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PARTICIPATORY MAPPING FOR COMMUNITY FORESTRY

Bill Jackson, Michael Nurse and
Hukum Bahadur Singh

Summary

Understanding the relationships between farming and forest management is one of the more
important aspectsof community forestry. Participatory mapping isasimplemethod that provides
an effectiveand efficient tool for field workersto collect the socio-economic and bio-physical data
they need to understand farm-forest relationships for implementing community forestry?
programmes. In this paper we describe the methodology of participatory mapping and discuss
the merits of the system.

Introduction
Field workers involved in helping villagers develop strategies for the sustainable use of
community forests’ need to understand the rel ationships between farms, rural people, markets

and forests.

This requiresinformation on:

Land tenure,

Land use,

Cropping patterns,

Livestock husbandry practices,

L ocation and condition of local forests,

Traditional or historical patternsof forest use,

Existing use rights of common forest,

The type, seasonal use and importance of inputs from forest to farm,
The perceptions of forest users, and

Theconflictsand co-operationwithinforest user groups® and between user groups
and others.

In Nepal, as in many developing countries, very little information is available to field workers
unlessthey collect it themselves. Mapsand recordsarerareand when avail ableare oftenincorrect
or incomplete. Collecting information from thefield is complicated by the fact that field workers
cannot afford to spend extensive periods of time collecting data. They often have heavy

1 Community forestry is defined as the situation where the responsibility for managing state-
owned forests rests with the local villagers. The purpose of such hand-over isto give villagers the
right to use these forests for both semi-subsistence agriculture and market needs.

2 For an illustration of the methodology of community forestry see, Fisher, Malla and Jackson,
1994.

3 Community forestry involves entrusting the management of local foreststo a “user group'. A
user group is a group of people with mutually recognised use rights to whom the benefits derived
from that management accrue.
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workloads and have to cover large geographic areas. Fortunately, community forestry does not
require the collection of very technical data or the preparation of highly accurate maps. In
community forestry one of the more important needsisfield workersthat can promote dialogue
with and between villagersin anon threatening manner. From such dialogue the field worker can
obtain relevant information while simultaneously hel ping villagersto identify, and find solutions
to, their problems and needs.

Participatory Rural Appraisal (PRA) and, to a lesser extent, Rapid Rural Appraisal (RRA)
methodol ogiesarewel| suited to gathering theinformation needed for implementing community
forestry and for promoting dialogue between field workers and villagers (see, for example,
Anonymous, 1989; Bartlett and Nurse, 1991; Chambers, 1992; Mascarenhas, 1992; Lightfoot
et al., 1989). Both PRA and RRA methodologies use techniques such as informal interviews,
interest group meetingsand discussions, transects, village and community profiles, timelinesand
sketch mapping. The value of these techniques is that they allow the field worker to involve
villagers as participants in the processes of problem identification and problem resolution. Such
aprocessismorelikely to addressthereal needsof rural communitiesand find solutionsthat are
effective, efficient and sustainable.

The use of PRA for community forestry in Nepal

Bartlett and Nurse (1991) and Nurse, Bartlett and Singh (1992) describe a simple PRA
methodol ogy used in Nepal to support forest user groups. Field workers record information on
a set of simple formats and a sketch map. The formats are intended to guide field workersin
discussionswith villagersduring informal surveysand the maps provide asimpleand convenient
format for recording and displaying theresultsof those surveys. They aredifferent from mapping
exercisescommonly used in PRA surveysfor investigating different participants perspectives of
their environment. The main purpose of such mapsisthe insight gained on potentially differing
perspectives, rather than afactual representation of what isto befound ontheground. The sketch
maps described in this paper, in contrast, do provide agood indication of the ground truth - as
well as helping community forestry field workersto better understand the local use of the forest
in question.

Sketchmapsprovideaparticularly convenient way of recording andillustratinginformation about
forests and the local communities that use those forests. They can be used to define the
boundaries of common forests, to locate physical features such as watercourses, ridge linesand
trails and to record the type and condition of a forest. Such information provides a basis for
identifying potential areas of community forest, defining forest user groups, providing technical
advice, discussing management optionswith forest user groups, setting planning objectivesand
monitoring progress. If amore formal map is required, the information on a sketch map can be
transferred to atopographic map using the features common to both mapstotiein various points
on the map (Nurse et al, 1993).

Shortcomings with the current PRA methodologies used in community forestry are that field
workerstend to usetheformatsinflexibly by treating them asastructured questionnaire and they
devel op asketch map without adequate consultation with local villagers. The effect of thisisthat
the methodology becomes more “rapid' than “participatory’, often resulting in poor quality
information being recorded and sketch mapsthat contain neither accurate nor useful information.

2 RDFN Paper 17e, Summer 1994



Participatory Mapping for Community Forestry

The main reasons for this are lack of skills and lack of consultation with local forest users.

Aerial photographs have been used in some instances to overcome the shortcomings of sketch
mapping (seefor example, Carson, 1988; Fox, 1986, 1988). Fox describes aeria photographsas,
"generally more useful than maps because they are more accurate and detailed and do not have
to be extensively field checked" (Fox, 1986; 7). Carson (1985; 19) reported success with using
large scale 1:5,000 and 1:2,500 aerial photographs for planning resource management. Our
experience using 1:12,500 scale composite aeria photographs, isthat aerial photographs do not
represent an alternative to other methods of mapping or data recording for the Middle Hills of
Nepal. Themainreasonsfor thisarethat aeria photographsareexpensive, very difficult to obtain,
(particularly at scales greater than 1:40,000) require good skills for effective interpretation and,
particularly in Nepal, present problems with shadows and large distortions in areas with high
relief. The difficulty in obtaining aerial photographs is a result of military and bureaucratic
restrictions of government, a condition not unique to Nepal.

Recognising the shortcomings of existing methods, we introduced participatory mapping to
providefield workerswith asimpleand effectivealternativemethodol ogy for collecting social and
bio-physical informationoncommunity forestry. Theparticipatory approach allowsfieldworkers
to acquire a reliable understanding of forest use practices and local requirements for forest
products. The idea to develop participatory mapping for community forestry came from agro-
ecosystem mapping developed in India (see Lightfoot et al. 1989). Using examples from the
Middle Hills of Central Nepal the methodology is described below.

Participatory mapping

The first steps of the participatory mapping process are to devel op a basic understanding of the
geography of the areato be mapped and to establish rapport with local villagers. Thisinvolves
walking around and getting to know the geographical setting, and talking to local people about
what interests them. Thisis called establishing rapport (Fisher, Mallaand Jackson, 1994).

Once rapport has been established a suitable site is selected to prepare the map. Theidea siteis
a level area that has a reasonably unobstructed view of the area of interest and is clear of
vegetation and other matter (the areain front of a house or tea shop is often suitable).

A group of key informantsfrom the areaisinvited to participate in the exercise. Key informants
should have knowledge about theissuesand area of interest and preferably include both maleand
female informants as each group often has a different understanding of forest use patterns and
userights. Theprocessbeginswhen thefield worker describesthereasonsfor drawing amap then
scratches aline onto the ground to represent a prominent feature of the landscape; for example
a stream, ridge, path or road. The name of this feature is elicited from the key informants and
written on a slip of paper. The paper is placed on the ground beside the mark representing the
feature and held in place by a stone.

Themap isdevel oped by informants scratching marks on the ground, or using coloured powders
torepresent featuressuch asstreams, ridges, villages, roadsand forest boundaries. Aseachfeature
isdrawn on the ground its name is added to the map. Sometimes thereis disagreement between
the informants as to where a particular feature should be located. When this occurs the field

RDFN Paper 17e, Summer 1994 3



Bill Jackson, Michael Nurse and Hukum Bahadur Singh

worker should not intervene too early or they will risk breaking the participatory nature of the
exercise if the villagers perceive that the field worker is trying to dominate.
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Figure 1: Participatory Map of Dhunkharka
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Figure 2: Participatory user group forest map
Kalopani Forest, Dhunkharka
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At the end of the first stage the map scratched on the ground shows the location and names of
ridges, streams, villages roads and important boundaries. This provides the basic framework on
which the rest of the map is constructed. In the second stage, areas of common property forest
are marked on the |location map by placing handfuls of grass, leaves or weeds on the ground to
represent the location of each forest patch. After this, the following information can be added to
the basic map:

L ocation of administrative boundaries,

L ocation and names of facilities (such as schools and water sources),
The number of households and type of peoplein each village or hamlet,
Type and location of farmlands,

L ocation and names of forests used by local people,

Use patterns of local forests (type of products), and

The flow of products from the forest to farms.

Information such as names of features and numbersof househol dsarewritten onto slipsof paper
and placed on the ground wherever the villagers say the feature should be located on the map.
Once the map on the ground is completed the field worker sketches the map onto a sketch pad
or graph paper (see Figure 1). Care istaken to ensure that the general layout of the areaand the
names of features are correct. It isimportant that the field worker promises to deliver a copy of
the map onceit is complete.

Toensureaccuracy itisbestif themapping exerciseisrepeated at several other sitesinthelocality
using different key informants. During each exercise the paper copy of the participatory sketch
map is adjusted by adding new information and discarding information that is considered
inaccurate. It isimportant to recognise that key informants may only be able to supply accurate
informationfor theareaintheirimmediatevicinity. Becauseof this, field workersshould takecare
to only build amap that covers an areathat can be seen from the mapping site.

The sequence of building a participatory map is important. The best method is to initially ask
guestions that are not threatening to villagers, for example names of villages and the location of
administrative boundariesand forests. Oncethevillagersbegin to understand the processand feel
lessthreatened the field worker can than attempt to elicit more sensitive information such asuse
patterns of local forests.

If needed alarger scale participatory map can be developed for asingle forest or part of aforest.
To do thisthe key informants need to be people who have rel evant knowledge about the history
and present use of the particular forest in question. The aim of developing large scale mapsisto
enablethefield worker and local villagersto better understand issues such asforest use patterns,
forest condition and the potential of the areato providefor the needs of forest users. An example
of alarge scale participatory map of asingle forest areais shown in Figure 2.

In locations where there are large areas of forests, local forest users often refer to the forest as
consisting of anumber of smaller contiguous forests with internal boundaries defined according
to availability of forest product and accessibility. Locating and recording such boundaries is
important to community forestry asthey often represent the division of the forest into areasthat
have discrete user groups and thefield worker may need to negotiate the hand over of individual
patches of forest with a number of separate user groups, as opposed to handing over asingle
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forest to a large user group. Compared to more formal mapping techniques, participatory
mapping providesasimplebut accurate method of producing alarger scale map that indicatesthe
internal forest boundaries and patterns of forest usage.

Discussion

We have found participatory maps to be far more accurate than the sketch maps produced by
fieldworkersinisolation from local forest users. Particularly asaparticipatory map can be easily
transferred to a topographic map by using points that are common to both maps.

For community forestry, participatory mapping has many advantages over other methods of
information gathering. It is quite easy for field workers to produce a good quality map that
contains agreat deal of essential information about farm-forest linkages from which to plan and
implement community forestry. Unlike forma mapping or even non-participatory sketch
mapping, participatory mapping is far less threatening to villagers because the forest users
themselves are supplying the information and they can readily see (and indeed control) what is
being produced.

Participatory mapping providesamorereliableand cost effectiveway to collect, storeand display
information than methods and formats that were previously used. They are very useful for
obtaining and recording bio-physical and socio-economic information needed for implementing
community forestry. They are avery effective way of displaying:

Topographic and hydrological features

Location of villages and hamlets

Administrative boundaries

Numbers of households and type of people in each village or hamlet
Land use

Patterns of livestock usage (grazing, watering)

L ocation and names of local forests

Patterns of forest use for each village or hamlet, and

Boundaries of forest user groups

Participatory maps can be produced at various scales to yield different types of information.
Smaller scale mapscanformthebasisfor apreliminary PRA exercise, complementing other PRA
tools such as informal interviews, focus group sessions, transects and time lines. Larger scale
maps allow more detailed investigation of an individual user group and their community forest.

In conclusion, participatory mapping allows field workers to collect reliable information in a
simpleformat. Itisefficient, effectiveand producesgood quality sketch mapsthat are appropriate
for use in planning and implementing community forestry.
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