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Abstract

The deliberate use of video as a tool in human rights documentation, advocacy, and prosecution of justice is a relatively new development.  WITNESS is a human rights organization founded on the premise that video can be a uniquely powerful and effective complement to more traditional mechanisms.  Creation, collection, curation and management of audiovisual documentation pose particular challenges for activists and archivists alike; this paper will discuss issues of consent, security, description, and access, within the context of an audiovisual human rights collection.
Images speak to us in their own language.  As documentary evidence, they sometimes  attain iconic status, the unparalleled power to symbolize, evoke or impress upon memory events which are complex, remote, perhaps otherwise unknown or forgotten.  Picture, for example: the interior of a church at Kibuye, Rwanda, with row upon row of human skulls;  a line of emaciated prisoners staring from behind barbed wire at Omarska, fifty years after Dachau; a hooded and draped man standing on a box attached to electrical wires;  the ‘falling man’ of 9-11.   Shocking, unforgettable, they say more to us than mere words, because of their to power to seize attention, to stir memory, to arouse empathy, outrage, or the desire to act, to break through complacency or denial, and to be universally and immediately accessible across barriers of language, literacy, or culture.

But by themselves there is much they can’t tell us:  The names of victims, perpetrators, bystanders, unseen actors; the immediate or long-ago events that led up to the captured moment or moments; the name and motives of the person holding the camera; and the impact the images might have had on subsequent events.  For these we need words.

So while video has a singular power as a catalyzing force, video documents are also records of fact, dependent on words for meaning, context, and the particulars that tell individual stories as well as any iconic or universal ones.  The use of audiovisual media for documentation and archiving therefore poses particular issues for advocates and archivists alike.  I will discuss some of these within the context of the human rights organization WITNESS.

WITNESS

WITNESS was founded in 1992 by musician Peter Gabriel, the Lawyer’s Committee for Human Rights (now known as Human Rights First), and the Reebok Foundation for Human Rights.  This was immediately in the wake of the Rodney King video, which illustrated in a dramatic way the power of cheap, portable camcorders in the hands of ordinary citizens. Imagine, went the thinking, that power in the hands of someone who witnesses injustice on a regular basis.  WITNESS’ mission is predicated on the idea that video is a powerful and effective complement to more traditional advocacy tools; and the belief that expertise and point of view should come from locally-based or grass-roots groups and activists.  WITNESS works primarily by partnering with groups desiring to learn how to incorporate video into existing human rights campaigns.  Program staff work intensively with a select number of partner groups at any given time, providing camera equipment, training in camera use, in strategies and techniques for video advocacy, and support in post-production, distribution, outreach, and archiving. 

These partners shoot footage for use in an advocacy video with a specific goal, which may be legislative, legal, and/or educational, but is always focused on creating measurable impact or change.  Targeted uses of these videos include screenings to decision-makers and human rights bodies, as evidence in legal cases, for community organizing and education, and for general awareness via news media, DVD distribution, broadcast, the internet, and screenings.

The WITNESS Media Archive has emerged from this advocacy work, and now comprises over 3000 hours of raw footage and more than 60 original documentaries.   Footage includes witness and victim testimonies, hidden camera footage, abuses or their aftermath caught on tape, interviews with human rights defenders, recordings of trainings, legal proceedings and conferences, and scenes of culture and daily life.  Contributors to the archive include over 200 groups or individuals in more than 60 countries, working in at least 75 languages.  While the Rodney King footage remains emblematic of the power of video to grab attention, video advocacy in fact often centers on campaigns which are inherently less visually dramatic or focused on discrete incident.  Villagers building a road in Burma may be doing so under threat of death, but the coercion is invisible to the camera.  We can perhaps think of two types of documentation, the first, the kind of ‘caught in the act’ exposure of  abuse or wrongdoing, that may engender shocked attention in and of itself; the second, the structured, researched, planned advocacy documentary, which is somewhat more akin to traditional human rights reporting.  

These are of course not mutually exclusive.  As devices for capturing video get smaller, cheaper, and more ubiquitous, and the electronic distribution platforms continue to proliferate, we will be seeing more of this first type of material, which I will discuss below. Nonetheless, our recent experience tells us that there is tremendous interest and desire on the part of activists and human rights defenders to learn to work strategically with a full complement of video advocacy tools, and on issues that include economic, social and cultural rights.

While I speak from an archivist’s perspective, I believe that documentation and archiving are interdependent, existing in a dynamic continuum.   As we move inexorably into the digital realm this will become increasingly so.   Documentation and archiving are iterative processes, involving contributions from many people, the accrual of information throughout the lifespan of a record, and the anticipation of users far into the future.  Archivists need to understand the circumstances under which documents are created, and the needs of their users;  advocates and researchers documenting human rights violations should be conscious of the potential long-term life of documents, their importance for research, truth-telling, and the pursuit of justice, which often take place many years after the fact.
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Training of members of CEMIRIDE, Lake Bogoria, Kenya, February 2007

Video Documentation
One of the primary lessons learned from WITNESS’ early days of distributing cameras to activists was the importance of training, planning, and institutional capacity to the ultimate success of  any video advocacy effort.  Poorly shot video might be unusable or inadmissible, for example; the failure to define a video’s target audience might doom its ability to achieve its goals.  Most partnerships begin with a training in the field, which includes everything from technical aspects of camera use to safety and security to storytelling and narrative techniques.
  WITNESS partners develop a Video Action Plan (VAP), the key components of which are clearly articulated goals, a well-defined or targeted audience, and a story that can be told visually.  

Shooting video of or about human rights violations, or in repressive environments carries obvious risks; WITNESS has developed extensive guidelines and criteria to assess and manage risk in these situations.   The mere presence of a camera may be perceived as a threat to authorities, although it can work as a deterrent to violence as well.   Safety and security of subjects is of utmost importance, both at the time of filming and after.   Thus, clear communication about security restrictions regarding both the subjects and the creators of video is essential, so that they may be documented at WITNESS.   A single tape may contain several interviews with varying security restrictions;  one in which the subject’s face must be disguised during editing,  and another in which only the name must be kept anonymous.  
As in other modes of documentary or journalistic filmmaking, acquiring consent from subjects being filmed is standard procedure.  From a human rights perspective, however, written legal consent, the signature on the paper, is less important than informed consent: subjects must fully comprehend the implications of permitting their image or testimony to be transmitted globally.   The possibility of rescinding permission in the future, if a situation of risk increases,  must also be communicated.  In certain cases our partners have proceeded without informed consent, but only when a set of deliberated upon criteria have been agreed upon and met.   In 2003, WITNESS partner Mental Disability Rights International (MDRI) shot footage of two boys living in squalor and neglect inside the State Psychiatric Hospital of Paraguay; the footage was used in a video submission to the Inter-American Commission on Human Rights along with a legal brief.  MDRI has taken the position that it is impossible to obtain meaningful consent from people in inherently coercive environments. 
 MDRI believes that pixilating or otherwise obscuring the faces of subjects is in itself dehumanizing.  However, in other cases this method might be used to protect privacy.

Other practices also contribute to the admissibility or efficacy of footage for evidentiary purposes: a clear chain of custody, affidavits by witnesses, a visible date and time-stamp at the start of the video, and keeping the camera running so that events unfold without interruption.  The admissibility of video as legal evidence is growing, but determined by the rules of evidence in each jurisdiction.  MDRI’s video submission mentioned above was the first such submission to the IACHR;  In 2005, WITNESS collaborated with partner Center for Minority Rights and Development to prepare the first ever video submission to the African Commission on Human and People’s Rights. 

Written documentation and Information transfer

Obtaining proper written documentation from diverse, remotely-located is challenging. The primary documentation is, of course, the video itself; but it must also include other key written (or oral) information that must be transferred or communicated along with the media.  This may seem obvious, but in fact most of us don’t systematically describe and document our own tapes or photographs in ways that will be comprehensible to others; we use shorthand because we already know the context, remember the details.  (It is fairly common for moving image collections to hold or acquire actuality footage for which little or no written documentation exists.) Without providing clear instruction in how to document the source material, it is often left undone, the salient information – the who, what, where, when and why - residing only in people’s heads or personal emails.  Video of a plain wooden building in rural Mexico might be the exterior of a school, the site of an interrogation and torture, or it might be practice footage; simply viewing the footage is not likely to tell us which.   Most important is information not evident from viewing the video itself: these include primary metadata such as the date created, the geographic locations, the names or roles of subjects, the name of the videographer, and any other pertinent information essential for providing any level of evidentiary or factual weight.

Information is communicated in several ways.  Ideally, in addition to written documentation, interview subjects identify themselves on camera, including the spelling of their name and any affiliation.  It can be useful for the videographer to make a statement as well, identifying the date, location, and purpose of the filming.  Doing so is not always advisable for security reasons, however.   Partners are provided with a template for logging and recording information.   This template will shortly become accessible via the web so that any contributor with internet access may submit information securely and directly to WITNESS.  While such tools are useful, it is particularly important that training include instruction in the importance of this aspect of documentation.   While we encourage partners to log and transcribe their own footage, volunteers and interns at WITNESS are used as well.  Although a few past projects have utilized professional transcription service, the results are extremely problematic insofar as they are devoid of context, and generally render names of persons and places phonetically. 
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Tape summary and log example.
Editing for advocacy

The completion of a fifteen to thirty minute advocacy video generally takes six to eight weeks of intensive work by a team consisting of  a partner, a WITNESS Program Coordinator, and an editor, supported by other staff and volunteers of both organizations.   Telling a story visually, which is truthful, clear, and persuasive, requires careful selection of images, facts, and narratives.  As the video takes shape, issues of representation arise:  Which voices will be featured, which left out?  How are communities represented? How does one truthfully convey the unique quality and culture of an indigenous community without exoticizing it?  How do we give voice to victims without making victimization the whole story?  When and how is it appropriate to use graphic images?  When images or interviews are juxtaposed through editing, what new meaning is created?  

Cataloging

Our cataloging database has been developed in-house to address requirements specific to both human rights content and audiovisual media.  Some of these specifics include the complex security imperatives; multiple physical iterations made from the original tape and extensive technical metadata; thesauri which allow for discovery by both broad human rights concept and literal visual image; and the ability to track usage and note significant subsequent impact or developments.
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  Database record example.
Descriptions include an overall summary of the content, both visual and thematic.   Context is crucial: Why was the footage shot, are the subjects credible, are there preceding events that we don’t see but which are crucial to understanding the events or testimony? What is it that we can’t see on the video that we need to know?  What do we perhaps know that our future users won’t?  Was the footage smuggled out of the country, is a father talking about the rape of his daughter breaking a cultural taboo, is one of the men watching the exhumation of a mass grave in fact one of the alleged perpetrators of the killings?   The camera often captures events or scenes the relevance of which may not be obvious.  Beautiful shots of the Lake Bogoria National Reserve are also the ancestral lands of the Enderois people, whose displacement in the 1970s is now the subject of a case before the African Commission on Human and People’s Rights.  The exhumation at El Mozote depicts the sober and meticulous work of forensic scientists, but just beyond the frame are the grief and sorrow of remembrance, the hope that loved ones may be finally identified, the facts about the massacre itself and the ensuing events, including the legal advocacy that has permitted the exhumation to finally proceed after almost two decades.
Visual description and indexing

The concepts of ofness and aboutness are useful to consider when discussing the cataloging and indexing of moving images. 
  Ofness generally refers to the literal or factual attributes; aboutness concerns what the images represent, their iconography or meaning.  The Naval Mechanics School in Buenos Aires was originally just that, and is currently a museum.   But for most of us it is overwhelmingly ‘about’ torture, disappearances,  the dirty war.  Scenic footage of the serene, beautiful Chixoy Reservoir resonates with what is no longer visible:  the villages that existed there before the Dam’s creation submerged them out of existence, the Guatemalan civil war and genocide.   Description and indexing need to address both ofness and aboutness.  As noted above, e have constructed our own in-house thesauri of subject terms, which encompass concepts required for discovery of both human rights concepts as well as literal, visual images that are so often sought by users.
Raw footage

Raw footage poses particular challenges for cataloging.  Raw tapes are the primary documents, the heart of the collection, the original, unedited record of events.   But unlike a book, film, or transcript or report, such footage lacks any defined or predetermined structure.  The same tape may contain media shot at completely different times and places, of unrelated events.  (Occasionally we discover footage of someone’s wedding or baby christening; interesting in and of itself, but clearly of a different nature and purpose altogether.)

Because our users, internal and external, are generally seeking specific visuals or testimony, we catalog at the title level.   This enables us to provide shot-level and/or verbatim description when possible.   A single videotape may comprise twenty pages of interview if transcribed, or include numerous shots not reflected in the overall subject of the project or collection.   At the same time, our limited resources mean that we cannot always achieve this level of description, and must cope with inevitable backlogs.  Prioritization on the basis of anticipated future use determines allocation of resources.

Access to the collection
Our mission dictates that we provide access to our collection as broadly as possible.  Issues of security and safety, rights, sensitivity and ethics, and limited resources all determine what this means in practice.  Selective access to this raw footage is available through licensing, for fees ranging from cost to market rates, determined by project purpose and ability to pay.   We have provided footage for use in online projects, documentaries, public service videos, news stories, museums and cultural centers, training materials, presentations, and legal inquiries.  Third party use of footage is considered carefully; apart from the clear-cut types of criteria mentioned above, we consider the use to which the material will be put.  Generic use of footage of human suffering and victimization can sometimes be problematic, because of the ease with which visual images can be used in ways that are reductive, sensational, or less than accurate.   Moving images should be perceived as documents of fact, and not as mere illustration, although they may often serve as both.
A selected portion of our database records are searchable on the archive’s website, 
and we respond to inquiries by phone and email.   Anyone may contact us to request footage or information, although we can’t necessarily answer or fulfill all requests.  We do consider it our responsibility to the people and communities depicted or affected to have access to their histories, their narratives, and to the tools to pursue justice, as far into the future as needed.

Sousveillance

‘Sousveillance’ is a coinage by Steve Mann to describe, in contradistinction to surveillance, the incidental or deliberate recording of events by participants; literally ‘watching from below.’ 
  I mention it to evoke that first type of audiovisual documentation I referred to, illustrated so dramatically by recent events in Burma which were documented and disseminated globally by brave individuals using cell-phones and the internet.  In November 2007 WITNESS is launching a new online initiative called the Hub, envisioned as a global, participatory human rights media website. 
 This site will serve as a multimedia forum around human rights,  and provide an accessible and easy-to-use multi-media platform for anyone, anywhere, to upload video via camera, cellphone, or computer.  The Hub is intended to be a site for creating change,  for mobilizing citizens and journalists, activists and researchers, to organize, take action, learn, and connect.  What has been happening in Burma recently illustrates both the potential and the limitations of this technology; its potential because of the increased attention and action focused on this most repressive of countries; its limitations because of the success of the regime in limiting the flow of information.
Clearly we will be grappling with a whole new realm of rights, security, acquisition, authenticity, documentation, and not least, capacity issues. 

What is the archive’s role in this new environment? Can we and should we archive user-generated video?  How can we require high-quality documentation from remote, often anonymous contributors, especially when we are also trying to insure their safety?  Can we provide broader access to our own collection, and those of other human rights archives, as a means of contextualizing current issues and images? Should the archive be exploring social networking tools, such as tagging, or collective cataloging?   I confess that given the often poor understanding of controlled vocabularies by some tagging proponents, I have had reservations, but more and more I am intrigued by the possibility of including a multiplicity of voices in the archival record, of hearing directly from the user.  

Conclusion

The use of audio and video recordings for documentation has been proliferating in the past few years, by international criminal tribunals, truth commissions, human rights organizations, and increasingly by amateur or ‘citizen’ human rights defenders.  Managing moving image materials calls for specific skills and strategies, from their creation, through use and dissemination, to the expensive technology needed for preservation.  I worry that as media is created ever more quickly and easily, it is becoming ever more ephemeral.   Some video recordings made ten years ago are already be at risk; the lifespan of a digital file is estimated to be less than that due to format and software obsolescence. But even more troubling to me is the potential impossibility of finding uncataloged or poorly organized content on a server or hard drive.  A box of files or a stack of videotapes at least have a physical existence to announce themselves.  
We face considerable challenges, but I believe we have a moral imperative to meet them.  The wheels of justice do grind slowly; the legal and political mechanisms for pursuing and securing justice may lag behind the documentation of violations by years or decades (Cambodia is one obvious example.)  It is vital that the importance of documentation, cataloging and preservation to justice initiatives be understood, and that this work be supported, not only after the fact, but at the time of creation.

I am heartened by what seems to be a growing awareness of the importance of documentation and archives in advocacy contexts, and I urge advocates and archivists to work more closely with each other to ensure that the documentary record of human rights abuses, political repression, and the work of advocacy and social justice itself, is conveyed to future generations.
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