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 Figure 13 - Screenshot of Map of Batoufam and Bangoua. Focus on Batoufam. 
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Figure 14 - Screenshot of Map of Batoufam and Bangoua. Focus on Northern section of Bangoua, from Kamna to the 
Famveuh reforestation effort.  
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Mapmaker bias embedded in maps 
 
Maps, like photographs or documentary films, give the illusion of presenting truth, but behind 

each documentary film, photograph, and map, is someone is making decisions around what is 

included in the frame and ultimately constructing an argument and a narrative. In one way or 

Figure 15 - Screenshot of Map of Batoufam and Bangoua. Focus on Southern section of Bangoua, from the Chefferie to 
the Catholic Church of Koumkouock 
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another, maps tend to contain the biases of their creators—either through the elements featured 

or the orientation of the map (North as top of the map, top of the world power structure).  Our 

map indicates a bias towards featuring water infrastructure, with vast majority of the points we 

mapped falling into this category, which in part was driven by my previous work in the area, 

and also reflects how important the issue of water is locally, and the volume of development 

initiatives to address this issue. Our map also shows my personal fascination with the solar 

powered water system in Batoufam through the repetition of information about this system at 

each point along the way, and the use of the line function to draw attention to the relationships 

between each component part (note: the lines drawn do not indicate the lines that the pipes 

follow). Our perspectives as mapmakers further manifest in the employment of visual cues to 

help viewers quickly distinguish between water sites that are functioning well (dark purple 

points) and water sites that have been attempted but are not functional (dark orange sites). This 

tool lets our map immediately communicate information about which regions and surrounding 

infrastructure have access to water. This method also challenges on of the dominant narratives 

about Third World development: that Third World people are either helpless, poor or even 

lazy, and deprived of essential infrastructure—instead pointing out that dozens of efforts have 

been made the infrastructure that is often provided by aid efforts is not long-lasting—yet 

people are not simply sitting on their hands waiting for help to come. As we tried to show with 

our map, the knowledge that bias is embedded in maps can itself be a tool in deconstructing 

dominant narratives. 

Though I initially hoped that the map would illuminate useful similarities between 

initiatives in Batoufam and Bangoua, so far this tool has been more useful in telling the stories 

of diversity across rural spaces. For example, Bangoua has significantly fewer water initiatives 
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than Batoufam and this difference reflects the different soil composition between these two 

spaces—separated by a mere 20-minute motorized vehicle ride—that accounts for the nearly 

impenetrable rocky earth in Bangoua.  

Maps and map data can also be misleading, for example, in this map we have only 

featured one environmental project in Batoufam, despite the significant role that environmental 

protection plays in the village and at the level of the King. This oversight in our map came 

about because we how to or whether to map things like the sacred forest and the efforts of the 

royal traditional healers to protect the local environment and keep the ecosystem, the people, 

and the local medicinal plants healthy. Many of these practices are sacred and not to be shared 

with outsiders—to put them on a publicly accessible online map seemed like it might introduce 

too much vulnerability.   

The stories our map illuminates 
 

This map can also be used to illuminate pattern areas within each of these villages 

where multiple types of activities are occurring in the same 

spaces.  

Figure 16 shows the map section of the Chila neighborhood in 

Batoufam which includes layered activities – a school, a health 

center, a church and several water points. In this case, the layering reflects the church’s 

sponsorship of the hospital and the school, and those who 

understand the mechanics of water pumps and storage see that 

this section of the map also tells a story of local topography, as 

it includes the area that was selected to house the reservoir for the solar power water system. 

As you spend time surfing between the dots on our map, reading the descriptions, noting the 

Figure 16 -  Screenshot Map 
Batoufam Bangoua. Created by 
Hannah Skutt with the Web and 
Development Foundation. Created 
Summer 2018. Published February 
2019.  
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clusters of activity, you can see aspects of people’s lives—their daily, weekly, annual pathways 

traveled as they go to school, water, go to Kamna for the market every 8 days, travel between 

Bafoussam and Bangoua along the highway 4 navigating the bureaucracy involved in getting 

various official documents for an identity card. You can see the sacred spaces that might 

murmur each time an offering is made to the ancestors. Our map is one attempt to tell stories 

of the evolution of local projects, alliances that exist between projects and project backers, and 

recent happenings in the villages. The next section will look at three initiatives in particular 

that were featured on the map and that serve as examples of community-centered development 

initiatives in the area—providing insights into the difficulties and successes that arrive for these 

efforts.  

 
Web and Development Foundation ~ WaLi Well-Building Training Program 
 
One CCDI on our map is the Water is Life (WaLi) program of 

the Web and Development Foundation, which includes efforts 

to fundraise, build, refurbish, and maintain water wells at 

strategic locations around Bangoua using low-cost local 

materials and training local community members to do the 

construction and maintenance, increasing durability of these 

points of infrastructure. When providing me with context for 

these initiatives, Gregoire explained that, “le problème d’eau 

traverse le Cameroun, en particulier à l’Ouest.”49 The outside 

aid model for addressing water issues in Batoufam and 

                                                
49 Translation: The problem of water spans Cameroon, especially in the West 

Figure 17 - Water Well Rehabilitated by 
WaLi in 2017, maintained in 2018. Photo 
by Ortzi July 2018, used with permission. 
Point labeled “WaLi Rehabilitated Water 
Well” on map. 
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Bangoua typically involves foreign (or occasionally governmental) teams of experts that come 

into the region and construct a singular well and depart. If done well, there may not be any 

issues; the first three wells constructed in Batoufam are still the best and most reliable in the 

village; however, if poorly constructed, the community is entirely dependent on the will of the 

foreign team to return to repair the well.  

WebDev—being a local NGO started by community members—takes a community 

centered development approach to dealing with water issues and water infrastructure 

development in the village. Firstly, WebDev believes that water infrastructure should be built 

by community members so that there are people in place who have the knowledge on how to 

repair it—disrupting dependency cycles that emerge through the Western development model. 

WebDev is also in better touch with local needs and social and cultural dynamics and is able 

to see the trends in youth involvement in village life. WebDev sees the need for appealing 

village roles for young people in order to respond to 

increased rural exodus by youth and integrates it with a 

program to train local people on how to build and maintain 

water wells in the villages. WebDev prioritized training 

local technicians who were in school or who had recently 

attended school so that their families would see a return on 

investment and so that the technicians would feel inspired 

to stay local and apply their skills in their community to 

counteract the growing issue of rural exodus particularly by 

youth in the area. WebDev works with teachers at the lycée Figure 18 - This image shows a hand dug 
well in Kamna that was built by WaLi in 
2017 and maintained in August 2018. 
Image taken by Ortzi, July 2018, used with 
permission. Point labeled “WaLi manual 
water drilling” on map.  
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techniques50 in the area to select students who would be a good fit for the building and 

maintenance teams, to receive trainings. Then, WebDev uses an innovative video training 

model to provide trainings while the core WaLi overseers evaluate sites around the villages for 

appropriate soil for manual drilling (preferred to automatic drilling because it greatly reduces 

cost), and sites that need repair. Another advantage of addressing water issues with community 

centered development is that there is a cultural element to whether or not the added 

infrastructure “survives” which plays into understanding if a lock is needed on a water pump 

handle during certain hours to limit use, knowing the cultural dynamics of who in the village 

is acceptable to give that sort of power to, and whose control will not be respected.  

The WaLi Project runs every July and August building new wells and checking and 

repairing older projects. Figure 5 shows a hand dug borehole well—a near miracle in the rocky 

soil of Bangoua—that was built by WaLi in 2017 and serves a local family in the Kamna 

neighborhood. Figure 6 shows an image of a well that the 2017 WaLi team transformed from 

the common uncovered 

traditional well where water is 

fetched from the water table 

with a bucket or the pit is 

replenished by rain to a 

covered well that is much 

safer to drink from and added 

a manual pump to facilitate 

the extraction of water. This 

                                                
50 Vocational high schools  

Figure 19 - Rainwater catchment system, roof and gutter view. Photo taken 
on my phone, June 2018. Point labeled "WaLi Water Collection System" on 
map 
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well is also located in Kamna and serves a lot 

of people—keeping in mind that Kamna is the 

site of the largest weekly market within a day’s 

walk for many of the surrounding villages.  

Finally, Figures 18-21 show various 

components of a rain catchment system that 

the WaLi 2017 team set up at the Kamna 

neighborhood chief’s residence that is a 

centralized point for the community and used 

by many people. In this system, the rain that 

hits the roof is captured in the gutters and 

channeled into a storage 

container where it is filtered 

through fine mesh upon entry 

and exit.   

The water is then 

channeled through underground 

lines to a much larger storage 

basin that has a manual 

extraction pump. All system 

components (pictured in the below images) are available as affordable, locally sourced 

materials—reducing the environmental impact of importing construction materials.51 

                                                
51 In addition to importing teams of volunteers and experts, foreign organizations or government development 
overseers often import building materials for one of several reasons: to use what they are familiar with; or 

Figure 20 - Water from the gutters is then filtered and 
stored in a small container. Photo taken on my phone, 
June 2018. Point on map: WaLi Water Collection System 

Figure 21 - WaLi Water Catchment System storage basin and manual 
pump ft,. team member Judicaël. Source: photo taken on my phone 
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However, when we checked on the system the following year after installation, the findings 

were some-what disappointing and frustrating. The system is quite simple and requires some 

basic maintenance such as clean-ing out the mesh filters and ensuring that another mesh cover 

over the air intake to the basin that prevents mos-quitos from entering the tank is intact.  

In WebDev’s eyes, one of the ideas behind charging community members with these 

tasks is that they see their ability to take matters into their own hands regarding their water 

access and development infrastructure. Instead, when we arrived we found that the mesh filters 

had not been cleaned in a long time—perhaps 

ever—and the mesh barrier against mosquitos 

looked like it had been intentionally perforated, 

possibly by playing children, and sadly, not 

repaired. It seems like there is a gap occurring 

between WebDev’s hopes and expectations of 

the community’s involvement in their 

development initiatives and the reality, and if 

so, I’m curious as to why. Are people less 

inclined to engage in maintenance activities 

because the consequences do not seem serious? Or is their lack of engagement connected to 

their knowledge that the WaLi team will return the next year to do repairs? Or do community 

members not have the time, material resources, or money to make these repairs on a regular 

basis? Is there a way to change the design of this CCDI to alleviate this phenomenon? 

                                                
because they have made an assumption that the perceived poverty of these regions slated for development 
initiatives is indicative of a lack of local building materials (which it is not); to uphold trade agreements and 
top-down parameters around what sort of materials will be used within the country for development initiatives, 
often as part of what Gunder Frank coined Dependency Theory development.  

Figure 22 - Underground water basin and manual pump. 
Photo taken on my phone, June 2018. Point on map: WaLi 
Water Collection System 
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Nonetheless, this CCDI is a wonderful example of the way in which a CCDI can present several 

advantages to a community over the dominant development model, but still fall short of a few 

key aspects that contribute to community member adoption.  

 
Reforestation 
 
Our map spotlights four reforestation initiatives—all community-led to a degree—the 

abundance of which speaks to the way that reforestation projects are adequately situated to 

respond to village needs for environmental protection and drought mitigation, while being 

aligned with local and 

traditional values. The 

Batoufam Chief52 and 

Monsieur Tchouanguep, 

the medicine man for the 

royal court of Batoufam, 

both stress the 

importance of 

reforestation efforts in 

connection to water 

health and combatting 

local drought by encouraging the retention of water in the soil throughout the dry season. 

Further-more, the forests in these areas are traditionally considered sacred, especially certain 

areas where significant events occur-red or where ceremonies are performed.  

                                                
52 Also referred to as the king, Chef Supierieur du Batoufam etc.  

Figure 23 - Owl Rock Sacred Site Reforestation Initiative. Source: photo taken with my 
phone July 14, 2018 
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In spite of these factors, today, the local forests contend with a growing need for 

agricultural land and crop production as local society becomes increasingly monetized and 

crops remain the primary source of income in these areas. Many individuals decide to clear the 

forest on their land in order to make way for crops; keeping only the fruit-producing—and 

therefore money-making—trees. However, as weather patterns change, and water becomes 

increasingly scarce, many community members are calling for the end of this practice 

including the Batoufam King and M. Tchouanguep. Their opposition to forest clearing calls 

upon traditional knowledge that explains that the forests—and certain trees in particular—are 

what hold water in the ground, bringing stability to water levels during the dry seasons.  

Along that note, the Owl Rock Sacred Site featured on our map includes a nearby 

reforestation effort in Bangoua that coincides with the sacredness of the site. The decision to 

replant trees in this area was made with the intention to honor the traditional relationship to the 

environment and restore balance.  



 66 

Another noteworthy reforestation initiative was found at the Collège Évangélique de 

Bangoua53, where 143 pine, avocado, and cypress seedlings were donated by a community 

member and friend of the school. Though these 

saplings are still small, all have been planted and 

the school director has big plans for integrating 

the reforestation zone into the curriculum; 

teaching students how to care for these trees, 

letting them sell the avocados to earn their own 

money and practice commerce. 

We were able to map three reforestation 

projects in Bangoua, however, in conversations 

with community members in Bangoua about 

these reforestation projects, the obstacles to starting and maintain them became clearer—thus, 

the process of mapping these two villages once again, offers a more robust picture of each.  

Though the forest is a respected part of 

traditional life, there is some local resistance to 

calls to halt deforestation and local initiatives for reforestation and these stem from conflicting 

needs and ancestral practices. The community efforts for reforestation and awareness 

campaigns to halt deforestation encounter difficulty because the current dominant practices in 

these villages involves cutting down trees for agricultural land, fuel for cooking fires, and 

building materials for houses and furniture. These days, people are most inclined to protect 

trees that provide some sort of monetary benefit in the form of fruit or medicine, but other trees 

                                                
53 Evangelical Middle School of Bangoua  

Figure 24 - Avocado tree sapling and Ecole Évangélique 
de Bangoua. Source: photo taken by Judicaël, Summer 
2018, used with permission. 
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are seen as community resources, though there are agreed upon regions where cutting down 

trees or taking branches will never be allowed such as a sacred forest or land designated for 

environmental protection. As a result of awareness campaigns, some community members are 

more responsive to the idea of leaving only fruiting trees—because those trees at least produce 

food or medicine which can translate to subsistence or profitable materials. Some community 

members have also made the switch from cutting entire trees, to only using large tree branches, 

ensuring that the tree still lives, and its roots can continue to hold water in the soil and prevent 

soil erosion.  

By in large community members are resistant to the prospect of losing potential 

agricultural land by undertaking reforestation initiatives or refraining from cutting down trees. 

Most strictly associate agricultural land with clear fields, despite the colonial history of this 

model and the viability and gradually growing popularity of sustainable agriculture and 

agroforestry worldwide.54 There are significant benefits to sustainable agriculture practices in 

the village; agroforestry—planting crops in shared spaces with forests—decreases soil erosion 

thanks to the forest root systems which help hold the soil in place, and agroforestry additionally 

offers farmers shade.  However, farmers I spoke with are hesitant to adopt such a practice 

because of their ties to ancestral practices.  

One day when I probed Mama Judith for details about her day, I gleaned some insight 

into how rooted these practices are in family and honoring ancestors. She told me that she 

had spent the day in the fields with Adora—her oldest daughter, who was about eleven at the 

                                                
54 The permaculture organization “Better World Cameroon” located in the Anglophone region, specifically in 
Bafut has been relatively successful in garnering support for new sustainable agriculture practices, perhaps 
because permaculture comes with a clear set of principles, and BWC offers hands on intensive trainings for 
community members and people throughout Cameroon and surrounding countries to attend—giving them more 
structure than WebDev’s current model. WebDev has met some resistance to trying to promote sustainable 
agriculture practices, however, they’ve taken a tactic of primarily focusing on targeting young people who may 
be more open to change than the older generations.   
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time— “je lui disais de faire exactement comme moi, et je lui appris comme ma mère 

m’apprit quand j’avais son âge”55 Judith beamed as she spoke and it was clear to me that this 

aspect of ancestral connection through specific agriculture practices could not be overlooked 

in efforts to push sustainable agriculture. 

Even when community members are fully in support of reforestation, there are 

barriers to such a project. Our interview with the director of the Collège Evangélique de 

Bangoua shed light on some of these barriers. The director said that what happened at their 

school is incredibly rare; tree starts are expensive and hard to come by, and without the 

generous donation of a community member who deeply supported the school, there was no 

way that they could have obtained the saplings required to undertake such an initiative. 

Furthermore, we all discussed that this project will take many years to come into 

realization—it takes a long time for saplings to grow to a point where they can contribute to 

the community and environment the fullness of their benefits, and this delay could cause 

people to lose interest in such projects. 

There are a few ways in which both WebDev and our digital map might offer relief to 

these difficulties. Firstly, WebDev runs a sustainable agriculture program in Bagante that 

specifically targets youth for two reasons: 1) the village has increasingly struggled with exodus 

by youth populations “qui pensent que la vie est qu’aux grands villes et qui voient de faire le 

champs comme une signe d’échec”56 2) youth are more open to change. Putting these two 

together, WebDev has found that the use of innovative agriculture techniques peaks the interest 

of many young people. Secondly, we hope that the map serves as a model for alternatives to 

                                                
55 Translation: I told her to do exactly what I did, and I taught her like my mother taught me when I was her age.  
56 Gregoire, Interview Spring 2017. Translation: who think that life is only in the big cities, and that working the 
fields is a sign of failure.   



 69 

the current dominant practices of deforestation, perhaps by showcasing instances of sustainable 

agriculture or agroforestry occurring in Cameroon or in other localities. The map does not 

currently fulfill this function, but one thing that does come through in the map are the 

illustrations of possible points of engagement with CCD around reforestation projects. This is 

particularly clear in the story of Collège Évangélique de Bangoua which shows a few roles 

possible roles for community members: as donor, not of monetary wealth, but of priceless 

resources for starting such a project; and as the role of the Collège director who eagerly ran 

with the donation and not only kept the donor’s vision alive but found ways to integrate the 

reforestation initiative into the school curriculum.     

 

Solar Power Water System 
The solar power water project in Batoufam had a lasting 

impact on me, in part because learning about this 

infrastructure served to expose to me that I’d formed a 

single story about water development in this village over 

my first stay, and this infrastructure gave me a new 

narrative. I’d seen so many examples of outside 

development projects and I was used to that as the 

model, I was not expecting to hear about a highly innovative local effort, and this was piece 

that inspired me to do a mapping project of such initiatives. The solar power water project is a 

network of 10 water spigots, a reservoir, and a solar powered electrically pumped water well, 

that was primarily designed by the Batoufam Water Council, of which Pierre Wanko is a 

member. It stands out as the only water development project that goes beyond the single-point 

Figure 25 - Solar panels of the solar power water 
system in Batoufam. 
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model and responds to user desires for electric water extraction instead of manual pumps while 

using renewable energy.  

 
However, this water system is like the ghost of local 

development projects; its well was not drilled to 

sufficient depth to reach the water table and after a couple glorious days of connecting the 

village to local running water, the system went dry. It is haunting to see the potential of this 

water point; an abundance of water sites around the village—communities next to farms, 

economic hubs, schools, health centers and churches—that could be provided with water if 

only this well were a little deeper. M. Wanko told me that this is a common problem for wells 

in the area because drilling to the depth where water is guaranteed is so expensive, so often 

development initiative leaders choose to drill to a lesser depth and gamble with whether or not 

there will be water.57 Of course, this situation could also be the result of lack of understanding 

                                                
57 This is why the first three wells ever created in Batoufam succeeded and the others always have issues; the 
first three were created by an organization that was willing to spend that extra money to make sure that the 
wells would succeed and sustainably provide water for many decades to come—most believe that they were 
installed in the 1970’s by a German NGO. 

Figure 26 - Solar powered water system, photo 
of well (concrete box) and associated solar 
panels. Source: photo from my phone 

Figure 27 - Map of Solar power water system in Batoufam. Source: 
screenshot of our map 
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about how the water table works—especially considering that the tools for acquiring concrete 

knowledge of water table conditions in a specific area are expensive and often inaccessible to 

low-budget initiatives. It is possible that this well experienced drawdown of the water table 

from heavy use due to how many points are connected to one source. Or, it is likely that the 

well was connected to a confined aquifer, which gave the illusion of having reached sufficient 

depth and provided water for a few days but could not sustain the system like connection to 

the lower water table. At present, our map does a great job of highlighting the spatial impact 

of the failure of the single well on the rest of the community, however, there is still potential 

to integrate more of a knowledge-exchange among experts and local managers about things 

like what may have caused the well failure, and how it could be avoided or repaired.   

 Another point of interest is that there seems to be local confusion around which groups 

were involved in designing and implementing the solar power water project. On the map and 

in this paper, I have chosen to give dominant voice to the local group of experts—the Batoufam 

Water Council, who claims that they were the designers of this system. However, the signs 

attached to each of the water spigots suggest that there was support from governmental 

agencies, which could explain why there was a stagnation in progress after the initial failure. 

In addition, several community members that I spoke with about the solar power water system 

seemed to think that there was government involvement—particularly that the spigots were 

indicators of a government promise to connect their village to the centralized water network 

(SNEC), and I honestly have no idea what to make of this multitude of narratives. Perhaps it 

speaks to the way that this mapping project helped us bring to light—if not always 

understand—the various challenges associated with implementing community centered 

development initiatives in this setting.  
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Challenges witnessed to Community Centered Development Initiatives  
 

Mapping the development initiatives of these two villages with an emphasis on 

questions like “difficulties encountered” helped bring to light patterns present that underscore 

themes of challenges for community centered development initiatives as a whole. At the 

forefront, most of the points on the map reflect some sort of financial stress insofar as 

maintaining these development efforts and appeal for either external aid or community elites 

to contribute money. CCDI’s often struggle because they do not have the financial backing of 

larger development organizations. Beyond this, the content of what sustainable CCDI’s push 

for can meet resistance because community members are under such extreme pressures to meet 

increasing financial demands. An example of this that I frequently encountered was the 

situation of a local farmer who would never use any chemical products on the food he or she 

grew for his or her family; however, in a desperate attempt to make more money by selling 

more produce and to  meet consumer demands of quantity and appearance, they would use 

these chemical products on the produce they grew and sold to others in the community—

chemicals that they themselves did not deem safe for consumption. Stories like these illustrate 

the mounting financial pressure that these communities are under as everything around them 

gradually transitions to having a monetary price. As the economy shifts, several community 

elders and leaders voice concern that the people have become more individualistic out of [at 

least perceived] necessity. Such an economic situation makes supporting CCDI’s all the more 

difficult; there was already a concern that CCDI’s would not be as successful as larger 

organizations with greater financial backing, but now there is individual community member 

resistance to the principles within the CCDI itself.  
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Taking a close look at each of these CCDI’s through the mapping process helped me 

move past a black and white narrative of grassroots development as an ideal and top-down 

development as problematic. As each of these case studies shows, community centered 

development is not a panacea, and in the following section I will elaborate on some of the 

instances where the lines between top-down and grassroots are blurred, as well as where the 

process of mapping revealed that top-down methods were advantageous.  
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•. Part 3 • 
Grassroots vs. Top-down development: Complicating the Narrative of Dichotomy  

 
When I set out to use mapping to better understand the themes, challenges and potential of 

community centered development initiatives for addressing climate change and development, 

I did not initially anticipate encountering so much ambiguity. The black and white narrative of 

development that I’ve framed so far in this thesis criticizes top-down development for being 

out of touch with community needs, for pushing a single, Western-value system, and for 

prioritizing urban affluent development over development in poor, rural, or marginalized areas. 

On the other hand, the same black and white narrative glorifies grassroots development for its 

capacity to come up with sustainable solutions that push less of an industrial agenda and that 

are in direct alignment with the community’s values and thus likely to last longer than imposed 

systems. This narrative may hold true within a certain sector or single case study; however, 

when taken in a much larger scale through our mapping process, we found abundant nuances 

that complicate a simple black and white narrative. The nature of this mapping project was 

such that we investigated a spectrum of sectors that make up village life, from education, to 

health centers, to water points, to religions and sacred sites, to economic hubs. By not limiting 

our study to community centered development initiatives, and by asking at each point about 

the successes, but also the difficulties encountered, we gained a complex series of narratives.  

 For example, for the Kamna market, which nearly all of Batoufam and Bangoua attend 

to buy and sell food for the week, we learned that majority of people do not feel like the market 

occurs frequently enough for them to have a sufficient supply of food throughout the week. 

Mamas would complain that by the sixth, seventh, and eighth days, there is nothing interesting 

left to cook with. Perhaps this is a symptom of transition to monoculture crop cultivation and 

dependency on neighbors for a full diet. Perhaps there used to be more flexibility in trading 
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produce, and now there are restrictions that confine these activities to once every eight days in 

the designated market place with appropriate paid registration to cover expenses of reserving 

a space to sell. The top-down solution to the need for more frequent market days might be to 

add another large-scale market, which would invoke bureaucracy, but is 1) a system that people 

are already familiar with and has been proven to be popular, 2) a system that provides some 

level of security for both buyer and seller through the bureaucracy. A community-centered 

development solution might be to independently organize smaller markets, but as I observed 

throughout this project, community members in financially strained situations rarely have the 

time, energy, and resources to take such actions. Another possible CCD solution might be to 

encourage people to each grow a wider range of crops so that they are less dependent on 

markets to get a full supply of foods, but as the reforestation case study shows, an initiative 

like this might split the community with half in favor, and half attached to ancestral agricultural 

practices. Beyond these rebuttals to CCD, I also observed that most people we interviewed 

bought into the notion of top-down development and did not see themselves as changemakers 

and the more time I spent with this project, the more I realized how complicated this question 

is. I came to vaguely understand that in these villages, the king’s permission is required for 

any large-scale activity or change to take place, but the extent of this still remains unclear to 

me. One thing I can speak to is that most people we talked with saw the king and village elites 

as responsible for improving the conditions of whatever situation we were discussing—the 

need for more medical supplies at a health center; the need for water at a school so that students 

can have something to drink during the day. Though some may attribute this to habits of 

complacency and dependency, in this process I learned to be weary of simple answers. In the 

Difficulties Encountered section of my methodology, I noted a subtle cultural difference in 
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expectations around leadership and initiative taking and towards the end of my stay I began to 

wonder if there wasn’t some aspect of respect for authority that percolated into people’s 

hesitancy to imagine taking development initiatives into their own hands. To further 

complicate the negative perception of top-down development, in interviews with each of the 

kings, they spoke of their role as one that involves a lot of training in order to be able to 

appropriately make decisions on behalf of their people. In these conversations, it was also clear 

that this form of top-down development was a strategy for ensuring that decisions could be 

made efficiently and by people whose entire jobs are dedicated to the culturally and 

environmentally sustainable development of their village instead of being an additional burden 

spread to all of the community on top of their existing roles as farmers, merchants, craftsmen, 

and parents. Effectively, this map did not permit me to emerge with a single-story about 

development and I greatly appreciate the way that the process of making this map challenged 

my assumptions. Making this map was powerful to me for another reason as well. It 

symbolized hope for addressing climate change in a multitude of ways: creating space for a 

variety of stories and strategies to coexist and be shared.  

 
Possible Applications of Our Mapping Method 

 
In this section I will elaborate on the possible applications of this map that emerged 

during our process, as well as further applications I can envision and associated limitations. I 

see this map as already having the potential to help leverage negotiations with the government 

around existing or future development projects by acting as evidence of the presence of need 

and evidence of the village’s organization and capacity to demand change. Since foreigners in 

the form of volunteers, tourists, and students come to these villages, the map is also a way for 

them to quickly learn about the happenings of the village and possibly challenge a single story 
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they may have of what an African village is like earlier in their experience or help them to 

make important connections with community members.   

One of the most touching aspects I noticed regarding the potential impact of this map 

was what happened when I ended up pointing out something I found remarkable about life in 

the villages that seemed rudimentary to my Cameroonian colleagues and observing how 

putting themselves in the mindset of an outsider shifted the way they valued their unique local 

practices. On a crisp morning as I was taking my usual motorcycle taxi to Bangoua along 

autoroute Nº4, we passed a large truck in distress on the opposite side of the road and I watched 

with wonder as people all around the truck came running back to it with branches of bright 

green leaves to lay in the road like flares to warn other drivers of the situation. I spent the rest 

of the ride thinking about what that tiny moment symbolized—local innovation that was more 

cost-effective and accessible in this setting than the Western alternative, and additionally, more 

sustainable; using strictly biodegradable, local materials instead of industrial flares. When I 

arrived at our team headquarters in Bangoua, I wasted no time in bringing up what I’d observed 

to my colleagues. I said that it would be the perfect kind of thing to add to the map, Gregoire 

smirked with amusement and Judicaël responded, “but it is so ordinary.” A few days after we 

had talked about why it was anything but ordinary to me as an outsider, Judicaël excitedly told 

me that he was starting to see everything around him through different eyes—and it showed, 

he started coming to me with several suggestions each day for things that we could add to the 

map, aspects of village life that I hadn’t had a chance to see yet, but that sure enough, fit the 

category of showing alternatives to Western development such as the local basket maker who 

uses natural materials and traditional techniques and is one of the few remaining alternatives 

to plastic and metal containers in the area. 
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Maps like this one could be expanded to connect other community-centered 

development initiatives in Cameroon to each other. A few weeks into my work with WebDev, 

I thought to mention Better World Cameroon, the comprehensive permaculture CCDI in Bafut, 

that shares much of the same vision as WebDev. While at the beginning of this project, 

WebDev told me that there were no other NGO’s in the area working on issues of 

sustainability; they had not heard of BWC and there may be many other similar organizations 

that operate in Cameroon but haven’t yet encountered each other. This kind of map is useful 

in fostering connection between these two organizations because WebDev is in the 

Francophone region, and Better World Cameroon is in the Anglophone region, but there is 

little geographic distance between them cooperatively and with the translation capacity of the 

Google myMaps and Google Translate Plugin, they could collaborate. Collaboration between 

the Anglophone and Francophone region—even if only virtual—is particularly important right 

now as there is so much tension and violence with the ‘Anglophone crisis’. Another map that 

includes a wider region could act more like the Sustainable Favela Network Map and explicitly 

facilitate connections between NGO’s and other non-state actors in development.   

There is also tremendous potential to make more maps like this one of other localities 

and grassroots development initiatives and create a centralized hub for finding links to these 

maps. This could facilitate connection between marginalized or rural zones to outside 

information and global initiatives. I theorized the possibility of this application from the onset 

of the project; knowing that we were in part modeling our map after the one by Catalytic 

Communities and imagining what it would be like for these communities to talk with each 

other through their maps. However, when I was actually in Batoufam and Bangoua it became 

clear that as someone who had had the privilege of studying sustainability in university, I had 
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knowledge of a few techniques that I could share. Most notably, I ended up sharing information 

with several groups we collaborated with about the Moser Lamp—an ingenious way of lighting 

up homes during without electricity using repurposed materials, invented by Brazilian 

mechanic Alfredo Moser. Using plastic bottles, water, bleach, and resin as sealant once bottles 

have been placed in the ceiling, Moser found a cheap and accessible way to provide brilliant 

light to indoor spaces that frequently experience blackouts during daylight hours. His design 

caught on quickly in his hometown of Uberaba, Brazil, and the BBC reports that it is spreading 

to 16 countries including the Philippines, India, Bangladesh, Tanzania, Argentina, and Fiji58; 

however, it did not surprise me that no one I spoke with in Batoufam or Bangoua had heard of 

it. How can a rural village without much connection to the rest of the world learn about a story 

like this that didn’t make global headlines, but that is very relevant to rural life? When I shared 

this concept with the Batoufam and Bangoua Kings they were very excited by the prospects, 

so too were members of the youth groups we spoke with. We even encouraged collaboration 

between Association des Jeunes de Kamna (the youth group in Bangoua), the Lycée technique 

students and professors, and the Bangoua King who was attempting to build the Collines 

Ecologiques de Baloué—an ecotourism project. I reasoned that if the King incorporated these 

water bottle lights into this design, he would be using even more of the kind of innovations 

that his target audience is looking for, and that since it is simple technology to learn how to 

install, he could simultaneously address some of the youth unemployment problem by pushing 

for more people to learn how to install these lights, and inviting some to install them at the 

Collines.  

                                                
58 Kuruvilla, “Brazilian Mechanic Creates Light Bulb Using Water, Bleach and a Bottle.” 
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  One of the possibly applications that I am most interested in is that of integrating this 

kind of resource and project into the trainings and work of programs like Peace Corps in 

Cameroon and SIT study abroad in Cameroon. Most participants in these programs have never 

been to the area where will be studying or working before they are committed to a lengthy stay 

and the program’s responsibility. It might facilitate integration and faster understanding if 

participants could look at a detailed digital map describing the region before they arrive or in 

early weeks, as they begin to make connections with community members. Furthermore, 

creating these digital maps could be a viable and useful project for Peace Corps volunteers to 

undertake if approached mindfully. Such a project could serve to counter-act some of the 

critiques made about the Peace Corps, like that the program primarily fosters the 

transformative growth of US participants, while doing little to empower locals beyond 

oppressive systems. Similarly, students in SIT Cameroon’s program could be encouraged to 

make a map like this to take them out of the realm of elite and distanced academic or “expert” 

and into the realm of co-collaborator on a project meant to create a tool with and for the 

community.  

I also am fascinated by thinking about how such maps could interact with spaces in the 

West, especially because of the ability for this map to be translated. What kind of an impact 

could access to maps like this one have on the elementary and middle school classroom in 

places where textbooks and media portrayals primarily reflect the single story of Africa? How 

might a map like this serve to deliver on some of the promises of the Internet era and empower 

global connection and perhaps greater understanding and empathy? Could these maps go in 

the other direction as well and challenge the dominant narratives of the West as idealistic and 
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uplift stories of Western poor, rural, and indigenous communities who are also marginalized? 

Is there potential to connect the African diaspora through this kind of mapping platform?  

I do not bring any of these potential applications up to make light of what they would 

entail; I know from my experiences with this project that such an initiative is complicated to 

organize, manage and define. However, the description “complicated to organize, manage and 

define” also applies to another effort that I’ve dedicated much of my life to already. Sustainable 

solutions to climate change are difficult to organize, manage, and define, as I’ve demonstrated 

through the analyses of my case studies in Part 2. Of all the possible applications for this type 

of mapping project, I’m personally most fascinated by the potential for mapping as giving a 

centralization and organization to representing and communicating efforts to address climate 

change. In my experience, one of the biggest barriers to people’s involvement in taking action 

about climate change is feeling like the problem is just too big; but what if there was a way to 

easily communicate the multitude of efforts that people are undertaking to address this issue?  

 I want to close by connecting back to my initial point, that these two villages find 

themselves somewhat caught between the concern about the impacts of climate change and the 

desire for development. These two ideas are not necessary mutually exclusive, though the 

dominant model of development favors ‘luxuries’ that often degrade the environment. On the 

climate change side there is some frustration that this problem is not the fault of the Least 

Developed Nations, and there is also overwhelm at the prospect of addressing such a massive 

issue when there are more pressing health and wellness concerns that could be resolved through 

development. However, as this paper and mapping project have show, there are several local 

initiatives in Batoufam and Bangoua to tend to the local environment and to even integrate 

renewable energy. On the development side, there is frustration with top-down development 
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for its slowness, absence, and for being out of touch with community customs and values. This 

project has revealed some beautiful community centered development initiatives (some 

described in this paper). And at the same time, the mapping process revealed instances revealed 

instances where top-down development is really appropriate, such as securing medical supplies 

for a health center.  

 The main takeaways from this mapping project are that it has a wonderful capacity for 

illustrating multiple narratives, and similarly its illustration of the big picture shows multiple 

possible areas for engagement and can be a tool to both grassroots movements and top-down 

leaders in addressing development (as modeled) or climate change (as modeled by Catalytic 

Communities). One of the greatest advantages of this type of map is that it shows a spectrum 

of initiatives and in this sense breaks down the problem into many possible spheres. It can 

inspire people by showing them examples of existing initiatives, or promote action when 

someone notices something that is absent. Instead of asking people to follow every news story 

or be an expert in the field of environmental studies in order to engage with a global issue, 

such a platform might allow for centralized access to a wide range information. Furthermore, 

instead of relying on a genius invention to save the entire planet, this technology exists now, it 

is free, accessible, and allows for visual and translatable communication of information. This 

mapping platform has potential to empower grassroots movements through connections to 

knowledge and resources, while informing top-down organizations of the situations and desires 

of communities they are interacting with.  
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