Farmer led documentation (FLD) for sustainable agriculture and natural resource management
Farmers acquire the knowledge required for their work through their own experience with agricultural practices and management of natural resources. In addition, they innovate (due to necessity, changing conditions and curiosity) by doing informal experiments on new ideas either from their own ingenuity or learned from other farmers, researchers, extensionists and other information sources like the mass media. 

To share this knowledge with others, for example to share innovations, to voice concerns to policy makers or to educate a future generation of farmers, there is a need to externalize the knowledge. This requires the farmer to make this implicit knowledge (in his/her head) explicit and then pass it on to others, for example by demonstrating a practice. 
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Documentation of these experiences, especially when done together with others, helps the farmer to analyse what he/she knows and capture the information to bring it across to other people. It provides opportunities for several people to learn from the experience of one farmer. Proper documentation retains its value in the future, so that it can be reused, making learning and education more efficient.

Traditionally, documentation for development purposes has been a top-down practice whereby technical experts (writer, video crew, photographer etc) take a lead role the process and decide on the method, purpose and audience. In contrast, in farmer-led documentation (FLD), farming communities take the lead role in the documentation process. FLD amplifies the voice of community members to express their experiences in their own words and with their own vision. The results of such documentation efforts can be used by community members for purposes of internal learning (within the community) and exchange between communities (horizontal sharing) and among communities, development agents and policy makers (vertical sharing). FLD ensures that relevant experiences and good practices at the community level are visible as a starting point for further farmer-led agricultural development.

There are several types of experiences that can be documented. It can be hands-on practices (yam cultivation, pig rearing) but also less tangible knowledge, such as insights into a situation, concerns and points of view. Finally, one can illustrate and share more abstract issues such as underlying values and cultures.
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Documentation can be in the form of written text, drawings, drama, poetry, dance, still photography, video and audio recordings. Being open minded towards the communication methods, both traditional and modern, and tools that are most appropriate for the context within which farmers live and work is important. For purposes of feasibility and sustainability of the documentation activities, farmers should be encouraged to start by using available tools. 
FLD outputs can be for farmers’ own use, but also for policy makers, research networks, government, NGOs, farmer unions or associations, development workers and many others. 

Picture: Small producers from the Council of Empowerment for Ecologic Agro and Animal Husbandry Sacaca, documenting their experiences. Sacaca, North of Potosí, Bolivia. Photo source: AGRECOL
FLD examples 
Using photography and weather instruments: Farmer support Group (South Africa)

Farmers, in this case, are using still photography and weather instruments to record weather conditions (rainfall & temperature) at different growth stages to monitor and evaluate their activities such as land preparation and planting.

In their opinion documentation through pictures is good to maintain memories of the past and to encourage continued use of good practices. The method also helps illiterate people as it focuses on visuals. It is also easy to make and watch pictures. Through the photographs, farmers can easily recognize if a plant has a problem and how they should act upon that. The pictures can also be used as a learning tool in farmer to farmer extension.

Participatory Video: Association of Church Development Projects (ACDEP), Ghana

In Ghana farmers are involved in filming their own experiences and practices. They determine what is to be filmed, where the activities are to be filmed and who will conduct the interviews. These processes are however, facilitated by the extension staff. The video documentation has successfully been carried out in 15 communities in Northern Ghana. The communities were enthusiastic about using participatory video (PV) as a means to enhance their learning and share their experiences. Lack of formal education did not pose any problems in terms of farmers’ learning how to handle video equipment. They see PV a means, not an end. The viewing of the PV film offers yet another opportunity for joint learning by outsiders and community members with a view to perfecting ideas. Major ingredients for success in this kind of engagement were trust, transparency and a willingness to learn and share ideas. 
Using Digital Cameras: AGRECOL Andes, Bolivia  

In this case, videos, digital cameras, audio recordings and digital slide shows are used by the farmers and communities to collect, edit and spread good practices. In Bolivia, this method has led to a procedure of self financing for communities to establish video/ sound centres for collection and distributing information. Experiences have shown that it is important to train several core people (a core group of experts) within a community in the use of the various tools (video recording, digital cameras etc) to facilitate effective collection of the communities’ experiences and knowledge. Digital cameras have been found to be one of the most effective means of documentation; they are simple to use and a photo taken by a farmer needs no further elaboration as the message does not need to be translated or shaped according to a given structure.

Picture: Women from Kalbeo, northern Ghana, working with the NGO CECIK (Centre for Cosmovision and Indigenous Knowledge), filming their own technology related to basket weaving. Insight provided the training. Photo source: Wim Hiemstra, COMPAS.

Some challenges
Reading & writing – Illiteracy among farmers hinders the use of documentation in written form. In some cases of FLD, farmers with writing skills are the ones to do the writing and reading. This makes illiterate farmers very dependant though. Alternative methods of documentation need to be looked at (audio/visual) or we have to explore ways through which illiterate farmers can play another but equally important (leading) role in the description and documentation of experiences and practices. 

Equipment – When a writing culture is lacking, but instead an oral or visual culture exists - the benefits of audio and/or visual documentation methods become evident. Photo, video or audio recordings seem to provide logical solutions. Equipment, such as camera’s, microphones and computers, is expensive and delicate, and yet FLD projects have shown that farmers feel more in charge of the documentation practice when they (as individuals or farmer groups) are owner of the equipment. Farmers are therefore seeking opportunities to cover costs for purchase and maintenance of electronic equipment.

Refresher course – Documentation is not part of the farmers’ everyday life. Unused skills required to use video and photo cameras tend to disappear after a while. FLD practitioners and trainers explore how farmers can maintain their level of documentation skills.
Property rights – Although FLD can be used for protection of farmers’ knowledge (intellectual property), fear of losing valuable knowledge can also cause farmers to refrain from documenting and sharing their knowledge.

Purpose of documentation – Documentation should not be seen as an end goal, but rather as a means to accomplish improved practices – in our case, practices in agriculture and NRM. Farmers involved in FLD have expressed that they did not consider knowledge sharing as an appropriate end goal, but were only satisfied when actions were taken. This is something easily forgotten when introducing FLD, and the focus is often on documentation for the sake of documenting or, at best, knowledge sharing. 
Marginalized groups – It can be a challenge for development workers who facilitate an FLD process to hand the lead of the documentation activities to the community, while at the same time aiming for full involvement of all groups, including marginalized.
Timing – Some FLD trainings were started during harvest season, when farmers had little time for documentation. In another case, farmers were introduced and trained to use photo cameras during the winter period. Farmers were mostly keen to document their successes in farming. Therefore, they were quite reluctant to take photographs during the winter period when virtually nothing is green; as such photographs would not clearly show their work in what they perceived to be a positive light.

ICT promotion – Successful stories of the use of participatory video or photo have often encouraged development workers to engage in FLD activities. Necessary conditions (finances, equipment, power, technical skills) for successful and sustainable FLD through ICTs are not always present, however. This is something that is often underestimated.
Policy influencing – In FLD, farmers are trained to express their experience and views in their own voice. This however is not always in a language that is appealing to policy makers. It is a challenge to empower farmers to be in charge of their own documentation and yet get through to people at the policy level.
These challenges will be addressed in the FLD activities that are implemented during the coming year(s) by Prolinnova and PELUM members. Experiences developed through these activities will be documented and exchanged through various channels.
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In 2006, Oxfam Novib, Prolinnova (Promoting Local Innovation) and PELUM-Uganda (Participatory Ecological Land Use Management) formed a partnership to promote farmer led documentation for sustainable agriculture and natural resource management. 


An international exchange and capacity building workshop on FLD was organized, which brought together participants from 11 countries in Africa, Europe and Latin America. Key outcomes from this workshop included sharing of isolated cases of FLD, identification of key principles, underlying assumptions, benefits, conditions for success as well as sustainability of FLD. These key outcomes were documented and a small publication and 2 DVDs produced and shared with partners. 


Dissemination workshops on FLD were held in Uganda, Kenya, Tanzania and Zambia. At these workshops, more cases of FLD were identified and wider sharing and appreciation of FLD was achieved.


Three FLD pilots were implemented by workshop participants in 2007. One pilot in South Africa (by the Farmer Support Group) using still photography and two in Uganda (by the Rural Empowerment Network and Africa 2000 Network) using digital photography and written documentation. 


In addition to the above, FLD reports have been shared  on the Prolinnova, Oxfam Novib and PELUM Association websites and discussion forums on FLD have been hosted on the by Oxfam Novib KIC portal on � HYPERLINK "http://www.oxfamkic.org" �www.oxfamkic.org�. Information on FLD has also been shared at various international events as well as major Prolinnova, Oxfam Novib and PELUM Association events. 





The participants of the workshop and their organisations are in the process of integrating FLD into their programmes and/or are initiating new FLD activities and pilots. Information on these activities is available from PELUM Uganda or Prolinnova.


 


Prolinnova contact person is Dorine Ruter: �d.ruter AT etcnl.nl  or call +31 33 432 6000.





Oxfam Novib contact person is Nicole Metz:


nicole.metz AT oxfamnovib.nl or call +31 70 3421 954.





PELUM Uganda contact person is Stella Grace Lutalo:


Pelumuganda AT utlonline.co.ug or call +256 41 533 973





(Replace AT by the @ sign)





FLD dissemination products and links to further discussions on FLD are available from the Prolinnova website at � HYPERLINK "http://www.prolinnova.net/fld.php" ��www.prolinnova.net/fld.php�, at the Oxfam Novib KIC Portal � HYPERLINK "http://www.oxfamkic.org" ��www.oxfamkic.org� and from the PELUM website at � HYPERLINK "http://www.pelumrd.org" ��www.pelumrd.org� 





Documentation - In general terms, documentation refers to a process used for the purposes of learning, and/or sharing or for recording intellectual property. Output of a documentation process can be written, visual and audio information about for example a place, an object, a practice, a product or an event. 





“After starting the FLD processes participation within the groups has improved. They give all farmers a voice and confidence to explain whatever they would have documented. Some farmers known for remaining quiet are now coming forward and participating in all discussions and presenting their photos and the reason behind the photos.” (FSG, South Africa 2007)
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