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Abstract





Communication is a vital element in working with watershed protection, rainwater catchment maintenance, or forest rehabilitation. Communication is, in fact, the heart of development work. It facilitates new understanding, new concepts and ideas. It bridges cultures, it encourages, as well as making people think and act. It could give new directions and enable people to move and leap or it could stifle them with fear, ignorance, and apathy. People cannot not communicate. Communicating means living. 





This is the experience of a group of women doing rehabilitation work in two watersheds in the central part of the Philippines. These women held hands with the women in the community in order to forge the difficult part of convincing the whole community to participate in the work of protection and rehabilitation of two natural rainwater catchment basins, the headwaters of a major watershed on an island.





The learning of these women in communication and development is expressed in this paper. The learning dwells on the roles, time structure, hierarchical status and the prevailing mode of relationships of women, which had allowed them to experience the value of communication. This experience has an extensive influence in the forming of communication strategies (personal or organizational) to infuse change or development. For example, the effectiveness of a mother’s role in child rearing is dependent on her personal communication strategies. A woman’s prevalent role as a teacher at home, at school or in the community also demonstrates the effectiveness of communication. Nursing the sick, another popular role of women utilizes extensively communication not only at the physical level – both verbal and non-verbal, but also communication of empathy, sympathy, concern, caring, and other spiritual attributes.





Indeed, time is the essence, but for a woman, time is fluid and unconstraining. Time spent in nurturing, in nursing, in school, is not counted by the hours but by progress and intensity. Woman has learned and experienced that time, as a value, is not dominating but rather allows the leisure and the pleasure of molding and change. Many women have believed those men saying that in order to be productive, time should be precise and be allowed to control man. Many women of the cities have succumbed to such ideas but rural women are far from it. They have not reckoned time, yet they have accomplished much. This kind of valuing time (not simply called patience) has been a critical element in development communication.





In organizations, whether of social, political or economic in nature, women ‘s status is generally not on top. More so for a mountain woman, she occupies the middle or even the lower middle or the bottom levels. She is not isolated, she always relates with people, identifies with others and feels with them. This experience brings into fore the mode of relationships with others. The woman experiences lateral or horizontal modes of relationship, and not authority-based relationship. The demands and quality of peer relationship and peer leadership require unique skills in communication different from that of a managerial or authority-based relationship. To get things done, the woman has to handle communication effectively, not just the use of power.





With this woman-advantage, women from a development organization touched base with the women in the watershed.





The Watersheds





One catchment area is called the Maasin Watershed. This basin has an area of 6,750 hectares. This watershed supplies potable water to half a million people in the city but has been badly denuded. In 1990, the area was assessed to be 93% denuded. People in 16 villages surrounding the water divide, about 10,000 of them, get their living out of the land resource of the watershed. While it is illegal for people to till the land or establish a farm inside the watershed, it is said that every inch of the land is occupied, „belonging“ to an individual or a household. Such „right“ is even transferred or sold among the people in the area. Many attempts have been made in the past to reforest the area but they have not been successful. This was because as soon as the planters have finished planting the seedlings and have gone back to their offices and stations, the community took over to pull out the seedlings, and plow the area for their rice and corn. Years passed and one day the people in the city were having problems with inadequate water supplies, while peddling water from another island became lucrative. Soon it was discovered that the watershed had been left with only 7% of its forest cover.





The other catchment area is popularly called the Bucari, the summer capital of the region. The area is composed of 14 villages around the catchment of the headwaters of the Aganan River. The total area is around 10,000 hectares with a population of 7,000 people. While only 75% of the area is alienable, people have moved into the forestlands to clear the area for their small farms and houses. Most of the farmers live by selling vegetables and fruits. Because they live on the mountain, the rice they could produce on their terraces is barely enough for household consumption. Average land holding per household is ½ to 1 hectare. Barter for grains and other crops are still in practice including shared labor. Whatever is earned from vegetable sales is used to buy household items in the nearest town. Most of the children are not completing high school. They marry at an early age and settle on one of the farms or make a clearing for their small farm and house. A few venture to the towns to work as hired labor. No government services reach the villages. Even agriculture technicians of the government hardly visit the area. Health service providers and teachers go to a few villages called „catchment village.“ Services are extended to the other villages through local leaders and volunteers. The agricultural activity and poverty of the people has rendered the main tributary of the river silted and has caused regular flooding in the city situated on the coast. The river is also the main supplier of an irrigation dam serving the rice fields in the plain.





 


The Communication Framework





At the Maasin Watershed, intervention was done through interpersonal communication. Eight women development workers lived in the area to interact with the communities. The end objective of the communication design is to make the communities agree to organize and empower themselves through a well-protected watershed. It also meant change in attitude, in understanding and appreciation of the value of a forest, water and trees. 





At the Aganan River basin, the intervention was done through a school on air or a radio program intended for the people in the community. The end objective was also to inform and educate the communities so that they will plant trees to protect the river and to change their farm practices to conserve soil and water.





 The communication design in both cases is participatory. Perhaps the participation element is easily understood in the first approach, which we will call the interpersonal communication. The second approach is the mass media type one – a radio broadcast. But the principle of participation is applied in both approaches.





The core design speaks of the relationship and the building of a relationship between the source of the message and the receiver of the message. The role of the Source in this relationship is to convey technical and scientific messages or information about the social, political, and environmental aspects of the watershed and the community as well as the larger community if need be. The role of the Receiver is to convey the message on felt needs. The purpose of the Source is to affect some organizational change. Organization here means the ways of arranging ideas, tasks, roles, relationships, directions, and other elements in the work and socio-political environment of the Receiver so that the expressed felt needs could find answers and solutions. The latter’s purpose for entering this relationship with the communicator is to effect some socio-cultural change so that his or her quest for a quality life becomes achievable. 





As the message flows back and forth between the Source and the Receiver, each takes positions, options, and stanches so that the respective objectives may be achieved. Understanding the dynamics of this relationship between the Source and the Receiver was the core design of the intervention in the community.





The Source, if it has to achieve its objective of conveying technical information so that some change in the organization of ideas and community perceptions will take effect, has to establish rapport with the Receiver. The Source should view the relationship as a partnership, a team effort. When a partnership is equitable, there is spontaneous response, there is a learning posture, tasks are shared and roles relative to tasks change to achieve spontaneity.





On the other hand, the Receivers, whose objective is to affect some change in their environment in order to respond to felt needs, will first of all draw from what knowledge and skills they have. At this point, the Source could help them clarify what their objectives are vis-a-vis their felt needs. The Source, through new information could increase choices and alternatives. Yet the Receivers cannot easily accept these unless that partnership is real and true. The Source cannot add more alternatives to the decision making process of the Receivers, if the Source has not learned and understood the indigenous knowledge and skills of the Receiver. The Source cannot help clarify objectives, if the Receivers have not expressed their felt needs. The partnership then becomes the key element in the communication dynamics. It is only when the Receivers approach the achievement of their goal that the Source also approaches the achievement of his/her own objectives. Altogether, a successful communication experience is always a win-win situation. Change happens within the Source and the Receiver and both move to another level of human development.





This communication framework was translated into a program design. At the Maasin Watershed, the objective of the program was three fold, including (1) to alleviate poverty, (2) conserve soil and water and (3) change attitudes. The three objectives are inseparable, one cannot be achieved without the others. The first objective answers the felt needs of the message receivers. The achievement of the second objective reflects the achievement of the objective of the Source to transmit technical information. The third objective reflects the partnership aspect of both the Source and the Receiver.





For the Aganan Watershed, the School-on-Air component of the Project Watersheds’ Learning Communities has a stated objective of creating learning communities among the watershed people resulting in the adoption of ecological livelihood technologies. The specific objectives were: (1) to enable watershed communities to appreciate the significance of ecology, particularly of the impact of development and population on the environment. (2) To enable communities to identify and respond to environmental problems, including initial skills in rehabilitating, protecting, and managing the watershed (3) to enable communities to identify opportunities in ecological enterprises and enabling them to pursue them. (4) To enable the private sector to participate in the program thereby raising awareness of the public on environment issues.





Methodology





Drawing on the objectives of both the Source and the Receiver, what skills have to be improved to enhance a partnership? On the part of the Source, whose objective is to affect organizational change through conveying new technical and scientific information, he/she can enhance listening skills in order to optimize learning, learn to negotiate roles vis-a-vis the Receiver in order to understand the meaning of felt needs. The Source should be able to shift from the role of the teacher to student, from spokesperson to an avid listener, from healer to the one being healed, from critical facilitator to the one being critiqued. Aside from the personal confidence building effort, the Source has to have its support group and support programs that sustainably communicate the same information/ ideas. The Source cannot be effective alone. In doing so, the change that is transforming the Source through learning from the partnership with the Receiver sips down his/her own support group and support programs thus creating organizational changes within the larger space of the Source.





On the part of the Receivers, they have to learn to assert options seen from their own indigenous knowledge and skills. By putting this into the open, they can put it side by side with other alternatives, new ideas and new information. They cannot chose unless they first recognize their own option. When their alternatives expand because of new information from the message Source, it is an expansion or extension or new versions of their own options. It is part of their list of alternatives. The option chosen is still their own. A Receiver needs a group to build confidence in choosing. He/she needs affirmation when a new option is chosen. He belongs to a community. The process is an expansion of the self and the new self has to be part of the group. Without group acknowledgment of the new self, that self does not exist. 





When an option is owned, it will be exercised, believed and defended, until it is changed again by new information coming from a trusted source. When a development program is composed of owned options by the community, it will have sustainability.





Strategies to sustain communication vary in the two watersheds. At the Maasin Watershed, interpersonal communication was used. This included house-to-house visits, meetings, assemblies, dialogues, one-on-one analysis, training sessions, focus group discussions, staying and sleeping in the community, taking on tasks of the community and other roles which the communicator could take at a moment in response to building a relationship with the community folks. Since the development workers were women, it was culturally convenient to establish such trusting relationship first with women. Health concerns, education, livelihood, community participation and later environment issues were discussed in meetings or in intimate conversations. Most of the time, it was a woman-to-woman event. Mothers’ classes were put up, and later men were invited. Women’s organizations were established even before the men showed interest and concern for the community organization. The methodology required intensive interaction in reaching out at a population of 10,000 people. 





Though effective, community development using inter-personal communication was costly. Attempts to look for alternative communication strategies were done so that more watershed communities could be reached. Thus, a new program design was created and this was piloted at the Aganan Watershed. 





The strategy of the School-On-Air, as the title implies, is a radio broadcast. The number one radio station in the region was chosen. The program consisted of a 30-minute a week broadcast, a field follow up, and evaluation and incentives. The target audience was the watershed communities. Six modules were planned to cover a one-year period. The methodology emphasized that the School on Air is a school without walls, without books, without a teacher. The school is where people have radios and listen to the program. The lessons come from stories around them – the people, trees, land, the weather, the heat and the cold, -- and these are their books. They are their own teachers. When they come to think, reflect and act on the product of their reflections, they have come in contact with the most effective teacher of all – themselves. 





The field follow-up consisted of enrollment in the village information center and taking up evaluation sessions. The latter consisted of a focus group discussion to find out what they have understood so far, their concerns and what they have done about them. Incentives are given to evaluation results. Letters telling stories about their experience relative to the topics discussed are being sent. Some participants go into individual or group action, particularly livelihood schemes. They attend training programs and request for seminars.





Results





At the Maasin Watershed, communication strategies started in 1996 with six villages. In 1998, additional ten villages were reached. After four years, sixteen organizations were established which were federated into one organization that was contracted by the government to take care of the watershed to develop 2,670 hectares of forest and agro-forest zones. The communities were given the right to stay for 25 years and make their living from the resources of the watershed.





The Aganan Watersheds’ Learning Communities started in June 1998. Not even a year later, there are no visible physical changes, except some households have planted trees in their farms and backyards as well as having put up nurseries of forest species. The attitude change is evident though and the interest of the communities in soil and water conservation, in organizing themselves, and in the enrollment in the school-on-air. About 300 community members availed of the training program in ecological livelihood. The enrollment included more than 700 households. Stories about their experience in a protected and/or denuded watershed were written and sent to the radio station to be read on the program. The village government passed resolutions to put up a barangay information center, which will continue to provide informative radio programs and materials for the communities living in the watershed.


