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This article describes the environmental education (EE) program developed in
the neighboring community of Serra da Canastra National Park based on a
research project focused on the maned wolf conservation. The article assesses
three tools used to foster the community’s participation in discussing local
issues: (1) communal production of a book about the region; (2) deployment of
a traveling environmental cinema project through local towns and farms; and (3)
training courses for the community on how to use communication tools for EE.
Despite their differences and intrinsic limitations, the three strategies applied in
this study proved effective in promoting community participation. The maned
wolf species benefited indirectly from having its image associated to relevant
cultural activities for the community. In addition, the connection generated by
the project in the community certainly extended to the species at hand. Interest
in the species and project actions grew among the community, which became
more active in finding solutions for existing conflicts. The book’s approval by
the community and the opinion of the authors showed that preparing a book
with local authorship is a powerful tool for community mobilization. Using
cinema language also proved effective to spike the community’s interest in
discussing issues related to conservation in the rural environment.

Keywords: bioregionalism; community communication; endangered canids;
environmental education; maned wolf; participation tools

Introduction

There is a growing consensus among scholars that successful conservation projects
must include environmental education (EE) actions. For Jacobson (2009), conserva-
tion goals focus on biological problems, but solutions lie with people. According to
Smyth (1995), the levels of achievement of the EE goals may be considered from
an environmental awareness perspective, beginning with environmental understand-
ing, environmental responsibility, environmental competence, to ultimately reach
environmental citizenship. As the terms indicate, the idea is that EE increases the
awareness of people regarding environmental issues, generate knowledge of natural
systems and environmental problems, recognize human beings as protagonists in
environmental issues, requiring adequate training to bring about the necessary
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changes, and lastly, that continuous and active participation are necessary to pro-
mote a new ethics in our relationship with nature.

Sauvé (2005) presents an analysis of diverse ways of practicing educative activ-
ity with multiplicity of theoretical and practical possibilities that influence EE and
consequently the activities developed with the communities. These currents in EE
range from naturalist approaches focused on ties between human beings and nature
to more humanistic approaches that go beyond nature to involve aspects related to
the culture, history and emotions of local populations. The naturalist approach is
apparently still the most widely adopted by conservation projects. On the other
hand, a critical and participatory approach to education programs has been empha-
sized by several authors who believe that achieving social change and development
models with deep impact on natural systems will only be possible by taking the
attitudes, values, and preferences of the communities into account (Mistry and Ber-
ardi 2006; Lynam et al. 2007). The central argument is that merely passing on
information about species and the threats they face and sensitizing people to envi-
ronmental problems is insufficient to provoke the desired changes for biodiversity
conservation. In fact, conservation seems to be much more feasible with effective
community participation. Nevertheless, community participation in conservation
does not occur spontaneously. It requires motivation, addressing topics that are rele-
vant to the community, and preparing the community to partake in the necessary
discussions in a consistent and harmonious manner. Lynam et al. (2007) assessed
several tools used in promoting community participation to determine their pros and
cons as well as their potential use in diagnostic studies and decision-making
processes.

Effective communication is considered essential for conservation: to influence
conservation policies, change behavior, secure resources, and recruit volunteers
(Jacobson 2009). Although the authors did not consider media ownership by the
community a participation tool, this article emphasizes its importance as a mecha-
nism to facilitate participation and the exercise of citizenship. This type of approach
is discussed in the literature under the terms educommunication, community com-
munication, and also participatory communication, and its most expressive examples
are community radio stations and newspapers produced by different social, political,
and cultural movements (Peruzzo 2002; Ribeiro 2004; Brasil 2005; Chaparro 2005;
Soares 2009). The Treaty on EE for Sustainable Societies and Global Responsibility
is a document prepared by environmental educators in eight regions of the world,
published in 1992, that has become a reference in EE. The document argues that
EE must stimulate dialog and cooperation among individuals and institutions, and
also that:

communication is an inalienable right and the mass media must be transformed into
the one of the main channels of education, not only by disseminating information on
an egalitarian basis, but also through the exchange of means, values and experiences.

The main idea of uniting communication and EE for conservation is that the capac-
ity to communicate is essential for changing people’s mentalities, and the effects of
better communication will be felt in the various sectors of the community, including
on environmental issues.

In this article we describe the EE program developed with the neighboring com-
munity of Serra da Canastra National Park based on a research project focused on

2 M.X.A. Bizerril et al.

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

M
ar

ce
lo

 B
iz

er
ri

l]
 a

t 1
5:

22
 0

7 
N

ov
em

be
r 

20
11

 



conserving the maned wolf. The article assesses three tools used to foster the com-
munity’s participation in discussing local issues: (1) communal production of a
book about the region; (2) deployment of a traveling environmental cinema project
through local towns and farms; and (3) training courses for the community on how
to use communication tools for EE.

The study area and maned wolf project

The Serra da Canastra National Park is located in the Southeast of Brazil, in the state
of Minas Gerais. The park, which harbors the source of the São Francisco River, one
of the country’s main rivers and the fifth largest in South America, is an important
remnant of Cerrado vegetation and considered an area of extensive prevalence of
maned wolves (Chrysocyon brachyurus). The maned wolf is the largest canid of
South America and is classified as threatened in Brazil under the ‘Vulnerable’ cate-
gory. The Cerrado is a global biodiversity hotspot and more than 50% of its 2 mil-
lion km² have already been changed into pastures and monocrops (Klink and
Machado 2005). The park’s neighboring areas contain small farms (<100 ha) whose
primary economic activity is raising cattle for milk and cheese. Agriculture is mostly
limited to subsistence family farming and coffee and maize plantations. The region
is home to a total rural population of 5500 inhabitants and still shows traces of the
typical Caipira culture and folklore of the Brazilian countryside. Caipira is the name
given to a type of Brazilian that originated in the interior of the Brazilian Southeast
and Midwest, who were of mixed Portuguese and Indian blood, and also influenced
by African culture. Their main characteristics are strong religiousness and family
agriculture (for more information on the origins and general characteristics of
Caipiras, see Ribeiro and Rabassa (2000), and on the habits of Caipiras of the
community of Serra da Canastra, see Bizerril et al. 2008; Gambarini et al. 2011).

In 2004 a research project on Behavioral Biology and Conservation of the Maned
Wolf was launched in Serra da Canastra with the participation of universities, NGOs,
and international and national governmental research entities. The project envisaged
several objectives linked to maned wolf conservation in the region, including studies
on ecology, behavior, genetics, reproduction, and epidemiology. EE activities began
after a period of assessing local socio-environmental relations. The assessment
revealed the existence of a number of relevant socio-environmental problems that
had a negative impact on the conservation of the maned wolf, particularly:
(1) conflict between rural poultry producers and wild predators, especially maned
wolves; (2) use of fire to manage pastures and the frequent uncontrolled savanna
fires in the park that killed the fauna; and (3) a large population of domestic cats and
dogs interacting with wild animals and human beings, increasing the risk for
zoonotic transmission. It also pointed to behavioral and cultural aspects of the
community that were considered extremely significant, such as: (4) the community’s
dissatisfaction with the creation of the national park in 1972 that even today arouses
anger due to the conflicts involving the removal of the families. The community’s
dissatisfaction with the park is also due to limitations imposed on the use of the land,
and intense surveillance, an example being the use of fire to manage pastures;
(5) low self-esteem, especially among youths, who do not understand the region’s
importance and potential in the cultural and environmental context, both at the local
and at the national levels; and (6) the fact that the community was not in the habit of
convening meetings or debates on issues of local interest.

Environmental Education Research 3
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A decision was made to begin with the last three in the belief that they would
be more significant to the community and that not discussing them first would make
it impossible to discuss the other aspects and take the measures needed to promote
long-term change. In fact, in the following sections we shall discuss the actions that
had a positive impact on aspects 1–3, that favored the conservation of the maned
wolf, both locally and regionally.

Methods

The education program began in 2007 based on three actions to bring awareness to
community members, and motivate them to address local environmental issues, as
well as to increase their self-esteem and appreciation for local cultural and environ-
mental wealth. The actions also focused on preparing the stage for the community
to develop the ability to promote discussions and develop concrete educational
materials through group activities.

The first action proposed was the communal production of a book about the
Serra da Canastra region. Through a period of 5months in 2007 a group of 30 com-
munity members age 9–94 representing different occupations, including teachers,
students, farmers, businessmen, and civil servants met and produced a book on the
region’s culture, history, environment, and economy. The work methodology
involved thematic group meetings and the production of newsletters by each group,
since the participants lived relatively far from each other – at times in different
towns. After a first plenary meeting the authors were divided into five groups
according to their specific interests – geographical and hydrological characterization,
biodiversity and its uses, local culture, regional history, and economy. All the
groups were encouraged to discuss a vision for the region’s future based on their
selected themes. Each group began with a planning stage that preceded the research
and text production stages. All the authors were given a chance to make sugges-
tions on all the chapters. New plenary meetings were held when the chapters were
further developed and after all the authors had read the first draft of the book to dis-
cuss the more controversial aspects in detail. Four thousand copies of the book were
printed and distributed in the region.

The second action consisted in deploying a traveling environmental cinema
through the region’s farms and towns. The project was called Cine Lobo [Wolf Cin-
ema] and consisted of screenings followed by discussions of the natural wealth of
Serra da Canastra, conservation of the maned wolf, recognition of local culture, and
also aspects related to tourism and health. Four 15min locally produced films were
shown in schools, farms, and town squares, together with commercial movies on
topics of interest to the community (such as movies that starred Mazzaropi, a Bra-
zilian actor who interpreted typical Caipira characters in several films produced
between the 1950s and the 1980s) and followed by debates.

The project team began by preparing three videos: (1) an institutional dissemina-
tion movie of the maned wolf conservation project and the main daily actions car-
ried out by the researchers; (2) a movie highlighting the beauty and importance of
the local ecosystem; and (3) a movie that shows how local property owners may
reduce the predation of chickens by wolves by building chicken coops; this movie
also highlighted the importance of preserving the maned wolf by showing state-
ments of local residents (The videos are available at http://www.vimeo.com/comco-
munitaria). A maned wolf mascot was adopted as the ‘Cine Lobo’ project logo.

4 M.X.A. Bizerril et al.
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This image was also displayed in the sessions’ opening vignette. The opening
sequence of each section was used to give a brief explanation of the project and
overall conservation actions for the maned wolf, allowing some time for the com-
munity to ask questions and address doubts on the maned wolf, on the project’s
actions, and on the videos shown.

The third stage was training the community to use communication tools for
environmental actions. A course was offered to 30 community members with work-
shops on general communication methods and techniques and specific workshops to
prepare video, radio, and printed products.

Interviews with local residents and observations were subsequently applied to
assess the degree to which each action had been successful in improving the six rel-
evant community aspects defined in the diagnostic assessment.

Results

The community book

The book entitled ‘Um lugar chamado Canastra’ [A place called Canastra] was
launched in April 2008 with 2000 copies (also available at http://www.procarnivo-
ros.org.br/en/publicacoes.asp). Interviews with the authors showed their self-esteem
to have improved considerably thanks to the publication, which led them to be rec-
ognized by the community, an example being the invitations made by schools for
them to give talks on the subject to students. The authors appreciated having con-
ceived something collectively for the good of the region and were looking forward
to new achievements that might come as a result of the book.

After its official launch in 2008 the book was distributed and broadly disseminated
in the region. Special workshops were offered in the local schools to arouse the teach-
ers’ interest in the book and analyze possible uses for it in formal education. The book
was also distributed through local stores and agencies connected to tourism.

The community welcomed the book enthusiastically. It was adopted by the local
schools and remained in high demand by the local residents. One of them stated:
‘It’s the first time I see so much interest in reading a book in this town.’ The
schools used the book extensively in several school activities in its first year. Inter-
views with 41 teachers and 85 students showed the book to have been used not just
in geography and science projects, but also in history, Portuguese, and other sub-
jects. The book inspired other literary productions on the region by students and
teachers. One teacher commented on her students’ enthusiasm: ‘Of all the work we
did so far this is what they liked the most. If I let them they’d work with the book
every day.’ Others confirmed the book’s various positive impacts on the school:
‘They seemed more interested in researching, going online, going to the library,
talking to their grandparents. There was even a discussion as to who had brought
the most pictures and information on the region.’ ‘Today children as young as I
already know that the source of the São Francisco River is really close by, for
example. When I was a student I would never have known.’

The interviews with the students made it clear that they had read the book and
learned several things about the region. On several occasions it was clear that the
students identified with the characters of the book, which were narrated in the first
person of the plural, although some of the statements and poems were individually
signed by each author. Recent pictures of all authors were included, as well as
pictures of the period, from private collections. One student said: ‘I like it because

Environmental Education Research 5
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it has a picture of my great grandfather.’ Its positive impact on their environmental
awareness was also evident: ‘I liked the maned wolf and the Brazilian merganser
duck. My parents thought it was really beautiful because it talks about the animals
that are endangered in our region.’ One teacher called attention to the book’s impor-
tance to the community and consequently to nature conservation in the area:

We often receive projects to work on that aren’t interesting to us or to the students
because they come from outside. This is where they live, it’s where they’ll grow up,
raise a family. You can’t love something if you don’t know it. They’re getting to know
the region so they can love it and preserve it.

In addition to the effect on the students, the process of using and gaining ownership
of the book produced important reflections among the teachers about their own
region. In the words of a teacher:

I discovered a tremendous amount of things I didn’t know about the region through
the study. Such a wealthy area and we didn’t realize it. Outsiders seem to feel a lot
more for our region than we do. It’s not that we don’t feel anything; it’s just that
sometimes we’re not aware of our surroundings. Today I see the region as blessed. I
can feel a change in me. A new vision of Serra da Canastra.

In the next two years the schools used the book less intensely and tended to leave
it in the library as reference material. Even so some teachers continued to use it in
their disciplines, especially in rural schools. The printed copies ran out and in 2010
there were still many local residents interested in reading the book. As a result
another 2000 copies were provided.

The traveling cinema

From September 2007 to 2009, 31 movie sessions were offered to approximately
2200 local residents of Serra da Canastra. The sessions took place in a variety of
locations like schools (n= 8), farms (n= 10), churches (n= 8), public squares (n= 2),
restaurants (n= 2), and community centers (n= 1), with an average of 70 people per
session. In 2010 a DVD featuring all the videos produced by the project was
launched and distributed to be used by the community.

Using traveling cinema as an educational tool with the rural communities pre-
sented a number of very positive results. The main strength was found to be its
ability to bring people together, considering that in rural areas, particularly in Bra-
zil, people rarely modify their routines to participate in social activities in which
they are not strongly interested, as in the case of religious festivals. Some of the
people interviewed reported remaining as long as six months without spending time
with their neighbors, while others said they met in church, during Sunday mass.
Attendance at the sessions was quite representative, with community gatherings at
nearby farms, and requests for new sessions continue. The Cine Lobo helped to cre-
ate a strong connection between the project team and the community. It also empha-
sized the importance of the movies as a source of entertainment and education and
gave people a chance to be with their neighbors. Even those who did not participate
in the sessions stated having heard of the movies through local radio announce-
ments or through friends and family who went to the screenings. Another positive
outcome of the traveling cinema was the visibility it gave the research project,
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highlighting the importance of protecting the maned wolf. People’s attention were
caught by the short documentaries produced, which showed images of the local
landscape, fauna, and flora, and had the participation of members of the local com-
munity, underscoring the region’s unique language and environmental perception.

The community communication course

The ‘Community Communication for EE’ course offered to the community produced
interesting projects that include printed communication (newsletter and newspaper),
radio (radio soaps and educational spots), and audio-visual materials. The latter
included a news story on the possibility of expanding rural tourism in the region, a
documentary on the Congado (an important cultural manifestation of African influ-
ence, which was incorporated by the Caipira culture, which is facing extinction in
the region due to the lack of interest of youngsters), and a short comedy video,
inspired by the Mazzaropi movies, on relations between the local community and
visitors that harm the environment. Showcasing the course products in public square
mobilized the community to take other communication courses and produce local
newspapers and new videos portraying the local history and culture. The experience
of the course is described in detail in Paulino et al. (2008) and the videos produced
in the course are available at http://www.vimeo.com/comcomunitaria.

Strategy evaluation

Despite the differences in the work methodologies used with participants, the three
strategies applied in this study to promote community participation proved effective
in creating community cohesion and, thus, worked to develop a sense of community
empowerment and ‘communitarian-ness’ (Table 1). The experience also made it
possible to pinpoint the adjustments to be made and care to be taken to obtain the
greatest success possible in applying the strategies (Table 2).

Discussion

Even though the education program described herein is linked to a research project
to conserve an endangered species, the maned wolf, we did not limit our work to
making the community aware of environmental problems related to the species.
Efforts were also made to overcome the dichotomy between the social and natural
science’s approaches to addressing conservation of endangered species, as described
by Fox et al. (2006). We chose a critical and participatory approach to achieve
social change and development.

This program may be associated with humanistic and bioregionalist EE pro-
grams as described by Sauvé (2005). This is because our actions focused on a rural
area of inland Brazil where efforts were made to strengthen the local inhabitants’
feelings of belonging and their sense of responsibility for the region.

Beyond advancing issues related to the maned wolf, the project built upon the
premise that once a community has learned to get organized, think, and act by itself
it is able to significantly improve local quality of life in all areas, including the
environment. Organization and the exercise of citizenship are the surest ways to
achieve long-lasting change. In fact, the actions proposed build upon various
aspects of the critical pedagogy linked by educator Freire (1980, 1987, 2002) to the
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role of education and the educator, especially in the context of Latin America,
among them: education as a liberating process and the need to reflect upon reality
with a view to transforming it, recognition of humans as subjects who change the
world around them, and the conviction that changing the world is possible.

The book’s acceptance by the community and the authors’ presence at schools
showed that preparing a book with local authorship is a powerful tool for commu-
nity mobilization. Using cinema language also proved effective to spike the commu-
nity’s interest in discussing issues related to conservation in the rural environment.
The project actions called the local and national media’s attention and were featured
in a number of newspaper, magazine, and especially television reports expanding
the visibility of the species, both locally and nationally. The community’s participa-
tion therein also markedly increased local self-esteem.

The diagnostic assessment did not reveal direct threats to the maned wolf such
as being hit by a car, killed or mutilated due to popular beliefs (in other places of
Brazil the eyes and paws of maned wolves are seen as talismans) that might justify
educational actions to correct such behavior. Nonetheless, although few people rec-
ognized it openly (Hurtado 2007), animals were occasionally killed for preying on
chickens. The maned wolf species benefited from having its image associated to
cultural activities that were relevant to the community. What’s more, the connection
generated by the project was certainly extended to the species. The community
grew increasingly interested in the species and project actions (increasing the con-
tacts with the project to report sightings of wolves and cases of predation of chick-
ens), as well as in finding solutions to existing conflicts, as is the case of the
chicken coops built to prevent wild animal attacks. Instead of providing off-the-
shelf solutions, our actions opened communication channels with the community.

We attempted to have the community reflect and gain knowledge about itself
and of the local natural aspects. This process involved an increase in affectivity and
knowledge. One example, given in the texts produced in the book in the chapter on
biodiversity, was that instead of referring to the species in technical terms, the
authors referred to them with affection, as in the following examples: ‘The maned
wolf is an animal of rare beauty. We need to learn how to live with them.’; ‘The lil-
ies of the field are beautiful!’; ‘It’s so nice to sit under the rosemary and appreciate
the freshness of its shade’; ‘At Canastra, there are many species of frogs. They
make a beautiful orchestra when they start croaking.’

The project sought to highlight the Canastra region in general terms, avoiding
focusing specifically on the national park. Nonetheless, impressions regarding the
park were included in the community book, both on the resentment regarding its
creation, as well as on the recognition of its importance towards the conservation of
water and biological resources, as reflected in the following two segments extracted
from the book:

Segment 1: The creation of the National park of Canastra was in a period of many
changes, not only for properties, but also in traditional customs that were interrupted,
for which property owners received no preparation. We must point out that all this
took place during the military regime, when the property owners had no voice, no
rights, and were not fairly indemnified.

Segment 2: In spite of all that happened, today we understand that if there were no
park, we would be drinking water with lots of pesticides, and today we can drink
clean water. The park also generates revenue for the region through tourism.

10 M.X.A. Bizerril et al.
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We believe that the juxtaposition of these two points of view generated an inter-
esting discussion regarding the existence of the park, which was more than simply
highlighting the ecological advantages of protected areas.

The actions described in this article branched out into other educational actions
geared to promoting public health, preventing zoonotic diseases, and developing
local community communication through blogs and newspapers in addition to
video. The community participated effectively in their implementation and coordina-
tion, which led to more participative school projects and economically feasible pro-
duction of local newspapers.

There is often a feeling in both rural and urban environments that researchers
and projects come to a region, take what they want and withdraw without making a
significant contribution to the community. In rural areas conservation projects are
capable of producing great impacts on the community due to their much greater
ability to leverage funds than average local initiatives and to their status of ‘external
agents,’ who are better prepared to mediate conflicts, and to propose projects and
challenges to the community.

The use of communication tools to promote community engagement seems to
have been well received by the community and may eventually become a public
policy applied by the various public entities geared to provide rural technical assis-
tance, environment, health, education, and culture, among others services. As stated
by Peruzzo (2002), participating in communication is in fact a mechanism that facil-
itates the expansion of citizenship, since ‘participating in producing and transmitting
messages, planning mechanisms and managing a community communication vehicle
helps people to become subjects, feel capable of doing what they’re used to receiv-
ing readymade, and become communication protagonists instead of just receivers.’
These principles are reinforced by Ribeiro (2004) when he states that ‘a society
becomes reflexive when it becomes a theme and a problem for itself.’

Considering the discourses on EE one can say that an efficient educational inter-
vention is one that continues after the outside group that implemented the actions
leaves the community, even if it follows a different direction than initially proposed.
As such, we believe that it is up to the project to mobilize the community, propos-
ing areas of discussion and various participatory methodologies. However, the com-
munity will only be completely mobilized when local members are engaged and
begin leading the process; when they take the forefront of discussions and joint
decision-making, making local residents active participants and the true protagonists
of the project.

Even the project researchers received a self-esteem boost through the commu-
nity actions as they felt the community’s responsiveness firsthand. There is no
doubt that the activities developed changed the original course of the project and
even the researchers’ very idea of conservation.

The issues addressed through this education program, geared to improving self-
esteem, valuing the local culture and environment, and preparing the community to
discuss problems and find solutions as a group, are not exclusive to Serra da Cana-
stra. As such, we believe that the strategies applied to promote community partici-
pation can be reviewed and adapted to other socio-cultural realities.

Communication was addressed from various perspectives and is considered an
essential tool for conservation. The uses of communication, as proposed in the
literature, aim to enhance the capacity of conservation professionals to convey their
message to a diverse audience: schools, the media, rural communities,
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decision-makers, and society at large. We believe that this communication model is
very useful to conservation, but its educational potential may be limited if commu-
nication takes place in only one direction. The use of communication to give a
voice to the communities and to stimulate discussion and the exchange of knowl-
edge and opinions has a promising impact on conservation, with education being as
a process through which individuals become subjects that have an active role in the
transformation of societies.
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