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Rapid and P a r t i c i p a t o r y Rural A p p r a i s a l and R e m o t e S e n s i n g 

N o t e s for L e c t u r e / S e m i n a r at the N a t i o n a l R e m o t e 
S e n s i n g A g e n c y , H y d e r a b a d , 17 O c t o b e r 1990 

At first s i g h t , rapid and p a r t i c i p a t o r y rural a p p r a i s a l (PRA) and r e m o t e 
s e n s i n g a p p e a r p o l e s a p a r t . PRA s t r e s s e s rural p e o p l e ' s k n o w l e d g e 
(sometimes known at i n d i g e n o u s t e c h n i c a l k n o w l e d g e (ITK>). It e n t a i l s 
i n v e s t i g a t i o n s , a n a l y s i s , p l a n n i n g and i m p l e m e n t a t i o n by rural p e o p l e 
t h e m s e l v e s a s w e l l as by "outsiders" (non-rural d w e l l i n g p r o f e s s i o n a l s ) . 
It is b a s e d on l e a r n i n g not just by o u t s i d e r s from rural p e o p l e , b u t 
l e a r n i n g with and by rural p e o p l e t h e m s e l v e s . A b a s i c t e n e t is t h a t as 
far as p o s s i b l e k n o w l e d g e should be owned and u s e d by rural p e o p l e , and 
that the p r o c e s s of PRA should be e m p o w e r i n g , e n h a n c i n g t h e i r a b i l i t y to 
c o m m a n d and m a n a g e their e n v i r o n m e n t s , and to m a k e e f f e c t i v e d e m a n d s on 
s e r v i c e s . 

In c o n t r a s t , r e m o t e sensing is in at least two s e n s e s "high" t e c h n o l o g y , 
and a l s o r e m o t e . In its m o r e s o p h i s t i c a t e d f o r m s , w i t h f a l s e colour-
i m a g e r y , it m a y n o t be e a s i l y i n t e l l i g i b l e to l a y p e r s o n s . Its a n a l y t i c a l 
c a t e g o r i e s a r e t h o s e of normal s c i e n c e , n o t t h o s e of f a r m e r s . T h e s c a l e of 
i m a g e s often c o v e r s large a r e a s which do not c o r r e s p o n d with the local 
m i c r o - p e r c e p t i o n s of rural i n h a b i t a n t s . S o m e of its s t r e n g t h s lie in 
d r o u g h t and d i s a s t e r m o n i t o r i n g , in n a t u r a l r e s o u r c e i d e n t i f i c a t i o n , 
m o n i t o r i n g and a n a l y s i s , and in v a r i o u s f o r m s of m a p p i n g . Its i m m e d i a t e 
c l i e n t s are n o t f a r m e r s as much as o f f i c i a l s and c o m m e r c i a l i n t e r e s t s . 

In my s e m i n a r I s h a l l try to e x p l a i n the o r i g i n s , s t r e n g t h s and w e a k n e s s e s 
of PRA as it- h a s d e v e l o p e d in the p a s t two y e a r s , i l l u s t r a t i n g t h i s with 
s l i d e s . S o m e of the main r e l e v a n t p o i n t s will be: 

* t h e m u p p & m & d i g n o r a n c e and i n c a p a c i t y of rural p e o p l e is p a r t l y a 
p r o d u c t of the w a y o u t s i d e r s b e h a v e , t e a c h i n g r a t h e r than l e a r n i n g , and 
a s s u m i n g that "our" k n o w l e d g e is s u p e r i o r 

* m a n y of the a c t i v i t i e s we h a v e in the p a s t s u p p o s e d can o n l y b e c a r r i e d 
out by o u t s i d e r s can a l s o , and o f t e n b e t t e r , b e c a r r i e d out by r u r a l 
p e o p l e 

* rural p e o p l e , i l l i t e r a t e a s -well as l i t e r a t e , h a v e a g r e a t e r c a p a c i t y to 
q u a n t i f y , rank and score than h a s been s u p p o s e d . 

* rural p e o p l e h a v e more d e t a i l e d and e x t e n s i v e ' m e n t a l m a p s than do u r b a n . 
T h e y see t h e i r e n v i r o n m e n t s t h e i r own w a y . T h e i r m e n t a l m a p s , for 
e x a m p l e , r a r e l y h a v e north at the t o p . P a r t i c i p a t o r y m a p p i n g and 
m o d e l l i n g , d o n e w e l l , can e l i c i t a m a s s of i n f o r m a t i o n q u i c k l y and 
en j o y a b l y . 

* the e f f e c t i v e n e s s of PRA d e p e n d s on the m e t h o d s u s e d , and on the 
a t t i t u d e s and b e h a v i o u r of t h o s e o u t s i d e r s who a c t a s c a t a l y s t s or 
fac i1i t a t o r s 

In p r a c t i c a l t e r m s , t h e r e are two q u e s t i o n s a b o u t P R A and r e m o t e s e n s i n g s 

1. can PRA b e of u s e to r e m o t e s e n s i n g ? 

T h e most o b v i o u s a s p e c t of t h i s q u e s t i o n is w h e t h e r rural p e o p l e can h e l p 
p r o v i d e g r o u n d control,, S o m e w h o a r e p r e s e n t will h a v e e x p e r i e n c e w i t h 
t h i s , which I do n o t h a v e . I w o u l d e x p e c t that if t h e y are a p p r o a c h e d 
p r o p e r l y , m a n y r u r a l p e o p l e w o u l d b e a b l e to c o n t r i b u t e t h r o u g h t h e i r 
d e t a i l e d local k n o w l e d g e of n a t u r a l r e s o u r c e s , of s e a s o n a l c h a n g e s , and 
t h e like. 



T h e r e is a m a s s of e v i d e n c e that rural p e o p l e , w h e t h e r l i t e r a t e o r 
i l l i t e r a t e , h a v e no d i f f i c u l t y i n t e r p r e t i n g b l a c k and w h i t e a e r i a l 
p h o t o g r a p h s . Aerial p h o t o g r a p h s are used with and by f a r m e r s in 
c o u n t r i e s a s d i v e r s e as New Z e a l a n d , the U S A , N e p a l , P a p u a New G u i n e a , 
K e n y a , E t h i o p i a and Z i m b a b w e . C u r r e n t c o n v e n t i o n a l w i s d o m is t h a t 1:5000 
is the b e s t s c a l e . I would e x p e c t rural p e o p l e to b e a b l e r e a d i l y to take 
o u t s i d e r s to p a r t i c u l a r p o i n t s on aerial p h o t o g r a p h s , and to e n j o y photo 
i n t e r p r e t a t i o n . I w o u l d also e x p e c t them to b e a b l e to i n t e r p r e t b l a c k 
and w h i t e and true c o l o u r images w i t h o u t h a v i n g to v i s i t the g r o u n d , w h e r e 
t h i s is f a m i l i a r to t h e m . 

As a c o m m o n s e n s e j u d g e m e n t , I would e x p e c t them to find true c o l o u r aerial 
p h o t o g r a p h s a little e a s i e r than black and w h i t e , and then f a l s e c o l o u r 
imagery much m o r e d i f f i c u l t . I will be most i n t e r e s t e d to learn of 
p a r t i c i p a n t s ' e x p e r i e n c e with t h e s e c o m p a r i s o n s . 

O n e p r i n c i p l e of F'RA is to ask w h o are the local e x p e r t s for particular-
t o p i c s . With p h o t o and image i n t e r p r e t a t i o n , t h i s s h o u l d h e l p i d e n t i f y 
t h o s e m o s t a b l e and w i l l i n g to h e l p . Except- w h e r e t h e y are c o n f i n e d in 
their m o v e m e n t s , w o m e n h a v e p r o v e d good i n f o r m a n t s and a n a l y s t s . 

2 . Can r e m o t e s e n s i n g be of u s e to P R A ? 

P a r t i c i p a t o r y m a p p i n g and m o d e l l i n g (PMM) is l a r g e l y an Indian d i s c o v e r y , 
p i o n e e r e d in the N G O s e c t o r by M Y R A D A , B a n g a l o r e , the Aga K h a n R u r a l 
S u p p o r t P r o g r a m m e in G u j a r a t , and now m a n y others- Its p o t e n t i a l in rural 
d e v e l o p m e n t w a s " d i s c o v e r e d " , or r e d i s c o v e r e d p a r t l y b e c a u s e a e r i a l 
p h o t o g r a p h s w e r e n o t a v a i l a b l e as a d i s t r a c t i o n . PMM h a s t h u s b e e n an 
i m p o r t a nt and s e r e n d i p i t o u s f i n d i n g . Even if a e r i a l p h o t o g r a p h s w e r e now 
to b e c o m e w i d e l y and c h e a p l y a v a i l a b l e , they would b e no s u b s t i t u t e for 
P M M , which h a s its own v a l u e . In p a r t i c u l a r , it e x p r e s s e s p e o p l e ' s own 
view and k n o w l e d g e of their e n v i r o n m e n t s in t h e i r own w a y , and in a form 
which they own and can u s e . It can bring the p o o r e r into the p r o c e s s . It 
is a l s o rapid in e l i c i t i n g and p r e s e n t i n g i n f o r m a t i o n for s h a r e d a n a l y s i s . 

W h e r e a e r i a l p h o t o g r a p h s can b e o b t a i n e d , h o w e v e r , t h e r e is w i d e s p r e a d 
i n t e r n a t i o n a l , t h o u g h to my knowledge' not yet I n d i a n , e v i d e n c e t h a t they 
can b e of u s e in p a r t i c i p a t o r y m a p p i n g of s o i l s , s l o p e s , land t y p e s , land 
t e n u r e , and b o u n d a r i e s , w h e t h e r p h y s i c a l , s o c i a l or p o l i t i c a l . P e o p l e 
draw d i r e c t o n t o the p h o t o g r a p h s w i t h , for e x a m p l e , c h i n a g r a p h p e n c i l s , or 
they draw and mark in d e t a i l s o n t o t r a n s p a r e n c i e s p i n n e d o v e r p h o t o g r a p h s . 
(For such p u r p o s e s , black and w h i t e may be s u p e r i o r to t r u e c o l o u r 
p h o t o g r a p h s , as c o l o u r s and a d d i t i o n a l lines may show up b e t t e r on black, 
and w h i t e ) . 

S o m e of the p o t e n t i a l s of a e r i a l p h o t o g r a p h s in rural d e v e l o p m e n t , in the 
P R A m o d e , include: 

i. the i d e n t i f i c a t i o n of land and u s u f r u c t r i g h t s , and of b o u n d a r i e s 
b e t w e e n v i l l a g e s p h e r e s of i n f l u e n c e . T h e r e are o b v i o u s a p p l i c a t i o n s in 
the c u r r e n t s c r a m b l e for the f o r e s t , in w h i c h in m a n y p a r t s of I n d i a 
v i l l a g e c o m m u n i t i e s are s e e k i n g to a s s e r t t h e i r u s u f r u c t r i g h t s over-
f o r e s t l a n d , to the e x c l u s i o n of c o n t r a c t o r s and of o t h e r c o m m u n i t i e s . 

ii. the i d e n t i f i c a t i o n of m i c r o e n v i r o n m e n t s , o f t e n a r t i f i c i a l l y c r e a t e d 
by f a r m e r s , which can be of c o n s i d e r a b l e (though often o v e r l o o k e d ) 
s i g n i f i c a n c e in f a r m i n g s y s t e m s , not least- in arid and s e m i - a r i d 
c o n d i t i o n s . 

ii i. p a r t i c i p a t o r y d i a g r a m m i n g of s p a t i a l r e l a t i o n s h i p s such a s w h e r e 
w o m e n and men go for f o d d e r , f u e l w o o d , o t h e r m i n o r f o r e s t p r o d u c t s and/or-
w a t e r . 

F o r p u r p o s e s of d e c e n t r a l i s e d p l a n n i n g at the v i l l a g e l e v e l , t h e s t r e n g t h s 
of a e r i a l p h o t o g r a p h s and PMM can b e c o m p a r e d as f o l l o w s : 
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i 

high 
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or c h a l k s 
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F o r the future, o n e q u e s t i o n is w h e t h e r a e r i a l p h o t o g r a p h s will b e u s e d in 
p a r t i c i p a t o r y l o c a l - l e v e l r e s o u r c e p l a n n i n g , d e v e l o p m e n t and m a n a g e m e n t . 
At p r e s e n t , PMM is s p r e a d i n g fast and p r o v i n g p o p u l a r and p o w e r f u l . T h e 
lack of aerial p h o t o g r a p h s is much less of a p r o b l e m than was o r i g i n a l l y 
s u p p o s e d . All the s a m e , it c o u l d be? useful to g a i n m o r e e x p e r i e n c e 
c o m p a r i n g the p a r t i c i p a t o r y u s e of a e r i a l p h o t o g r a p h s and PMM in t h e 
Indian c o n t e x t . 
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