37
Ownership and Participation


38
Free, Prior and Written Informed Consent


39
Conclusion




1 Introduction

In virtually all regions, villagers are receptive – even enthusiastic – to the idea of producing maps of their territories; what they lack is a methodology for doing this. Once a formal decision has been made to move forward with a mapping project, there is approval for the design phase to begin. This is one of the tasks of Module M07, and Unit M07U03 deals with this at the community level. It includes the phase in which the Core Team travels to the project area to work collaboratively with the local actors to outline in greater detail how the project will function: the methodology, the villagers’ role, the project structure and the project outcomes. Visiting communities early to discuss these aspects of the proposed project is a matter of courtesy, a sign of respect.
2 Reasons for early community visits 
Community input is an essential part of project design and preliminary visits contribute to this process. Visits to the communities and direct contact with villagers are important components of any participatory mapping project. Visits to communities are an essential beginning because they:  
· reduce the natural distance in interpersonal relationships;
· provide an opportunity to explain the planned mapping methodology; 

· establish trust; 

· facilitate ownership and participation; 

· allow free, prior and written informed consent.
3 Interpersonal Relationships
At the beginning of a project, there is a natural distance between villagers and some members of the Core Team (i.e. the outsiders, such as cartographers, GIS specialists and perhaps the team leader). They may have never seen or met each other before this time. It is important to take measures from the start to reduce this distance as much as possible, and visits by the Core Team are a good beginning in this direction. The visits allow villagers and Core Team members to become acquainted and start to feel comfortable around each other; if no visits are made, villagers will see these members of the Core Team as outsiders who are aloof and unsocial. 
4 Methodology
People in the communities need to know precisely what is being proposed and how they will be involved; then, they must have a chance to accept or reject the proposal. Many villagers have been visited by researchers before and the research has not been beneficial to them; in some cases, it has even been harmful. Consequently, they will want to see what kind of research is being proposed by the Core Team. Clearly, the more participatory and beneficial the project is to them, the more they will buy into it. In other words, the Core Team must explain the project methodology to the people in the communities.
5 Trust

Participatory mapping projects are much more than strategies for producing maps; they are intense social processes involving empowerment, ownership and community cohesion. Often these projects are conducted in regions that are politically sensitive where villagers, because of their past experiences, are suspicious of all outsiders. It is necessary to begin early to build a bond of trust. 
It is necessary to establish some level of trust for participatory mapping projects to function. Without it, no reliable information will be gathered. At the same time, visits and explanations about the methodology, work schedule, objectives and so forth are never enough. Some communities are invariably reluctant to throw their weight behind the project – some boycott the work and others simply drag their feet because they are not convinced that mapping is a good idea. Why should they dedicate their precious time to an activity of this sort, when they are not even sure that they will benefit from it? 
6 Courtesy
Some communities are more reluctant to participate than others. It is common practice in many parts of the world for outside researchers to arrive in villages, carry out research and disappear, never to return – and the fruits of their research never make their way back to the communities. Where this has occurred, the Core Team must work very hard to assure the communities that this will not happen with the mapping project. If multiple communities are involved, all of them should be addressed and included because the project will be deficient if some of the communities are missing. Having the Core Team visit each and every community – where feasible – is seen as a matter of courtesy. Where this courtesy is extended, communities are much more willing to collaborate in the project. 
7 Ownership and Participation

Visits to the communities give rise to discussion, questions and answers. Villagers can provide their ideas, participate in the project design and begin to define their rights and responsibilities in the project. This gives them ownership in the project and the resulting maps and leads to stronger participation.
Many people in the communities will remain suspicious until they begin working on the project and start to see the maps being produced. They are not convinced with words alone; they want to see the maps as they are being made. They may become gradually involved in the project as it progresses and as they begin to see concrete results. Also, they need to know that the maps are for them and not for outsiders. 
8 Free, Prior and Written Informed Consent

These visits allow for discussion of free, prior and written informed consent (refer to M02U03). Project leaders should include in their discussions with villagers the concept of "Free, Prior and Written Informed Consent". The information that is gathered for the maps is community knowledge, and the maps are the property of the people in the project area. At this stage in the process, it is important to thoroughly discuss the issue of rights to this information and take steps to protect villagers from its unwarranted use. 
9 Conclusion
The complexity of preliminary visits varies with the size of the mapping project. It is relatively easy to set up a visitation schedule for small projects which involve one or two communities. Larger, more ambitious projects, some of which may cover thousands of square kilometres and include more than 20 communities, present a real challenge. This is especially the case when many communities are in outlying areas which are difficult to access. The Core Team members are involved in a number of tasks – designing the project, visiting government agencies, putting together a technical team, assembling cartographic materials and making logistical arrangements – and their time is limited. In this situation, community leaders need to be schooled in the general outlines of the project and its objectives and dispatched to the communities to meet with villagers. 
Yet no matter how difficult it is to visit communities and explain the project to villagers, it must be done. It is simply a fact that complex projects covering extensive territories demand more preparatory effort than simple projects in a small number of communities. Most people living in remote villages are initially suspicious of a mapping project. This is a result of their isolation: they have had limited contact with the outside world and are therefore wary of strangers. 
Villagers will have questions: What are these maps?  Who are they for?  What will be done with them?  And so forth. After all, the proposition that they will map their own territory on their own terms and use the finished maps for their own benefit is something they have never been offered before. This is not the way things are usually done. Standard practice is for outside researchers to arrive, undertake studies of one sort or another and then leave with their findings, never to return. The communities never see the results and receive no benefits. 
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