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PROLINNOVA–South Africa has run a number of PID sharing and learning
workshops for farmers, extension workers and researchers. At one such
workshop held in Limpopo Province in December 2005, there was a session
about finding ways to document innovations. The farmers at the workshop
said that they wanted to use photography but did not know how to take
photographs. They asked the workshop organisers to arrange a basic
photography course for them. We decided to hold this immediately before
the follow-up workshop on PID in March 2006.

Lynn Stefano, a participant in the first workshop and postgraduate student
at the University of KwaZulu-Natal, already had experience in using
photography as a tool for farmer-led documentation. She helped during the
planning by giving lots of ideas about the training process and some guidelines
about photography. We prepared some simple notes and translated them
into the Zulu language. These included:

Decide what you want to take a photo of and what you want it to
show;
Ask the people whether you can take the photo and explain why you
are taking it;
Try to get people to continue what they are doing rather than posing
for the photo;
Hold the camera steady/still so that the photos are clear and not blurred,
but relax and do not tense up; you can rest your elbows on something
while taking the photo;
Make sure that the sun is behind you and slightly to one side when you
take a photo, and make sure that your shadow is not in the picture.

Three farmers from KwaZulu-Natal and four from Limpopo Province (three
women and four men) and a female extension officer from Limpopo
Department of Agriculture attended the one-day course. Only one of them
had ever taken photographs before and none owned a camera.....

During the first part of the day, we introduced the group to some basic
theory on cameras and photography. Using a brainstorming exercise, we gave
them a chance to reflect on their reasons for taking photographs and the
types of photographs they might like to take. They said that taking
photographs would be for encouragement, so that others would see what
they have achieved and be encouraged to try for themselves. Other reasons
they gave were that the photographs:

would serve as memories of the past;
could be used for marketing purposes;
would make them known far and wide;
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would serve as reminders and also allow them to review their activities;
would allow them to share ideas; and
would allow for comparison.

We then asked the participants to think about what they might like to
photograph during the field trip later that day, as well as in the future. Some
ideas they listed were:

innovations;
any activity taking place on the farms/gardens;
daily farming activities;
types of vegetables;
new fencing of the garden;
showing people doing things.

The farmers found it difficult to imagine what they would photograph, because
it was an abstract concept and they were not in their home environments.
We decided it was time to move on to the practical part of the day: learning
how to use the camera and how to take photographs.

We gave each participant a basic Kodak camera with the film already loaded.
Using masking tape, each person put his/her name on the camera s/he
received. We then showed the farmers the various parts of the camera and
how to look through the viewer and see what they were photographing. In
pairs, the participants swapped cameras with each other and took a picture
of the owner of the camera. We suggested this so that we could tell to whom
the films belonged, in case they got mixed up. Besides teaching the farmers
the basic functioning of the camera, we also encouraged them to try moving
closer to and then further away from the person they were photographing in
order to fit less or more of the person into the viewer. For the sake of simplicity,
we suggested that they hold the camera horizontally. One person in the
group decided to take all of his photographs with the camera held vertically
and later, during reflection on the results, realised that many of them had
slanting horizons.

After spending half an hour in the meeting room taking pictures of each
other and learning to wind on the film, we headed out into the field in one of
the university vehicles. The extension officer who accompanied the group,
Rose Masimini, had arranged for us to visit three different projects. The
Limpopo farmers taking part in the course were members of these projects
and were very proud to have visitors. In the field, the farmers were free to
photograph anything that caught their attention. They tended to continue
taking pictures of each other, but we encouraged them to photograph also
things they saw at each site. On the way back from the last project site, we
saw a herd of cattle near the roadside. One of the farmers asked the herder
if we could take photographs, and then all of the men alighted from the bus.
Most of the women had already finished their films or were not interested in
the new subject matter, but the men were very excited and got involved in a
lively discussion about which young bull was the best-looking one.
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Back at the meeting place, we showed each person how to rewind the film
and remove it from the camera and we took the films into town to have them
developed. The following day, when the PID workshop had started, we collected
the prints and the participants had a chance to view them. There was lots of
excitement, some disappointment and plenty of discussion. The farmers
reflected on what had worked well, the problems they had encountered and
possible causes of them.

We then asked each of the participants in the photography course to select
two or three prints to use as a basis for making a presentation to all the
participants in the PID workshop. They chose the pictures they liked best and
told us why they had taken them, what they were showing and what they
liked about them. Each of them prepared a poster with the prints and the
text, sometimes written by others on their behalf. The workshop participants
then went from one poster to the next, listening to the farmers’ presentations,
which were translated by different participants from the mother tongue of
the farmer to all the other languages of the participants.

Six months after the course, we met with two of the farmers, Mr Madoda
Zondo and Mr Mandla Xaba, to find out how they were using their new skill.
Both are livestock farmers who live in the Northern Drakensberg (Okhahlamba
District) in KwaZulu-Natal Province. Mr Xaba said that he feels good about
being able to take photographs, even though he does not have time to take
as many as he would like to. The new photograph that he wanted to share
with us showed his twin heifers, born in April 2005. It was the first time he
had ever had twins in his herd. Mr Zondo, who had taken photos at home as

Farmers learning to use a camera by taking photographs in the field (photo: Ann
Waters-Bayer)
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well as on a field trip to visit an Nguni cattle project in another province, said
that he also enjoys being able to take pictures and, as he learnt during the
course, he feels that it is good to ask people’s permission before taking their
photographs. He chose to share with us a new photograph of some of his
cattle, showing their good condition, which is a reflection of his herding skills.

While it is clear that farmers like to take photographs of a wide range of
things, the skills that they are developing will allow them to document also
their innovations. One practical constraint for these farmers is the fact that
they must travel by taxi to a town about 150 km from their home to process
their films, which adds substantially to the processing costs. Nonetheless,
they have all purchased new film and enjoyed using their cameras since the
course.


