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Using Photovoice as a tool for community organizing is going to be published in the Journal of Appalachian Studies this fall.  This is based on the Cabin Creek Project which I did during my practicum project for Future Generations. That was the heart of a lot of my practicum was the Cabin Creek Project which happened 2003-2004.  I had 15 women with that project.  

The photovoice literature was written by a woman named Wang and she did a photovoice project with women in China and wrote a lot of the literature on how to do this methodology, mostly in the public health literature.  When I was working at Cabin Creek, I was working doing community organizing around public health issues.  I had heard about the process and read up on it and thought it would be a neat way to communicate some of the needs to policy makers.  That was basically the way that they used it in China, was a way to communicate the communities concerns and ideas for change to policy makers.  In the course of doing the project, I realized that there was a lot more potential for community organizing and empowerment.  So the way I set up the project was a year long project and the end thing was going to be an exhibit.  We were hoping the legislators would come and they would fix problems.  In the course of the project I realized that a lot of the women were starting to become politicized and they had never been politicized before.  Some of the things they were taking pictures of were problems that were being addressed in the WV legislature, such as the Bottle Bill.  Women were taking pictures of all the trash.  This is the 7th year that it’s been in the legislature and not passed.  In 2003, during the project, this was the 2nd or 3rd year after it was introduced. 

I brought in papers with their legislators contact information and told them how to contact them and write letters.  Some of them did that – they had no idea that they even could do that.  Then when they got phone calls back, they were “oh my gosh, they care what I think!”   The other thing was they started coming up with project ideas.  A lot of problems they took pictures of were things the community could do by itself.  That wasn’t my initial intention – I didn’t realize that that possibility was there.  So we planned a few projects.  One thing we did was a clean up day.  We got the youth in Cabin Creek and some adults and went into three different parts of Cabin Creek to pick up trash.  We picked up 74 bags of trash that day.  We had a celebration picnic afterwards.  The idea was to try to teach the kids not to throw their trash out next time.  

There are women from the first project who are in this larger project.  Women from the first project had taken pictures of one of the areas that had been cleaned up and it’s still clean after 3 ½ years because it’s back off the road.  The main thoroughfare where coal trucks are going through, they don’t even care.  On the back lanes where people live, Loretta thinks that because of our cleanup that people think that someday cares, they cleaned it up, so they’re keeping it clean.   That’s under thing that came out of Photovoice – initially we were just taking pictures of problems, but then the women decided that there are a lot of really wonderful things that we’re proud of so we’re using that as a way to increase pride.  They made a calendar and people who had grown up in Cabin Creek but were living away in California or Washington were requesting this calendar.  It was a neat thing for the women in the community to be proud of.
Then I left in 2005 to do my PhD.  In the back of my mind, I was thinking there’s this potential I hadn’t planned for. The infrastructure wasn’t set up to follow through.  It was supposed to be a year long project, do the exhibit and that’s it.  But with all these things that seemed to be coming from it, I thought that it would be great to do a larger Photovoice project where I have that in mind from the beginning, the possible outcome.  This bigger project, I organized in a way that addressed these bigger anticipated outcomes.  From the beginning, each meeting I’ve been keeping track of all the project ideas they have had along the way.  During the legislative session, I would print off photo stories for them to mail to their legislators.  Actually, one of the groups, you probably saw the boards with the red backgrounds… it’s the area where the coal industry has raped the land the most (Twilight, etc).  It’s just devastated.  Usually you can’t see mountaintop removal from the road because they try to hide it, but down there, they don’t care.  It’s just plain out in front of you.  Some of the women are very angry, others haven’t been so involved.  The ones who weren’t politically active really latched onto the road problems.  There’s a photostory there with horrible road conditions; it’s the entire stretch of road.  They took pictures of that.  One of them said, I’d really like to go to the capitol and meet with them and show them these pictures.  So I gave them the phone numbers and they made the appointments.  I came down with them and brought them their photostories.  They did the talking and I was the person giving the stuff.  Two of the came – one brought here little boy with her.   It was obvious that they were not lobbyists.  They met with two of the legislators and showed them the pictures of the road conditions.    They were saying – all this coal that is coming out of here, why are our roads like this?  All this money that is coming out of our community, the roads should be paved in gold!  They showed their legislators.  The two they met with, delegate ____ and Senator Ron Stallings, they actually made phone calls while we were there to the dept of roads.  They were out there patching it the same day.  The women said, though, that the patches always come out – we don’t just want them patched.  So they made promises to get this addressed.  One of the women talks with the delegate at least once a week to check in.  They just found out that the two roads (85 and 26) – six miles of 85 is going to be repaved and four miles of 26 is going to be repaved this spring.  Those roads hadn’t been repaved in 25 years.  
Are they taking pictures of that too (the results of seeing the delegates)?  Yes.  Each of the communities is doing a local exhibit and presentation.  This is just the exhibit with all of the groups, but each is also doing a local presentation.  We’ve had two so far and have three to go.  The presentations are laid out with strengths and assets and the beauty of the communities first (like FG – building on successes).  Then at the end, they talk about the problems.  In the other communities it’s been other ideas for change, but in this community it’s been to communicate with policymakers and try to spread the voice.    Anyone who has access to a camera can take pictures and get them to their delegate or senator.  It wasn’t just the roads – the trash issue was another one.  Because they showed them trash pictures, they’re getting moved up on the list to get more frequent trash pick-up. 

My plan is to take the photo stories that deal with water issues.  I’m working with the sludge safety projects because there are a lot problems.  They pump coal waste into underground mine shafts that have been abandoned.  It leaks out into the water table and contaminates the water supply of some of these communities.  The sludge safety project is a group under the Ohio Valley Environmental Coalition.  I’ve been working with them to put together a book of the water-related photo stories.  We gave that to legislators last Thursday and are going to print more to try to advocate for a moratorium on underground slurry injection.
There are actually more than 20 of the bottle-related photo stories advocating for the Bottle Bill.  We’re going to put that into a book also.  The women picked their top three photo stories for this exhibit.  So it doesn’t show how many of each one there are.  There are over 400 photo stories and over 20 dealt with wanting a bottle deposit bill in WV.   (Local exhibit – 10 photo stories for each woman, and 3 for this exhibit).  Forty women altogether in 5 communities.  They got to pick three. Some of the women wanted to focus on the beauty and the good things of the community to show that it really is a wonderful place and is worth fighting.  Some people say that they should just leave, but they’ve been here for eight generations - they don’t want to leave and they don’t have the resources to leave.  Not all the communities are as critical as coal as Boone County.  
Were the legislators surprised to see the women come in?  Do they get very many people from these counties?  No, they don’t.  And that’s why t hey made such a big deal of it when the women made their appointments and came in.  It was really cool to see how they rolled out the red carpet, gave the son toys, and introduced the women during the session.
How have you tied in what you learned in the Master’s degree, Seed Scale, etc to this project and your PhD?  The biggest thing is that you need to build on assets and successes.  It’s really, really easy for these women to start down this negative path right away.  We had a regional meeting in January where I got all five of the groups together for the first time.  At that meeting, we shared their stories and I had put certain ones together in a PowerPoint.  I started with the assets and strengths – I did that on purpose.  Even with that, something would spark a thought and they’d get onto the problems.  I said you need to hold off, there is a place for that.  It’s really important to have that space to talk about those problems, but it is really important that they start with the assets in their communities.  I think that’s helped this project because the media covers that we’ve gotten have picked up on that part of it and made the women feel proud of where they’re from.  We had a couple good articles in local papers about the first two exhibits.  They talked about how southern West Virginians are depicted in a negative way and this gives them the power to be their own photo journalists and decide how their communities are represented.   They are representing the problems, but they get to say where the problems come from and not say it’s a character fault because it’s not.   It’s a way to fight back.  In the middle of the photo voice stuff, that’s when the Diane Sawyer program came out when they went into rural Kentucky and picked the most backward places (like where people give Mt. Dew to their babies).  The women in the communities were really frustrated to see that – “not all of us are like that, not even a majority of us.”  This is their way to say, “This is who we are, this is what we’re proud of.”  You’ll notice that some of the photo stories fall under “what’s unique and special about your community” (interesting day-to-day things), “the strengths and assets” (church, mountain trails, beauty), “problems and concerns”, and “ideas for change.”  They didn’t take pictures which those categories in mind – that’s how it happened.  Shannon told them:  “Take pictures to tell the story of your community.  That includes good things and bad things.”  Some focused on the good and some focused on the bad, some both.  
We have a website up (www.wvphotovoice.org) – right now it just has background information and when the community exhibits are.  Hopefully, in May we’ll start getting the online gallery up with all 400 of the photo stories categorized by theme and community.  We’re also working on a little book right now.  The people who printed the photos (Photographic Production Services) have book printing capabilities – this will be their first project.  The proceeds will go back into the photovoice project to help pay for community improvement projects.  
Is this part of your dissertation?  Yes, I’m doing an activist research project where I’m getting something out of it, but I also want the communities to benefit.  It’s a participatory action research strategy.  My dissertation is on studying the process of cognitive liberation which is an aspect of social movement theory, the study of how people become activists.   Three aspects of cognitive liberation theory:  1) moving from an understanding that problems are of a structural nature and being fatalistic about the problems to believing that they can be changed; 2) moving from not feeling like you have power to make the changes to feeling empowered.  The photo stories are the data as I’m studying throughout the course of this project the types of pictures they’re taking, how they have changed and become more critical of the system, and in the context of the meetings (each group met three times and I recorded them) how and if people are progressing.  I did baseline surveys and I’ll do follow-up surveys.  I’m also doing in-depth interviews at the end of the project.  So I’ll have a massive amount of data to analyze this coming year for my dissertation.   So this is my part, my academic endeavor that I don’t communicate to the media.  It’s really important that there was something to benefit the communities and not just me as a researcher.  
Do you stay in touch with them?  Each group has a facilitator and we’re actually having our closing meeting in celebration on May 2.  At that meeting, we’ll talk about ways to sustain the groups.  They’ve already talked about continuing to meet and trying to recruit other people.  Some of the groups already had someone who was an activist in the environmental justice movement, so part of what I’m studying is if that person affected the types of pictures being taken, and how groups that had a really strong person differ from the other groups that didn’t have.   Some groups just aren’t ready to be critical.
