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Dear reader,

Wishing you all a very happy 2020! May the year sharpen our vision and help
us create the change we wish to see in the world!

This issue marks an important node in our journey, as iMPACT steers itself
toward solutions to the change sector. We will speak directly to the people
creating change, and listen evermore closely to what you, our reader, are
saying.

We focus, in this edition, on an issue that has been plaguing our sector for
ages: The mental well-being of the social sector professional. Who among
us has not scrolled through job portals, looking at jobs that seemed less
stressful than the “burning-the-midnight-oil-yet-going-in-circles” job that
we had? In this issue, we speak with different stakeholders and probe some
solutions as well. We feature a wellness initiative that has done well in the
Philippines, and has scope for replication elsewhere as well.

The decade gone by has been ground-breaking in several ways: it has seen
the emergence of politics that advocates impermeability; and a populace
that is moving toward (or finally displaying) more divergence than ever
before. Perhaps, the outgoing decade is where histories came to roost.

Within the sector, while some aid may have decreased, the opportunities
for the sector are many. These include the possibility of building a strong
and robust local social change infrastructure, as Dr. Marie Lisa Dacanay talks
about in her interview. Aid organizations are more amenable to handing over
the reins to local partners, and that will lead to more accountability as well.

Hope you have all planned the decade ahead. Here’s to 10 more years of
positive social change.

Warm regards,

S

Meera Rajagopalan
Managing Editor
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Seeing the Big

Picture

Photographer Jason Houston makes
a case for a modified version of
participatory photography, one
which breaks the creator-audience
barrier and helps understand social
and environmental issues facing a
community.

he media landscape has changed,
Ta lot, and many times throughout

my career as a photographer. I've
seen it go from being a specialized and
niche skill; to driven by the accelerated
learning (albeit with expense) made
possible by digital; to the endless
stream of images on phones and social
media feeds that is mainstreaming
both the creation and consumption
of visual information. Photography
is no longer the exclusive domain of
the professional, but has become a
common language and democratizing
tool of its own that can offer intimate
insight into others’ lives, transcending
preconceived assumptions on values
and behaviors and even traditional
language barriers.

For the concerned photographer—
those of us who intentionally use
photography to inspire awareness,
engagement, and change in the world—
this evolution of accessibility and visual
literacy presents many opportunities,
including some that no longer involve
us making our own photographs.

One of these opportunities | have been
experimenting with is a collaborative
form of participatory photography that
focuses not on making photographs,
but on how photographs can be used
to deeply understand the social and
environmental issues affecting a
community.

Traditional participatory photography
is focused on teaching photography
and empowering the individuals who
participate in the program. This has
value, especially for the participants,
who become representatives for the
issues and ambassadors for change in
their communities. But it is also still
exclusive and sets up the hierarchy
of creator vs. audience. Other voices
in the community are discounted,
compartmentalized, or left out.

In this modified approach, | am not
concerned with participants becoming
photographers, but on deepening
and expanding the impact of socio-
environmental work by using the power
that photography and the photographic
process has for anyone—and everyone—

to engage in conversations about
what matters most to them. By
recognizing the increasingly social

ways people now use photography,
and by adding community-wide
discussions, non-hierarchical

meetings, and public exhibition and
events,

other photography-focused

COMMENTARY

we can use photography in a variety of
ways: allowing those who participate
to explore and share their own lives,
building trust, and engaging more
people in conversations addressing
common concerns. Depending on how
one designs the projects, there are
also opportunities for those working on
these issues to build programs based
on a more nuanced understanding of
the community’s needs.

| have had the opportunity to do
several different pilot projects,
including one with The Nature
Conservancy, focused on traditional
participatory photography combined
with communications skills
development with youth in the First
Nations community of Klemtu on
the pacific coast of Canada, and one
with Rare and fishermen in the small
coastal village of Zavora in southern
Mozambique as part of a larger user-
centered design process. In each
case, we focused less on technique or
creativity in the photography, and more
on understanding the different ways
photography is and could be used in
the community. This also lessens the
burden on the participatory project
organizers to supply equipment or to
have professional-level photographic
knowledge. That said, each situation
also widely varied in their existing
capacity to pull off the project. The
youth in Klemtu were technological
savvy, familiar with photographers
who often visited to photograph the

s

¥ f /AsianNGO

iMPACT | January-March 2020 — 31



COMMENTARY

wildlife, and the community actively
used Facebook. In contrast, many in
the fishing community in Zavora didn’t
have regular electricity, cellular service
with reliable data, or any effective way
to download and share the images
they made. As a result, Mozambique
required more oversight and assistance
to keep the community involved
with the participants” photography,
whereas in Klemtu we were able to add
elements ad hoc, such as a Facebook-
hosted photo competition juried by
the youth that became one more way
to engage the whole community. Still,
in both cases we added only what was

we were able to quickly move beyond Qe seqvancy.

logistics and processes, and focus on
the goal of using their photography
as a catalyst for more meaningful
conversations.
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necessary for the project, using their 3
existing tools and habits rather than 3
introduce new teChn°|°gY- By meeting A participatory photography and storytelling workshop was g
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Results from cause-driven
communications efforts, like any
marketing effort, are usually subtle
and anecdotal by nature. But additive
incremental changes in behavior and T i N e
shifts in values are what will ultimately the participatory photography workshop
lead to sustainable change in social and ISl QEanCqpadey

environmental issues.

Photo by Jason Houston
Photo by Jason Houston

Klemtu was a community deeply
rooted in its rich cultural history, but

In this modified
approach, lam not
concerned with
participants becoming
photographers,

but ondeepening

and expanding the
impact of socio-
environmental work
by using the power
that photography

and the photographic
process has for
anyone—and
everyone—to engage
in conversations about
what matters most to
them.
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Photo by Brian Ullmann
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COMMENTARY

also at times struggling with poverty,
depression, and addiction. After one
of the open meetings where the youth
presented their work, | was forwarded
a Facebook post that read: “Went to an
awesome photo art exhibit...| put down
the [gamingl controller and enjoyed
part of my heritage for a change :)".
In Zavora one of the participants,
a fisherman, photographed a large
grouper in the back of a truck. In
addition to fishing, dive tourism s
important for this community, and
fish like groupers are key attractions
for divers. When he shared this
photograph at a community meeting
it led to a lively and sometimes heated
discussion about the need for better
regulations. Some photographs don’t
directly address the main issues, but
serve to add useful complexity to the
conversations.

Photo by Brian Ullmann

| believe in photography and its unique
power to inspire change. And there are
times when we need the professional
photographer as an interpreter to
contextualize and amplify the stories
of those otherwise without a voice.
Today, we are all interconnected in
myriad ways, and we communicate
more than ever before. Breaking down
the barriers between photographer and
subject, and listening to, learning from,
and collaborating with each other can
help make photography an even more
powerful tool. €
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Photo by Brian Ullmann

Jason Houston’s photography explores
how we live on the planet and with each
other. His work on social and environmental
awareness and action has taken him to over
30 countries for editorial outlets and NGOs
This image of a grouper led to discussions about the need for around the world. His work can be viewed
better regulation. at www.jasonhouston.com

¥ £ /AsianNGO iMPACT | January-March 2020 — 33



