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Preface
Joan Martinez Alier

The common element in Political Ecology, as shown in this excellent
book, is the presence of power in the ecology of humans. Humans
are part of ecosystems, and they have modified ecosystems by their
technological ability to increase the availability and exosomatic use
of energy and materials. Such changes, we realize now, are not sustainable in the long run. They are changing the climate (as Svante
Arrhenius from Uppsala and Stockholm already wrote in 1895), they
are destroying biodiversity at a rapid pace.
The increase in the flows of energy and materials (what we call the
”social metabolism” of advanced economies) has been achieved at
heavy social and environmental costs, not only for future generations
but also at present. There are enormous inequalities in the world, both
between North and South, but also in the South and in the North.
Some people use per year 250 GJ (gigajoules) of energy, most of which
from oil and gas, other people manage with less than 10 GJ, including
their meager food energy and some wood or dried dung for cooking.
To keep such unequal ecological distribution of access to resources,
to maintain also the inequities of waste disposal (including unequal
access to the carbon dioxide sinks), the powerful resort to the exercise
of power, sometimes disguised by market relations and unjust property rights.
There is need therefore to advance in the analysis of Political Ecology. Power is sometimes brute force; sometimes it is the ability to set
the agenda and to impose decision procedures that exclude whole
classes of people. These are the themes so ably treated in the present
book. The editors and authors are at the vanguard, worldwide, in the
study of Political Ecology.
			
			
			

Joan Martinez-Alier
ICTA, Universitat Autonoma de Barcelona
Barcelona 2010-08-17



Politicized Nature
Introduction
Eva Friman & Gloria L. Gallardo Fernández

The purpose of this volume, Politicized Nature – Global Exchange,
Resources and Power, is to contribute to the growing field of political
ecology in its many varied manifestations around the world. As the interlinked nature of politics and environment is gaining recognition, not
least in relation to the latest upsurge in discussions on climate change,
research under the label of ‘political ecology’ has become increasingly
prominent in academia and beyond. Political ecology seeks to reveal
how global accumulation to a high degree occurs at the expense of the
natural resources, environment, and health of the producers and the
poor in the ‘Global South‘ (Bryant & Bailey, 1997; Low & Gleeson,
1998; Martinez-Alier, 2002; Paulson & Gezon, 2005), but lately also
embrace inequalities within the Global North, as Joose (2010) shows
in her paper.
In spite of the urgent need for social and economic change with the
growing awareness of rapid climate change, there is little indication of
systematic social change consonant with the scale of the perceived set
of ecological problems. As the contradictions accumulate, the time is
ripe for a political ecology community to assume a more prominent
role in scholarly and public debate in Sweden and across Europe, and
this constitutes an attempt to do so. Without surveying the whole field
of political ecology, this book presents a selected number of papers
discussed at the PhD course ‘Political Ecology’, held by the Centre for
Environment and Development Studies in the spring of 2007, together
with some subsequent contributions.
The current capitalist system is driving itself, the society and nature
towards a socio-ecological collapse. Global connections through market exchange and technologies of trade and communication – what is
known as the globalization process – are often voiced to be the vehicle
of a more integrated, prosperous, and even egalitarian future. However, there is evidence it is precisely these connections that generate
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ecological deterioration and create inequalities within and between
nations (see for example Hornborg, 2009; Heynen et al., 2007). We
are dealing with a new spatial division of the world that defies old
classifications, where we find the First World in the Third and the
Third in the First, with new and complex regimes of differentiation,
homogenization, de-territorialization and re-territorialization (Hardt
& Negri, 2001). The western style of consumption, or the consumption of the Global North, depends upon the cheap supply of labour
and resources of poorer countries of the Global South. Strong actors in
the market use their advantages to stay ahead of the game, creating an
increasingly unjust trade. Part of the production of capital goods may
have moved to the Global South, but the Global North has retained
most of the control over financial institutions, communication and
more advanced technology. The natural resource base of the Global
South is devastated, mainly for the benefit of the Global North. Exporting countries of the South, however, often speak about the very
same exchange in terms of export success, development and integration of the South into the global economy (Gallardo, 2008). The uneven relationships in power and use of resources that the concepts
’North’ and ’South’ usually evoke are displayed within countries –
hence the ‘Global North’ and the ‘Global South’ – and between groups
of similar social status as shown by Gallardo and Friman in this volume. This underlines the fact that reality cannot be conceptualized as
a simple dichotomization. The globalization discourse is in danger of
masking the segmentary character of the so-called global economy
(see Castells, 2000 for a discussion). The global economy involves different forms of production within countries and regions according to
the role of social formations in the international division of labour.
Within the global economy, there are smaller economic systems or
modes of production that act on household levels which may be governed by production and exchange patterns not associated with capitalism, as shown for example in the chapter by Gallardo and Friman.
When we speak of globalization and development, though, we should
be aware that we are dealing with processes of exclusion that result in
a highly uneven development.
Environmental degradation, trade and socio-economic development
are globally linked processes. There is therefore an urgent need to address the complex issues connected to global unequal exchange. The
19th century economist John Stuart Mill (1848) said that in all sound
countries, not only expanding the national or global economy (in contemporary terms: economic growth) should be in focus, but distribution, i.e. with a focus on how to allocate the fruits of growth in society.
Marx (in Dussel, 1985) argued that the concentration of land and labour is a precondition for capital accumulation. Marx puts production
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at the centre of the analysis of capitalism, where production has a mutual co-determination with consumption, exchange and distribution,
all forming the unity of reproduction of capital.
We are not all sitting in the same boat, as Hornborg (2009) puts it.
We are sitting in at least two different boats, but one of them is pulling
us all toward disaster. Metaphorically, in the prevailing ideology of
modern economy, economic growth can be described in terms of a
flood that supposedly lifts all boats on the river of progress, but this
assumes that you are a boat owner or at least have access to one, and if
you do not have a life jacket may allow a meager and uncertain existence or you may simply perish. Powerful private corporations gain
from current global capitalist accumulation, while also shaping the
very same rules of global economic development from which they
benefit (for some statistics, see for example Spangenberg, 2010). The
unequal local as well as global trade exchange cannot fully be visualized in monetary terms. But, when these flows are also made tangible
by their corresponding real, material properties and consequences,
another perspective of social inequality emerges. To grasp both social
and ecological flows and consequences, there is a need for transdisciplinary studies (Hornborg & Crumley, 2007), aspired to in the developing research field of political ecology.

A Brief Review of Political Ecology as a Field
The intellectual heritage of political ecology has been outlined by
Hornborg (2009), and is highly interrelated with the emergence
of the field of ecological economics as described by Martinez-Alier
(1987), both of whom lectured in the course that inspired this book.
Many intellectuals who were influential in forming both ecological
economics and political ecology were and are theoretically inspired by
Marx and marxism in its critique of global capitalism. The ecological
economist Martinez Alier (1987), for instance, addresses “ecological
distribution conflicts” in the South, and claims that the North has an
“ecological debt” to the South. He thereby creates a synthesis of environmentalism and Marxism – “ecosocialism” or “ecological Marxism”.
To examine and highlight the details of that debt. Ecological economics is a field in many ways related to political ecology, because the
fields share each other’s history and purpose to develop theories and
methods to understand and explain the unsustainable and unequal use
and exchange of resources (see review in Friman, 2002). The political
ecologist Alf Hornborg, who is inspired by the Marxist critique, tries
to integrate many approaches into a single theoretical framework to
clarify how relations of exchange and the material dimensions of pro-
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duction are intertwined in metabolism of the global system (Hornborg,
2001; Hornborg, 2003). By combining the study of unequal exchange
of embodied labour with the study of unequal exchange of embodied land Hornborg argues that the birth of industrial capitalism was
founded on a highly unequal exchange of both time (embodied labor)
and space (embodied land) with its colonies. He calls this, ‘time-space
appropriation’ (Hornborg, 2006). Though the rationale of industrial
technology is to save time and space, one can, with Hornborg‘s global
analysis reveal the extent to which this is achieved at the expense of
(underpaid) time and space elsewhere in the world-system.
Both Hornborg and Martinez Alier share with other political ecologists an intellectual heritage from Georgescu-Roegen – a seminal
thinker in the field of ecological economics – who brought economics
and thermodynamics together by showing how human production
processes, or ‘value-adding’, inherently increase total entropy, i.e. material and energy disorder (1971). Georgescu-Roegen, was the teacher
of more recent economists and thinkers such as Daly and Boulding,
and has inspired many currently prominent political ecologists and
ecological economists, amongst them are Norgaard, Martinez Alier
and Hornborg. A contemporary of Georgescu-Roegen was Howard T.
Odum, an ecologist, who launched the term “emergy”, i.e. energy
memory; the solar energy spent to produce a given organism or commodity, as an energy theory of value – a measure of economic utility
(Odum, 1988). Odum used “emergy” to show that trade between nations with unequal levels of development is just that – unequal – in
terms of net flows of energy (Odum, 1988; Odum & Arding, 1991).
Another theoretical strand that has influenced and its traces can still
be found in contemporary political ecology is the so called dependency
school that has focused on the asymmetries in international exchange
through unequal net flows of embodied labour and structural relations
of dependency between peripheries and centres, or satellites and
metropoles (Emmanuel, 1972; Frank, 1967). The sibling of the dependency school, world-system theory (Wallerstein, 1974-1989, also
see Hornborg, 2007) has also been influential in political ecology and
in 1985 Stephen Bunker presented a comprehensive notion of ecologically unequal exchange by combining world-system theory with the
above mentioned theories of unequal exchange (Bunker, 1985). Important to the intellectual heritage of political ecology, as well as of
other fields that critically examine unequal global development,
Foucault’s postmodern focus of the deep embeddedness of power relations in society, as well as the whole field of development critique
within philosophy, should also be mentioned. For Foucault, power,
rather than facts, determines what is true or false. Power is indissociable from knowledge – even to the extent that Foucault often used the
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intertwined concept power-knowledge (Foucault, 1975). Powerknowledge is in turn indissociable from social and material practices of
domination. This constitutes one strand of Foucault’s complex writings on power. Political ecology contributes with studies of how the
knowledge of, and interests in local contexts are subjugated by the
dominant discourse, i.e. disqualified as being insufficiently scientific
or modern, thus false and inadequate. Also by showing how international conservation interests, following the concerns of the Global
North, seek to internalize state control through subtle regimes of selfregulation (Bryant, 2002). In revealing the relations of power around
environmental issues political ecology ís contributing to the emancipation and empowerment of local peoples, disadvantaged within the
contemporary global development discourse.
Empirical examples of works that explore unequal exchange include
Marina Fischer-Kowalski and her studies of social metabolism through
material flow analysis (Hornborg, 2009; Fischer-Kowalski, 1998).
Fischer-Kowalski has measured international commodity flows in
weight, and has thereby been able to calculate the physical trade balances of nations. The world-system is explained in that core nations
import considerably more weight than they export, while the opposite
applies to periphery countries, a characteristic of social metabolism
further developed by Martinez Alier (2007; 2008). Mario Pérez
Rincón (2006) uses what he calls the “ecological Prebisch thesis” to
show how structural inequalities in the world-system have an ecological dimension that Prebisch and his colleagues perhaps did not fully
recognize. There are also other examples of material flow analysis that
show how the centre is exporting polluting industrial activities to poor
countries (Muradian & Giljum, 2007). The import of high-quality
resources and the export of degraded wastes and health risks are two
interrelated phases of the same process, which is an argument very
similar to the development/underdevelopment arguments put by
Frank (1967), discussed above.
Important contributions to contemporary political ecology have also
been made by researchers such as Nancy Peluso and Michael Watts, who
have also collaborated on various projects. Peluso studies the social processes that affect the management of land-based resources. With an empirical focus on forests, Peluso explores dimensions of resource access,
use and control in relation to actors, actor groups and institutions on
different levels – local, national and global – with an emphasis on the
effects of intersectionality – ethnic identity, class, gender (Peluso, 2005;
Peluso, 1994). Relying on a theoretical framework provided by political
economy Watts has focused on the relations between energy and agrofood in Africa and the Gulf of Guinea. Watts‘ interest lies in food security, rural differentiation and agrarian issues of concern. Connecting local
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issues with the world-system he analyses the intersections of the energy
sector with political economy, culture and power, whilst also considering
gender and household dynamics. His later research has been devoted to
the political ecology of oil (Watts & Zalik, 2006; Watts, 2005).

The Aim of Political Ecology
Political ecology studies the politicized nature and the power relations
in resource conservation and exchange. Political ecology has two main
concerns: 1) that the deterioration of the natural environment and the
relations of power generate and maintain unevenly distributed environmental impacts globally and locally, and 2) that capitalist resource
management is not as efficient as neoliberal or neoclassical economists
would claim, but wasteful and unsustainable, leading to unequal distribution of resources and access to them – an unequal distribution that
reproduces social and economic inequalities (Bryant & Bailey, 1997).
There are several attempts to categorize political ecology and its aims.
Robbins (2004) suggests that there are four theses of political ecology, namely: 1) Degradation and marginalization, 2) Environmental
conflict, 3) Conservation and control, and 4) Environmental identity
and social movement. The first thesis is relevant in terms of putting
in a larger political and economic context land degradation blamed on
marginal people. The relevance of the second is that environmental
conflicts are part of larger gender, class and racial struggles, and vice
versa. The third thesis analyses the political implications of environmental conservation, a venture that is usually looked upon as benign,
but often has pernicious social and biological effects and therefore
also sometimes fail (see also Goldman, Privatizing Nature 1998). The
fourth thesis argues that livelihoods and environmental protection are
interlinked with political and social struggles. Though these kinds of
categorizations of a field might be unavoidable, individual studies tend
to overlap the borders of such neatly bounded classifications. In fact,
we could even argue that the very aim of the transdisciplinary field
of political ecology is to show the interrelations of various levels and
spheres – from the physical to the ideological – rather than to try to
make (or reproduce) a divide.
Political ecology can be put within a critical theory frame as well as
an action-research frame, aiming not only to construct knowledge but
also to achieve social change. So far, academic research in political
ecology has essentially been occupied with studying and highlighting
controversies and struggles for natural resources and access to these
resources. Political ecology analyses the political and economic circumstances at different scales whereby individuals are induced or
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forced into certain uses of natural resources that may for instance cause
environmental degradation and/or worsen social welfare. In this way
political ecology questions simplistic assumptions about the linkages
between poverty and environmental degradation. Such explanations
dominate the mainstream policy agendas and often seek to blame the
victim, while at the same time imposing technical solutions that largely
constrain local opportunity and disregard local knowledge. Thus political ecology exposes resource management and production as framed
within politics and unequal distribution of power (Robbins, 2004).
Political ecology aims at contributing to policy and civil society with
suggestions of alternative and less unequal natural resource management. Though there is a strong emphasis on issues of justice and societal
critique in academic research in political ecology, it has not been as active in creating debates in civil society and in contributing to policy issues as it promises. There is still a lot to be done in this respect.
We find the struggles for natural resources studied within political
ecology to be characterized by various dichotomies involving actors
with differential power dispositions, and set within different time-space
and cultural contexts: 1) global cleavage as between the Global North
and the Global South, 2) asymmetric global/local power as between a
transnational company or organization and local people, 3) local social,
politic and economic stratifications as between a land-owner and a nonland owning actor group claiming access to resources, 4) gendered as
when female and male actors or actor groups struggle for access to resources, and 5) infra-politics of the marginalized as between one marginal
actor group and another. All of these engagements over resources are set
within, and to a large extent effects of, the frame of global unequal exchange. In the inter-sectionality of struggles for natural resources between social actors and economic/political interests there is thus transnational capital and local labour, environmental movements of local
and global scale, powerful land-owners and powerless landless actors,
gendered access to resources, and even the reproduction of social differentiation among the poor themselves.

This Book
The field of political ecology both introduces new concepts, and redefines and enriches old concepts of power, global relations, and natural
resources within the frame of modernity, globalization and environmental crisis that span the loose classifications discussed above. In the
following chapters, and throughout this book, we will illustrate several
examples of tensions, conflicts and struggles for access to natural resources. After this extended introduction, we turn to presentations of
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case research from various regions of the world in the form of four papers authored by Fred Saunders ,Gloria Gallardo & Eva Friman, Robin
Biddulph, Anneli Ekblom & Michel Notelid and Sofie Josse.
Fred Saunders uses a political ecology inspired critique to reflect on
how common pool resource (CPR) theory has been applied to society/
nature relations. In a case study setting at Kisakasaka in Zanzibar,
Saunders focuses the issues of CPR’s treatment of community heterogeneity and the limitations posed by institutional design parameters
based frameworks. Saunders concludes that while a world model approach such as CPR may be useful to gain a cross-sectional snapshot of
governance arrangements in local situations, it is less useful in informing practice and explaining shifting power relations around institutional transformations.
Gallardo and Friman analyse the degradation of coastal resources
and marginalization of artisanal fishers, with access conflicts to space,
with exclusion, and with basic issues of livelihoods. The analysis
stresses the importance of viewing resource conflict not merely as class
based or in categories of rich and poor. The conflicts they analyze
concern: a) land-owners and fishers who struggles for land and access
to sea-shore resources, i.e.groups with different class backgrounds, b)
peasant-fishers and fishers, i. e. more or less equal social actors, and c)
fishermen and fisherwomen fighting for access to sea shore resources,
i.e. a gendered based struggle between actors of same social group.
Robin Biddulph’s paper focuses on a village in the forests of northeast Cambodia, where he shows that villagers’ heterogenous life histories and livelihoods as well as attitudes and allegiances developed
during the civil war of the 1980s have influenced how different villagers are able to access business and NGO networks. Outside interests,
state and business, civilian and military, dominate local politics of forest exploitation in ways that affect people unequally within and between households. When ‘pro-poor’ politics and development arrive in
the village they do so in ways that de-legitimize the residency and
livelihoods of poor villagers. Biddulph argues that laissez-faire capitalism and scientific forestry have since early colonial times been competing ideas within a discourse that legitimizes the capture and exploitation of forest resources by outside agents.
The paper of Anneli Ekblom and Michel Notelid is comparing the
process of creating the Limpopo national park to that of Kruger national park. Portrayed as depopulated wilderness areas, motives for relocating communities to the outside of the parks are found within the
modernisation discourse. The authors argue that the Kruger park history provides opportunity to study how to not alienate local communities and wider society to avoid problems of ecosystem management.
Furthermore they argue that the concepts used within the park crea-
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tion discourse create an unfortunate and theoretical obstacle to ecological co-management. Ekblom and Notelid state that apart from
learnt experience of nature conservation in Kruger, there is a lot to
learn for Limpopo park from concepts like heterogeneity, adaptive
management and partnership, which are embraced by present day management of Kruger park. While this is not yet realised, people are presently being relocated from Limpopo in what park authorities argue to
be a voluntary resettlement but which others claim to be coerced. The
authors aim at showing that global gains – here in the form of creation
of parks – have local costs in the form of non-equity if socio-politics are
not taken into account and scrutinized.
The last article of the book is written by Sofie Joosse, and consists
of a concluding reflection of political ecology as an empirically third
world research field. She points at political ecologists who argue that
political ecology should retain its focus on the third world, because of
the specific consequences of (post-)colonialism for environmental
conflicts. Investigating the origin and critique of political ecology,
Joosse reflects upon the possibilities for the application of political
ecology in first world contexts. She argues that political ecology can
offer a useful approach for the study of power relations and nature in
various localities, as well as for the study of power-relations stretching
beyond specific localities.
The editors want to thank Erika Bjureby and Kalle Lindholm, who
started the editing process. We also owe thanks to Fred Saunders, who
has contributed not only with his paper and by checking the language
in some other papers, but also with insightful comments on the book
as a whole as also did Annelie Ekblom. We also want to warmly thank
Magnus Lehman for producing this book. We welcome the second
volume of Cemus’ publication series and hope the reader will enjoy
the book and find him/her inspired to further readings!
Uppsala 2010-06-01
Eva Friman			
Researcher			
Program Director Cemus

Gloria L. Gallardo Fernández
Researcher
Coordinator Cefo
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Fred Saunders

Abstract
This paper uses a political ecology inspired critique to comment on the way common pool resource (CPR) theory has been applied to understand society/nature
relations. First some general criticisms of CPR work are discussed and then the
issues of CPR’s treatment of community heterogeneity and the limitations posed
by using a institutional design parameters based framework is then developed in
a case study setting at Kisakasaka in Zanzibar. The paper concludes that a CPR
approach may be useful and efficient way to gain a cross-sectional snapshot of
governance arrangements in local situations, but may be less useful in informing
practice and explaining shifting power relations around institutional transformations.


Introduction
Over the past 20-25 years in rural parts of the Global South there has
seen a considerable shift from centralist natural resource management
policy approaches to decentred community-based governance (Hulme
& Murphree, 2001). Common property scholarship, which has been at
the forefront of forest commons research over this time, continues to
provide the bulk of theoretical support for participative forest policy
	 Extracts of this paper in different versions have appeared in: Saunders, F., Mohammed, S., Jiddawi, N. & Sjöling, S. 2008. “An Examination of Governance
Arrangements at Kisakasaka Mangrove Reserve in Zanzibar”. Environmental
Management, Volume 41, Number 5, May, pp. 663-675(13); and in Saunders F.,
Mohammed, S., Jiddawi, N., Lundèn, B. & Sjöling, S. 2010. “How the mangrove
CBNRM pilot failed to negotiate the turbulence of social relations – a case study
from Zanzibar, Tanzania”. Ocean & Coastal Management Volume 53, Issue 4,
pp. 150-160.
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(Agrawal, 2007). Much of this work, known as common pool resource
(CPR) theory has been focussed on searching for a set of rules (or
design principles) to theoretically underpin and explain successful
CBNRM projects. Political ecology on the other hand is a research
approach that links the concerns of political economy to problems of
environmental control and ecological change. In short, political ecology has been focussed on revealing issues of social injustice caused
by differential power related to environmental issues, whereas CPR
theory has been more interested in developing ‘pragmatic’ policy tools
and processes for protecting common pool resources.
CPR, and for that matter political ecology, are broad fields of endeavour attracting scholars from a diverse range of disciplines. The
range of contributions to these fields of study are simplified here in
order to consider some of the key criticisms emerging from political
ecology inspired work in response to CPR informed CBNRM research
and policy applications. This paper is organised in the following way.
First, CPR theory and its relationship to CBNRM is presented. Second, theoretical and methodological criticisms of CPR are examined
and then discussed in more detail using Kisakasaka Mangrove Forest,
Zanzibar as an empirical case.

Common Pool Resources Inspired CBNRM
Approaches
This section will briefly describe some factors and theoretical reflections that constitute some of the discussion points around CPR theory
influences in the design of CBNRM projects, particularly the institutional arrangements.
In many parts of the world the granting of rights to local people to
manage natural resources has not just been recognized as good practice, but has been formally recognized by national governments and
enshrined in enabling legislation. However, this has not always been
the case. Historically, people have been seen as an obstacle to efficient
and rational organization of conservation. This view was popularized
by Gareth Hardin (1968), where he warned of the tragedy of the commons. This was the logic that provided the basis for the view that the
goals of conservation or even to some extent ‘sustainable use’ were in
opposition to those of local interests (Agrawal & Gibson, 1999). This
position implied that the best way to achieve conservation was privatization or through the heavy hand of the state leading to the adoption
of centralist conservation policies that aimed to exclude locals from
their traditional resource base. Challenges to this perspective has resulted in diverse actors constructing political strategies in defence of
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economy, territory, culture and identity linked to particular places
(Escobar, 1998). This political action coupled with numerous field
studies emanating mainly from the diverse fields of CPR and political
ecology, have effectively replaced the metaphor of a tragedy with an
emphasis that it is vitally important to include local people in governance arrangements of natural resources. They show that in many situations people are able to cooperate and improve their joint outcomes,
whilst achieving conservation objectives through the formation of robust and adaptive institutions (Gadgil et al., 2003; Ostrom, 1990;
Ostrom et al., 1993; Agrawal & Gibson, 1999). So both political action and empirical insights have worked in tandem to win support for
decentralised natural resource management in recent times. These
joint actions are reflected in the following interrelated factors and conditions, which led to the rise of CBNRM in the early 1990s including:
renewal of regional democracies, structural adjustment reforms, revisions of the idea and role of community, the positive view of local institutions as natural resource managers, increased recognition of the
value of local knowledge and the rise of sustainable development.
This trend to decentralised governance has seen the emergence of a
diverse range of nested CBNRM institutional structures to mediate
the interactions of human use of natural resources – often where a
concern for local economic welfare has merged with democratic ideals
and the recognition of the value of local, non-expert knowledge (Brechin et al., 2002; Adams & Hulme, 2001). CPR theory considers the
institutional arrangements the key variable in the efficacy of community-based management of natural resources (Barrett et al., 2001) and
has drawn on extensively to inform the design of CBNRM planning
and implementation structures and processes. The form and design of
CBNRM projects are diverse and vary in important ways, but core
features are to assign local communities shares in the control and benefits of renewable resources, such as forests (Agrawal & Ribot, 1999).
Although CBNRM projects place emphasis on enabling a locally
based natural resource management agenda, they should not be regarded as exclusively local in character. Even though the role of the
state has changed since rise of decentralised governance, it is still integral to the functioning of CPR institutions in granting tenure, but also
in terms of providing resources, training and in some cases monitoring
and enforcement support, amongst other policy and management related measures. The structure of tenurial arrangements, particularly in
terms of influencing community certainty and security over resource
use is frequently highlighted as an important issue in the CBNRM and
CPR literature (Lindsay, 1998; Schmink & Woods, 1992). Another
vital ingredient is the effectiveness of the relationships and interac	 For instance, after the introduction of multi-party politics in Zanzibar in 1992.
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tions between the local context and other interest groups including as
indicated above, governmental organisations, but also NGOs, local
community groups and the private sector (Agrawal & Gibson, 1999).
North (1990: 3) describes institutions as the, ‘rules of the game in a
society or more formally the human devised constraints that shape
human interaction’. CPR theorists believe that designing, implementing and enforcing institutional rules can provide powerful signals that
influence how local communities interact with their environment. According to North (1990) a major role of institutions is to reduce uncertainty by giving a stable structure to human interaction. Ostrom
(1990), arguably the seminal CPR theory thinker, argues that a robust
common property regime (governing common pool resources) that
provides for an exclusivity of rights for a bounded group, whilst taking
into consideration local conditions can achieve enduring socio-ecological relationships. The premise being that membership of the group
will ensure ongoing resource use conditional upon compliance with
stipulated and shared appropriation rules. Ostrom’s (1990; 1993) insights gained through an extensive empirically based study associated
the following CPR design principles with ‘successful’ or enduring
natural resource management regimes: clearly defined boundaries
(natural physical boundaries of the resource and social), clearly defined
community group, congruence between appropriatisation and provision rules and local conditions, collective-choice arrangements, monitoring, graduated sanctions, conflict resolutions mechanisms and
minimal recognition of rights to organise. These rules, with accountable authority structures, need to be developed and operated transparently and consistently. It is important to note that Ostrom (1990) acknowledges that the relative importance of individual design factors in
CPR arrangements is contextually dependant and therefore their relevance must be situationally determined within the scope of particular
CBNRM projects. Ostrom (2005b) also asserts that these principles
are predictive in that they can distinguish ‘successful’ from ‘unsuccessful’ cases of CBNRM regardless of culture, norms and values.
Ostrom’s (1990) design principles work has been vindicated in numerous case studies, thereby giving policy-makers confidence that institutions can be crafted that stabilise societal interactions around natural
resource use. This work, culminating in the CPR design principles has
been hugely influential, often being translated directly into CBNRM
policy and practice.

	 The use of the term ‘successful’ CPR arrangements has normative connotations
and a perspective of ‘success’ or ‘not successful’ may vary significantly depending in the actor’s roles and interest in the resource management and use situation.
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A Political Ecology Inspired Critique of CPR
Political ecology also emphasises the possibility of collective action at
the local level (Robbins, 2004) and is equally damming of the fallacy
of thinking that informed Hardin’s (1968) perspective. Political ecology emphasises that there have always been ‘traditional’ institutional
arrangements that govern the use of commons resources and it is the
forces of increasingly capitalised economies that are radically altering
local economic relationships to their commons (Robbins, 2004). However in contrast to CPR this view is more circumspect than the mainstream CPR literature of the capacity of actors to intervene in local
settings to successfully design and implement enduring and ‘successful’
institutional arrangements. And by extension that rules can be crafted
and complied with, without considering the implications of driving
forces at multiple levels of scale and the detail of local micro-politics
and what constitutes ‘community’ (Watts & Peet, 2006). From this
view CPR has been criticised as being apolitical and too concerned with
conservation interests and the threat of population growth (Robbins,
2004; Johnson, 2004). Political ecologists challenge the assumption
that through the careful design of rules collective action at the local
level can be achieved (at all) without examining or challenging power
structures that these collectives have to contend with (Robbins, 2004).
Thus an essential critique of political ecology against CPR work is that
it regularly excludes historical and contemporary contextual factors,
which are likely to significantly affect the social relations of particular
commons situations. This draws out a significant methodological difference between the two approaches. As Johnson (2004) notes, CPR
theory aspires to develop general and predictable theories about what
makes durable common property regimes, whereas political ecology
scholarship is more concerned with mechanisms of change that are far
more context specific and concerned with unequal power relations. In
CPR theory there is no place for ‘contextual factors’ such as changes
in the economic system and linkages to the ‘external’ world (like commercialisation and globalisation) amongst others, which also affect
cost–benefit calculations of the resource users in complex ways (see
Steins et al. 2000) . CPR theorists believe that community institutions
can effectively mediate the impact of ‘external’ influences (beyond
the governance regime itself) and that enduring institutions will adapt
and self correct in reaction to shifting conditions (evolve into different
forms). So, the difference in approach discussed above suggests that
political ecology studies of CBNRM projects would likely include an
	 Ostrom (2005a) has provided a rebuttal to Husain and Bhattacharya’s (2004)
claim that CPR theory does not consider issues of spatial or temporal scale and
addresses the issue of nested institutions at length in a more recent publication
entitled, ’Understanding Institutional Diversity’ (Ostrom, 2005b).
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examination of politico-economic forces, both temporally and spatially,
and their relationship to local livelihoods and changing environmental conditions. The bulwarking role of local institutions explanation
provides some space for CPR theorists to leave such contentious variables as changing market forces out of their theoretical and analytical
consideration. The claims of being able to design purposively designed
institutions that are enduring without considering such broader forces
are dubious, given that CBNRM projects are necessarily collaborative
actions bringing together local and trans-local actors and institutions.
Though concerned with environmental degradation, political ecologists may not give primacy to conservation concerns over human welfare aspirations in particular situations. That is, there is a strong social
justice or entitlements theme that runs through much political ecology
work, where explanations of social transformations are countenanced
in terms of historical narrative and context. Contrastingly, CPR work
tends to be dominated by formal modelling where individual decisionmaking and rational choice is used to explain processes of commons
transition (Bardhan & Ray, 2006). With this in mind some political
ecologists take their critique further and suggest that local development (of which CPR inspired CBNRM is a major plank) can exclude
people from achieving greater access to both markets and the state
(Vandergeest, 2004). Thereby locking them into a situation of increasing degradation and marginalisation as local people act to offset evertighter margins to maintain or better their livelihoods (Blaikie &
Brookfield, 1987).
There is a growing debate in political ecology circles of the lack of
attention given to ecology, although the concepts of non-equilibrium
dynamics have long been part of the analytical armoury that political
ecologists have employed (some say simplistically and opportunistically (see Vadya & Walters, 1999) often to counter arguments about
the casual relationships between population growth and resource scarcity and degradation. As much as there is an institutional design focus
in CPR, equal attention is given to power relations in political ecology.
Both approaches often use a rather mediated approach to assess environmental conditions where ecological change is viewed through the
lense of institutional design or power relations, rather than as an actor
in its own right. Arguably CPR, using a mangerialist perspective drawing on the design factors, is more dedicated to an unchanging ecology
(static models of succession and disturbance) with limited resources
(eco-scarcity) , whereas political ecology places more emphasis on so	 Although this is starting to change as Ostrom (2009) and colleagues have started
to blend the design principles with resilience theory to form a hybrid framework
called socio-ecological systems (SES). This approach, while still be in its formative phase takes a more dynamic view of ecosystems, but still uses assumptions of
eco-scarcity while searching for optimal management approaches.
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cial construction of resources (e.g. local use value) and a more dynamic and unpredictable ecology (Robbins, 2004).
One strand of political ecology criticism targets the premise of the
rational choice model underpinning CPR, which it is argued reduces
socio-economic complexity to atomised actors making only rational
economic decisions (Cleaver, 2002). That is, in this view, social relations are only defined by economic decisions about a particular resource,
rather than other bonds of reciprocity, responsibilities, roles or other
socio-cultural aspects (i.e. it is too limiting, see Granovetter, 1985;
Cleaver, 2002). Ostrom (1990) countering this view uses the concept
of bounded rationality, still based around on utility choice assessment
by individuals, but which also incorporates the roles of social norms
into the analysis. Extending the rational choice model to include social
norms takes into account lessons from game theory (‘tit for tat’) of the
reinforcement and internalisation of repeated behaviour over time –
bolstered through the constituents of social capital (Ostrom, 1990).
However, it is not clear how this broader model of individual choice
is then translated into institutional rules that allocate responsibilities
and seek compliance by all members, except to say there is probably an
assumption of community homogeneity and utilitarianism associated
with this thinking. Political ecology, emphasising power relations,
would take the view that individuals will interact with and be affected
by institutional rules variably depending on their individual capacities
and social standing. The CPR design principles contain a mix of incentives and disincentives to regulate resource management, access and
use. This assumes that despite differences in culture, norms and values, a similar-enough set of behaviours can be observed in many places
and over time, and that a small set of simplified assumptions (i.e.
manifested as the CPR design principles) may be sufficient to explain
them (Bardan & Ray, 2006). Adams et al., (2003) and others (Blaike
& Brookfield, 1987; Brown, 1998; Neumann, 1998; Watts, 2000;
Robbins et al., 2005) argue that effective management of resources
requires explicit consideration of different interests, perceptions and
roles (e.g. gender) within communities. In other words, recognition of
the importance of micro-politics and that communities’ are made of
differentiated actors with varying endowments and entitlements (i.e.
they are heterogeneous). The implication of this difference being that
some people will be advantaged and some will be disadvantaged even
though, as it is argued in the common literature, that ‘everyone’ is
subject to the same rules. This perspective questions the stability assumptions buffered by rules and suggests that interventions favouring
some and disadvantaging others create inherently unstable and uncertain social situations where political ferment is likely to arise. It is
suggested by these commentators that CPR theory based approaches
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rarely deal with this inevitable divergence of community perspectives
and capacities and tend rather unproblematically to assume that communities are stable and homogeneous and therefore conducive to consensus models of decision-making. Political ecologists are sceptical of
this consensus oriented view as they maintain that CBNRM are always
the terrain of struggle and control over resource tensions and use.
In summary, political ecologists would see the way politics is handled
in the commons literature as naive. In this literature politics is mainly
regarded as a negative, distorting influence producing inefficiency and
whose effects can be removed by forming rules that govern interaction
(procedure) and incentive. In contrast political ecologists are likely to
frame environmental change as a political process rather than focus on
changes related to more apolitical explanations. This involves examining driving forces such as the state policies and market dynamics to
understand dialectically how the local and the extra-local connect and
construct each other through these connections (Vandergeest, 2004).
The aim of this approach is to reveal how local decisions and actions
(and their environmental consequences) are influenced and shaped by
regional policies, which are in turn directed by global politics and economics (Robbins et al., 2005). Although easy to say in critique such an
approach is more difficult in practice and political ecology has been
criticised for making sloppy linkages where a context is overlaid without it being properly grounded to explanations of local events. In contrast to complex and dense political ecology explanations that attempt
to reveal interactions between unequally positioned actors and the constraints of structure, CPR theory offers a relatively easy to apply grid
that is unconcerned with the white noise of politics.

Testing CPR in the Field – Kisakasaka Mangrove
Forest
An interpretation of the CPR design principles was used to examine
the current governance arrangements in place to manage the mangrove
forest at Kisakasaka, Zanzibar, Tanzania (see Figure 1.). Approximately
45 interviews were held with a diverse range of actors involved in various economic and subsistence activities in and around the mangrove
forests including, fishing, farming, seaweed farming, animal husbandry,
wood cutting (for charcoal production), rope-making, farming, collection of bivalve and firewood collection. A focus group was also held
with the Kisakasaka Community Conservation (KCC) Committee in
2005 as well as 2 community meetings (2005 and 2007), where initial
findings were verified. To enable a better contextual understanding
of the policy and legal situation we also interviewed four government
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actors within the CNR-F and !
the Department of Fisheries.
The design factors used and a
summary of the results are presented in Table 1. Demographic
and market based factors were
included as they were believed
to be influential.
Kisakasaka was used as site for
a community-based management
pilot project of forest resources
in Zanzibar, commencing in
1996. After some initial success
in setting up a local management
structure and regulating access
to the mangrove for mainly charcoal production there are now
clear indications that forest conditions have deteriorated dra- Figure 1. Location of Kisakasaka, the
study area.
matically with concomitant ongoing resource access and use problems for local villagers who have relied
heavily on forest resources as a source of cash income. Extra-local factors, such as urban population increases and associated market pressures for charcoal, are also conjectured to overlay and interact with the
institutional problems at Kisakasaka. As a result, over concern about
the deterioration in the condition of the mangrove forest, the responsible government authority decided not to renew the community-based
governance arrangements after an initial five-year pilot period.
This situation at Kisakasaka had arisen as a result of decisions taking
by local actors, shaped by the broader institutional setting. This situation at Kisakasaka has arisen as a result of a combination of internal
and external forces. It is clear from the consistent testimonials from a
broad range actors involved in and affected by resource use that the
Kisakasaka CBNRM project appears to be a clear case of institutional
failure in Ostrom’s (1990) terms. The CBNRM arrangements have
been revoked and the forest resources have degraded to a less productive forest resource with lower conservation values. This view is supported by indications of a trend of forest degradation (from 1996 to
now), to the extent that in 2007 much of the mangrove forest either
consists of even-aged juvenile trees (of no more than two years regrowth) or bare earth (as verified by transect walks and aerial photographs). During field-work regeneration (to mature or ‘harvestable’
trees) appeared slight and the villagers surveyed have expressed almost
unanimous concern for the fate of their forest. That is to say in CPR
Zanzibar Town
Kisakasaka

Menai bay

10 kilometers
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Table 1. Application of CPR Design Factors at Kisakasaka
Categories
of attributes

Range of factors relating to
attributes

Rationale

Key Results

1. Management
responsibility,
rules, functioning and support

Relationship
between the KCC
and other local
actors, efficacy
of the committee, trust, prior
organisational
experience, support arrangements

To give an insight into the
structure and functioning of natural resource
institutions, the status of
formal rules and related
management groups and
their relations with local
resource users and other
influential or affected
actors.

• No functioning committee
(KCC)
• CBNRM
rules have been
revoked

2. Resource
state

Perceptions of the
current state of
ecological conditions/resources
(and recent
trends)

To provide a view of the
resource state , which can
help to understand the
institutional performance in
mediating resource access
and use

• Degraded
– only juvenile
trees
• Resource
usefulness
threatened

3. Boundaries
and user rights

Clearly defined
boundaries,
collective choice
arrangements,
property rights

Are requisites to enable
the capacity to monitor
and impose sanctions (see
below); can apply adaptive
rules that are deemed to
be locally legitimate; also
tenurial arrangements
(or property rights) are
important for providing
certainty and incentive
for future investment for
actors involved in resource
use and governance

• Use rights are
ambiguous
• Management
of the forest
recentralised,
but no active
management
• Short shadow
of the future

4. Monitoring
and sanctions

Monitoring,
enforcement and
graduated sanctions

Stressed in the CPR literature as vitally important in
most, if not all, empirical
settings

• No enforceement or local
capacity to
enforce or
sanction
• No informal
measures in
place

5. Market and
demographic
and ‘outsider’
influences

Demographic
influences,
resource price
changes

Contextual factors that
are often overlooked in
CPR analysis, but used as
explanations for ecological change

Impact
ambiguous,
although increasing charcoal demand
implicated
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terms, that the formal institutional arrangements to regulate forest use
at Kisakasaka, are weak and ineffective with non-compliance with
rules (‘illegal’ cutting) routinely going unsanctioned. The apparent
break-down in trust and communication around existing governance
arrangements both within and without the village is likely to be an
important contributing factor short-circuiting the functioning of the
current institutional arrangements (Dietz et al., 2002). The reasons
put forth by respondents to explain the current institutional problems
are complicated and are influenced by factors within and beyond the
local domain, but key is the removal of the CBNRM institutional
framework by the government. Other factors linked to this explanation are a dysfunctional conservation committee, inadequate support
from government (and perhaps NGOs), increasing demand and rising
charcoal prices from an increasing urban population and lack of cash
economy alternatives to accumulate capital.
The CPR literature emphasizes the need for rights of local community groups to manage the resources to be legally secured and certain
(see Lindsay, 1998; Ostrom, 1990). Partly, this means that the KCC in
relation with the local village institutional structures needs clear authority to make and enforce user rules in the Kisakasaka Mangrove Forest.
According to Ostrom (1990), a lack of formalized or just as importantly, recognized rules makes it impossible to establish clearly defined
boundaries and monitor and enforce graduated sanctions (or any sanctions at all for that matter). Furthermore, it is strongly argued that locally designed rules that reflect collective choice and that are formalized
and backed by effective monitoring and enforcement are key features of
controlling access and use of property rights in robust CPR management
situations. Such rules are often implemented with a view to controlling
‘outsiders’ use of resources, but are equally valid for regulating ‘internal’
community use. The mixing of ‘internal’ and ‘outsider’ actors is blurred
in this case, making it difficult to determine the influence of demographic variables and the effectiveness of enforcement against illegal
‘outsider’ use. Moreover, all of these key CPR design features are currently undermined by the revocation of the community initiated and
developed management plan and associated by-laws and the subsequent
uncertainty about the status of formalized ‘rules’ which is in turn linked
to the lack of monitoring and effective enforcement.

A Reflection on the Application of CPR Design
Principles at Kisakasaka
New Institutional Economics (NIE) theory underpins much of thinking of CPR theory. The two central fundaments of NIE that inform
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CPR approaches are that institutions can provide certainty by regulating behaviour and reducing the costs associated with constantly
negotiating over the terms of social interaction (although this probably still occurs) (Haller, 2002). This view also posits that rules can
be purposely crafted that provide benefits for all (regardless of their
differing social situation), whereas self-interested action would result
in suboptimal outcomes. These premises underlie CPR design principles, which seek to establish the conditions under which institutions
will work best. It is true that our case study revealed that very few of
Ostrom’s (1990) design principles were in effect at Kisakasaka – the
snapshot of institutional dysfunction, but this approach offered very
little in the way of diagnostic tools or clues to what and who caused
the collapse of the Kisakasaka CBNRM.
What were the key elements of the social relations that resulted in
the demise of the CBNRM arrangements? How can we assess the condition of the mangrove forest? The design principles at best offered a
useful ‘checklist’ for a cross sectional snapshot rather than an analytical tool that enabled tracking and mapping of the social relations of
institutional change or collapse. Even if the CBNRM arrangements at
Kisakasaka did not collapse a CPR approach would not have given the
researchers an insight into the social relations that supported its reproduction. It was impossible not to disembed the social relations of institutional transformation from the snapshot offered to us by the design
principles. That is, working with the design principles necessitated the
omission of empirical detail or least the squeezing of social complexity
into predefined boxes, which led to the production of a simplified
status report about the state of governance. The essential a priori aspects of the CPR design principles approach create a tendency to thin
out key social relations and events, thereby limiting opportunities to
understand of how institutional transformation had occurred.
Arguably CPR design principles consciously, or by inference, guide
most if not all purposely designed contemporary common property
regimes. The claims of CPR to be able to craft institutions that enable
enduring and sustainable resource relations make it favourite of policy
makers engineering institutional solutions, but this perceived strength
has also resulted in overly simplistic and static institutional arrangements that often fail to deliver desired outcomes (e.g. local equitably
distributed benefit and improvement in rural livelihoods) over time
(Cleaver, 2002). As Blaike (2006) and others (see Li, 2002; 2007)
comment from a public policy perspective the focus on design principles is explicable as bureaucracies want models that are simple and
that they can repeat and sell to prospective backers and donors. The
template that CPR theory offers also eases the pain for researchers as
it spares them from having to examine the specificity and fluidity of
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contingent socio-environmental conditions and relations. Key questions for researchers are: does CPR theory capture the ongoing interpretation and reproduction of social relations that either enables institutions to persist or decline? Is this approach malleable and dynamic
enough to be applied generically across the spectrum of nature: human
interfaces?
This case study suggests that a more reflective and adaptive institutional arrangement (from a policy perspective) that considered preexisting and emergent relations within the Kisakasaka community
may have resulted in a more enduring CBNRM arrangement. More
detailed consideration of the specificity of livelihood choices that local
people have within a regional political and economic perspective may
have also been useful. The rather static nature of the way design principles are used in both analysis and policy are evident in the Kisakasaka case study. The CBNRM approach at Kisakasaka was a ‘single
event’ strategy with no apparent consideration given to the conditions
that enable the maintenance of the requisite social relations to support
the institutional arrangements beyond set-up. This claim is supported
by the lack of review of the Kisakasaka management plan, no turn over
KCC membership, no third party conflict management support and a
general reduction in government support beyond the set-up stage. In
effect the social relations around CBNRM did not reproduce or reenact the relations necessary for the CBNRM arrangements to endure
in any meaningful sense.

A Theoretically Less Static Approach to
Understanding and Practicing CBNRM
To theoretically understand how change has occurred within a social
system, one has to assume that social processes are emergent. The
question then is how and why particular social transformations are
taking place. What factions or groups are involved and what are their
motives, strategies and aims? To reveal this requires consideration of
how people make use of their location in social networks to mobilize
resources in order to achieve their goals. This view supports in a sense
the CPR theory view about bounded rationality, although it does not
assume any predictability. It does not contest the position that people
will seek to act rationally within the constraints posed by structure
of their networks, cultural obligations and the resources available to
them. It is place and context specific. It does not assume that people
blindly follow entrenched norms that are homogenously linked to their
social life in which they are embedded without regard for a particular
circumstance, nor does it suffer from the criticism of ’undersocialised’
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atomized actors (those of rational choice) whose behaviour is not influenced by their ties to others (Long, 2001).
In opposition to this ‚undersocialised‘ view inherent in CPR theory
political ecologists adopt a position that all social or economic activity
is embedded in multidimensional complex social arrangements that
either supports the development of trust and cooperation between actors in the network or distrust and non-cooperation. Individuals within
networks have different threshold levels that they are willing to act on
to respond to situations where choices are available. Spawning of distrust (or trust for that matter) then results in the activation of a network
to serve goals that are negotiated amongst those actors within the network. Motivations, goals and capacities will vary between individuals.
A more actor-oriented approach treats actors as active participants who
process information and strategies in their dealings with other local and
extra-local interveners (Long, 2001). This view takes account of the
changing relationship between agents and the institutions that they
interact with. This dynamic structures their position in relation to each
other and in terms of the constraints and opportunities that flow from
particular courses of action. It is in this way that the struggles shape
institutional structure and form. This approach benefits from allowing
an analysis of actor agency as well as the structure in which actors are
subjected. Human agency within social interaction processes is context
dependant with institutions playing a key role in shaping and enabling
possible action options. Within given institutional settings actors may
not have the power, access or control to pursue their interests or agendas. As a result that may seek to undermine these institutions by evading rules or more radically embarking on a more conflict-ridden struggle
in pursuit of institutional change where they believe their interests will
be given more consideration. To achieve their desired change actors
may mobilize other networks or institutional arrangements in pursuit
of their goals (Granovetter, 1983).
An analytical process to identify how a process of social change occurred would require the identification of key actors involved in a
conflict situation, an understanding of their motives and interests,
constraining and facilitating internal and external factors influencing
actor behaviour, elaboration of the strategies employed to gain their
advantage and an understanding of interactions between actors in pursuit of these strategies (Long, 2001). How the shaping of natural resource access and implications for the condition of those resources is
also a pertinent focus of such an approach. That is, what are the material implications of social change? In pursuit of goals, actors will seek
to recruit other actors to form coherent networks of common interest.
In this view it is only by enlisting heterogeneous others in sets of stable
relations across spatial and temporal dimensions. Enlisting heteroge-
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neous others or exploiting weak ties (in Granovetter’s (1983) terms) is
critical to a project that seeks to destabilize an extant institution or
network. The success of such a project depends on both aspects of
agency and structure. That is, the capabilities of the individual actors
within the network and the capability of the network as an entity to
stabilize cooperation in pursuit of mutual goals (Granovetter, 1983).
According to Granovetter (1983) such an approach facilitates a transmission of action and enables a more fluid flow of information between
those less socially and perhaps spatially proximate to each other. In
these dynamic formations network relations are not only local, but
may include less proximately located actors, particularly if such actors
are seen to be influential or key to local actors aspirations. Actors in
this process seek to build and stabilize a network, constructed of both
material and social artefacts. It is necessary to keep in mind that they
do so within the constraints and opportunities provided by existing
institutional formations.
Although deemed to be a highly successful approach, these CBNRM
models of intervention in practice have also been criticized as being
formulaic, static, and uninformed about particularities of the client
community. That is, there is a tendency in CBNRM projects to adopt
a universal view of people as rational resource users, rather than people
enrolled in multiple network relations with differentiated interests and
responsibilities. In other words they have been criticized for being
disembedded from local social processes with, as discussed above,
often little attention given to the practice of intervention beyond establishment. As Long and van der Ploeg (1989) contend that rather
than imposing a static model, an approach that can take account and
adapt to the dynamic social processes that occur through the practice
of intervention needs to be adopted. Ideally such an approach would
be capable of adapting and responding effectively to the way that different actors and networks position themselves through CBNRM implementation and operation. In reality at the village level externally
engineered CBNRM institutions do not exist in isolation from other
institutional structures or networks of power within a given social
realm. Human action even within bounded institutional settings is
also subject to other relations, pressures, motivations and embedded
power structures as well as changing economic and ecological situations (Long, 2001).
This approach was also complimented by developing a time series of
remote sensing based information which enabled us to juxtapose actor
perspectives about forest cover changes from another perspective and
understand broader trends of mangrove use spanning a twenty-one
year period (1984-2005). The use of multiple methods and data
sources and types enriched our understanding of forest resource man-
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agement and use over time, whilst also increasing reliability by providing more opportunities for triangulation.

Revisiting the Kisakasaka CBNRM Story
This account of what happened to the CBNRM arrangements at Kisakasaka attempts to employ the theoretical insights discussed above. In
doing so it traces key actions that have occurred with the Kisakasaka
village around management of the mangroves from the early 1990s
to 2005 based primarily on fieldwork undertaken in 2006 and 2007.
Actor perspectives are also juxtaposed with remote-sensing data to
describe mangrove forest cover change over the longer period of 19842005. This account of what happened to the CBNRM arrangements
at Kisakasaka attempts to draw on the ‘less static’ theoretical platform
discussed above. It traces key actions that have occurred with the
Kisakasaka village around management of the mangroves during the
last 10 years based on fieldwork undertaken in 2005 and 2007, with a
focus on the implications for the CBNRM project at Kisakasaka of the
role of party-political divisions that have arisen in the new democratic
environment in Zanzibar.
The first Kisakasaka Conservation Committee (KKC1) was formed
at a village meeting in 1996, but only three core members were elected
at this meeting – this core group then appointed an additional six members. When completing the membership of the KCC it seems that this
core group drew exclusively on, Chama cha Mapinduzi (CCM, the current ruling party) supporters. Subsequently (commencing within several months of establishment) a perception of privileges (to these KCC1
members) emerged and with the conscious or otherwise stacking of the
KCC1 with ruling party members (through the process of the KCC1
core members nominating others) it is really no surprise that some dissenting voices started to emerge. It was put to us by several village
members that the KCC was viewed by some as an institutional extension of the ruling party locally. From this perspective it could be argued
that the ruling party had extended, enriched and formalized its power
in the village in the form of the KCC1. Although there is no evidence
to support the view that this was planned in any systematic way or with
extra-local intervention, it may have also suited ruling party to have a
	 This mapping work is not presented here, only referred to for analytical purposes, but it is available elsewhere (Saunders et al. 2010).
	 There is uncertainty around the levels and representation of attendance at this
community meeting.
	 Under the CBNRM arrangements facilitated through the Forest Management
and Conservation Act (1996) the KCC was responsible for the management of
the Kisakasaka mangrove forest from 1996 to 2001. In 2001 the membership
of the KCC changed. To distinguish between these two manifestations of the
KCC, we call the initial committee KCC1 and the second committee, KCC2.
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power structure dominated by local party supporters embedded at the
village level. Either way the micro politics of the village connected to
the broader political divisions in Zanzibar had a tangible effect on the
ongoing viability of the CBNRM institutional structures.
This political division clearly has the potential to pose problems for
CBNRM locally, because, as we have discussed above, decision-making over resources is inherently political and local collective action requires cooperation (or consensus) amongst villagers. The relatively
recent democratization of the Zanzibar political system (or at least the
good governance reforms and relatedly the introduction of multi-party
politics) has to some extent reiterated what were existing schisms
within Zanzibari society between the revolutionary ruling party, CCM
followers and supporters of the opposition party, the Civic United
Front (CUF). The historical roots of this division are steeped in ethnic,
regional and nationalism (Zanzibar independence) struggles. The past
three multi-party elections in 1995, 2000 and 2005, which have been
decided in favour of CCM, have been fraught with violence and allegations of vote rigging and corruption. There is a relatively even split of
the parties nationally with the CCM and CUF having various regional
strongholds. It is difficult to quantify the support amongst villagers for
the two opposing political parties at Kisakasaka as elections results are
formalised at the District level.
Another critical factor during this time was that the contribution
and therefore local support for the project from the Forestry Department started to wane as resources became scant due to the termination
of a long-term forestry aid project. Of particular importance was the
redeployment of the District Forestry Officer who had been pivotal in
setting up the local and to some extent the national CBNRM institutional arrangement – he was regarded by some local actors as the government architect and driving force for the project.
It terms of how this unravelled within the village, it seems that initially conjecture and innuendo about impropriety and privileges related to KCC1 members were spread by a few outspoken key subversives. These key subversives belonged to the opposition party. One
such actor spoke at a community meeting in our presence in 2007
saying that he had received a fine of 10,000 Tsh for illegal cutting in
the mangroves, which he duly paid, but when he asked the KCC1 at
the time what happened to the money they couldn’t tell him. At best
there was a strong inference of KCC1 unaccountability or at worst
KCC1 impropriety in his testimony. It is also clear that suspicion of
impropriety also arose in relation to a project to construct a local nursery school with KCC collected revenue. KCC1 members insist that
there was no impropriety and that they were held accountable and
	 This converts to about $7 US.
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operated transparently as evidenced by holding monthly meetings with
the broader community to discuss finances. There is documentary evidence that supports this view through the minutes and financial records
of KCC1. Other villagers have also explicitly recalled these meetings.
KCC1 members suggested that claims of impropriety were driven by a
campaign that was started by a vocal few within the village in an effort
to undermine and discredit them, rather than to seek more effective
management of the mangroves. Several KCC1 members put the view
that the undermining campaign was driven by envy and mobilized with
the help of political networks and that strategic advice was sought from
outside the village from opposition party political advisors.
The main evidence for this is that those who were most outspoken
in their dissent of KCC1 were known opposition party members, remembering that the KCC1 was dominated by ruling party members.
This political schism within the village resulted in an increasingly divided situation, where the KCC1 legitimacy become questionable and
it ultimately lost control of the management of the mangroves. It
reached a point where in 2001 at a village meeting three opposition
party members sponsored a motion to dissolve the membership of the
KCC and appoint a new committee in its stead. This was supported by
those present at the meeting. The community meeting then proceeded
to appoint nominees to a new committee (KCC2) including installing
a opposition party member as the Chair. We were told that the opposition party members prominent at this meeting had also been instrumental in engineering a campaign to undermine the KCC1. We spoke
to the opposition party members referred to above and they confirmed
that they decided to destabilize the KCC1 because members were receiving benefits not available to others and because the committee was
not transparent or accountable in the way that it operated. The opposition party members who one actor claimed to be a vocal minority in
Kisakasaka were obviously successful in undermining and eventually
collapsing the KCC1. Others who were also active and supportive of
this strategy may not have necessarily shared the ambition of opposition party members to dissolve the ruling party dominated KCC1, but
may have genuinely been concerned to develop an institutional structure that was effective in managing the mangroves. Clearly, whatever
the nuances of the situation are, the effectiveness of the KCC1 to manage the mangroves at Kisakasaka had waned considerably.
At the time of the change of KCC membership the Forestry Department decided to withdraw the pilot CBNRM arrangements, so in effect the new KCC or KCC2 was stillborn. With the revocation of the
CBNRM institutional arrangements, formal responsible for managing
the mangrove forest was recentralized. That is, it reverted to back to
‘public property’ with access by the public being held in trust by the
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State. The Kisakasaka villagers’ usufruct rights to use mangrove forest
resources under this arrangement are uncertain. What is clearer is that
they have no formalized management control over mangrove resources.
Therefore given that the State is passively managing the forest there is
effectively no property regime currently operating at Kisakasaka.
At the time that the CBNRM was revoked at Kisakasaka in 2001
there was a widespread view that the forest was ‘irreparably degraded’
– remote sensing showed that even though there had been widespread
cutting in the forest which contravened management objectives much
of the forest used at an earlier date had since regenerated. Perhaps the
pessimistic view of prospects for the mangrove forest, at least from the
Forestry Department, has been influenced by trends in SE Asia, where
many mangrove forest stands have been transformed perhaps irreversibly through dubious aquaculture developments. Although ‘overcutting’ at Kisakasaka has resulted in a temporary loss of the mangroves
for charcoal production, as long as there is no land use change the cut
areas of mangroves will all most likely regenerate within 10 years or so
years. The non-availability of the mangroves for charcoal production
in the short term has led to a necessary shift to other incomes for villagers, but to be sure it does not constitute a long term threat to the
existence of the Kisakasaka Mangrove Forest. The recentralisation of
management of the Forest, which has resulted in a de facto open access
situation may however have put prospects for extensive regeneration
in doubt. The forest condition changes depicted in GIS mapping during this period show that the mangroves have been intensively (lack of
regrowth) and extensively (greater area with less forest cover) cut since
the demise of the CBNRM in 2001.
This description of what has occurred at Kisakasaka complements
and enriches a CPR analysis with a focus on the socio-political processes and village actor roles that stimulated the institutional transformation processes. It has been noted elsewhere that local political (and
social) fractures are rarely considered in participatory natural resources programs (Neumann, 1997; Myers, 2002; Vedeld, 1997). This description of events above clearly showed that party political divisions
in new democratic settings can pose problems for CBNRM projects. It
also shows that decision-making over resources is inherently political
thereby challenging the commons literature view of cooperation and
consensus through the imposition of resource management institutions without regard to the complexities of context.

But Is It Political Ecology?
Political ecology has many guises; I would argue that a critique of CPR
that emphasises a detailed account of local conflict and its linkages to
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the broader political landscape around a development intervention is
political ecology. Perhaps other unanswered political ecology oriented
questions not addressed in the brief account offered above are: What
were the broader development processes for Zanzibar and how do they
interact with events at Kisakasaka?10 Does this study need to situate
the topic of management and use of mangrove resources at Kisakasaka
into a broader historical, political, ecological and economic context?
How do we judge which of these afore mentioned factors are analytically relevant to the study? Is more nuanced data required about the
changing condition of the Kisakasaka Mangrove Forest – perhaps as a
starting point for the social science research? Would an entitlement
perspective have been useful here (see Leach et al., 1999) Is it more
fruitful to track the social relations of actors (including conceptual
actors such as CPR) to see what has and is happening at Kisakasaka
and/or relate these actions to contextual drivers?

Conclusion
CPR design factors proved useful to understand CBNRM at the village
level in grasping a snapshot of the current mangrove governance arrangements at Kisakasaka, but failed to reveal a more nuanced understanding of how and why these community-based institutional structures have deteriorated over the past ten years. It is argued in this paper
that CPR design principles are theoretically limited in their explanatory power to deal with origins, motivations and forces of institutional
change. That is, how could this approach explain the process of change
at Kisakasaka – the demise of an initially successful, community-based
management arrangement -except perhaps to advise of the status of
components of the formalized resource institution at a particular
point in time? CPR theory also tends to focus only on the governance
arrangements mediating people and the particular resource in focus.
Such narrow scoping provides little direction on how to investigate
or take account of in a management sense the dynamically evolving
social relationships between (groups of) people that invariably affect
resource use politics.
The approach discussed in this paper has more potential to track
and provide more insights into institutional and environmental change,
however, it is more difficult to work with and its explanatory ambitions may limit its policy relevance. The contextual drivers identified
may well be influencing the actions affecting the mangrove forest, but
10 For example, the shifting positioning of Zanzibar and Kisakasaka’s position
in response to global economic pressures and opportunities directed through
multinational agencies that have given rise to the contemporary development
direction focussed on leisure and nature-based tourism in Zanzibar.
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implicating them in specific social actions of resource use is problematic – an often made criticism of contextualisation. Having said that
the actor oriented approach could also be enhanced by drawing on a
well formulated political economy viewpoint to better understand the
socio-economic predicament of village actors within regional development trajectories. In terms of CBNRM practice, the results from this
case study suggests that a more reflective and adaptive institutional
arrangement – that considered pre-existing and emergent social relations and the changing productive capacity of forest resources in Kisakasaka may have resulted in a more enduring and effective CBNRM
arrangement. These results support the call for institutional crafting
and intervention to be more sensitive to historical and emergent sociopolitical dynamics of local communities and linkages to contextual
forces that shape institutional transformations and trajectories.
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The Politicized Nature of Global Trade
the Continuous Commoditization of Land
and Marine Resources, and Struggles for
Livelihoods in Chile
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Abstract
Within a political ecological frame, this paper illustrates and discusses examples
of natural resource based struggles for access to and control over land and coastal
resources as embedded in issues of class and gender in connection to the implementation of territorial use rights for fishers (TURFs) in Chile. As a way to sustain
threatened benthic resources along the Chilean coast, the TURFS have had a
dramatic impact over Chilean fishing communities that depend on small-scale
fisheries. However, the distribution of TURFs among artisanal fishers organisations has not only entailed challenges associated with fisheries, but also in the
broader social arena, putting other social processes in motion, involving various
social groups. The struggles discussed in this paper are between: 1) land-owners
and fishers for land and access to sea-shore resources; groups with different class
backgrounds, 2) peasant-fishers and fishers; more or less equal social actors, and
3) fishermen and fisherwomen fighting for access to sea shore resources; a gendered based struggle between actors of the same social group. These examples of
struggles show that power itself is a highly complex and fluid construction, arising from the intersection between individual actions, institutional practices and
structural relationships, all of which varies historically and spatially (de los Reyes
& Mulinari, 2005).
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Introduction
TURFs were introduced after several failed regulating measures
(1982-1988) and bans (1989-) to control benthic resource degradation. Since the late 1990s, the number of TURFs (called Management
Areas (MA)) has constantly increased and reached to 747 in 2009
(Sernapesca, 2009), embracing thousands of fishers.
The implications of strict regulatory measures, including bans, prior
to TURFs, was that benthic resources were ‘illegally’ taken and exported under other names (Meltzoff et al., 2002). Thus fishers responded by illegally collecting and storing benthic resources underwater before the official opening of the fisheries (Geaghan and Castilla
1988); all this putting even more pressure on resources. The situation
also meant losses for the state as illegal fishing does not bring in tax
revenue, and from a fisheries management and ecological perspective
no stock evaluation could take place (Castilla et al., 2007; Meltzoff et
al., 2002). In this scenario many actors with their own interests, responsibilities and tasks interact, which makes it difficult to harmonise
economics, conservation and livelihoods aspects. Illegal fishing, for
example, could be seen as the fishers’ way to contest both bans and
TURFs, if these measures are perceived as what Peet and Watts
(2004:14) call coercive patterns of conservation. This illustrates that
political, ecological and economic aspects reinforce each other and
therefore marine coastal “degradation is both a result and a cause of
marginalization” (Peet & Watts, 2004:10). This situation applies, as
we will show here, to both the period before introduction of TURFs,
as well as after its implementation.

Struggles for Access to and Control over Land and
Coastal Resources
Artisanal fisheries are land based, and therefore the material conditions
surrounding the coves, or their embeddedness, are crucial for the development of many TURFs. Thus the TURFs do not emerge in tabula
rasa contexts but in shared and sometimes contested spaces, being
embedded in different physical and social contexts. For example, land
access for artisanal fishers varies depending on whether land where the
fishing coves are situated is municipal/state or private property.
	 TURFs empower fishers with exclusive territorial use rights in fisheries (Reglamento N.355, Sobre Areas de Manejo y Explotación de Recursos Bentónicos,
Publicado Diario Oficial, Ministerio de Economía, Publicado Diario Oficial
1995-08-26. Subsecretaria de Pesca (Subpesca) 1995). Available online at
http://www.sernapesca.cl.
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Several coves and thus TURFs in region IV are surrounded by privately owned land properties, with roots tracing back to the colonial
times (Gallardo, 2008). The fishers, who almost totals a number of
1,000, in these coves have secure access through the so-called passage
of servitude or right of way. In the Canela commune, its four coves are
embedded within private properties: Huentelauquén (within the Santa
Ana property) with 96 fishers, Puerto Manso (within the Agua Dulce
property) with 28 fishers, Puerto Oscuro (within the Puerto Oscuro
property) with 35 fishers, and Maintencillo with 48 fishers. Other
coves situated within private properties in region IV are: Los Choros
with two active fishing organizations embracing over 200 fishers, Talcaruca (30 fishers), El Sauce (62 fishers), Río Limarí (117 fishers),
Talquilla (76 fishers), Sierra (78 fishers), and Totaralillo Sur (59 fishers) (Sernapesca Coquimbo, 2008). According to this organism, the
only cove where problems of access occur is Huentelauquén, although
in Los Choros, a sector called Apolillado is under a lawsuit. The cove
La Herradura appears in process of passing to the State. Chigualoco,
with 76 fishers, is within a private property but the legal aspects of the
cove are said to be state owned, i.e. it has been handed over to the
Ministry of Real State (MBN). Interestingly, Totoralillo Sur is privately owned, but by the fishers. However, access granted by law does
not by any means make it feasible to develop the infrastructure needed
to support fishing activities, let alone allow fishers to settle in the
coves. Furthermore, access to or right of way does not necessarily involve a halt to old hostilities or create a good relationship between
fishers and landowners. Thus, coastal land tenure is central for the
potential development of many TURFs and when land is private, which
is many times the case in rural areas, land access to the coast is likely to
be contested. The possibilities for fishers to negotiate space for settlement or infrastructure are, to put it mildly, even more difficult.
Seventy-five percent of the permanent coves in Chile are rural (Gallardo, 2008). If access becomes problematic, options for resolution
involve complex bureaucratic negotiations. The law secures entry or
right of way for productive activities, but it demands a resolution that
includes the intervention of several land planning organs such as the
Judiciary, Treasury, Regional Government and Regional Ministerial
Secretaries of Real National Estate (MBN, 2010).
The property rights along the Chilean coast are clear: private property dominates between Regions IV of Coquimbo and Region X of Los
Lagos where most of the country’s population live. The lowest percent
of land in private hands is 88%, and is represented by Region IV of
Coquimbo (Gallardo, 2008), where the case studies presented in this
chapter are located. Private property also dominates in all of the other
regions: 100% in Valparaiso Region and Region VI del Libertador Ber-
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The beach at Huentelauquén cove and fishers humble ‘rucos‘ or huts. Photo
by Gloria L. Gallardo Fernández.

nardo O’Higgins, 98% in Region VII del Maule; 99% in Region VIII of
Bio-Bio, and 93% in Region de la Araucanía and Los Rios. State property dominates only in three regions in the two extremes of the country: the northern desert (Regions I of Tarapaca´ and II of Antofagasta)
and the far south (Region XI of Aisen) (Gallardo, 2008; Caballol et
al., 2006).
Fishers are not the only ones having problems of access to the coast.
The coast is by defined in law as a national public good, but the general public also have access problems when visiting beaches surrounded
by private properties. It is common that the physical boundaries of
private properties, supported by colonial deed titles, reach the sea. In
these instances the beach area available for public use extends to only
eight meters above the high-tide water mark, while on State or municipally owned property, the public beach terrain is eighty meters
above this mark.
Given the reigning property regime along the Chilean coast, the
character of the property rights on beaches is congruent with that of
private property (Gallardo, 2008). Statistics from the Ministry of
National Real Estate show that between 2006 and 2008 there were a
total of 151 cases regarding problems of access to beaches through
private properties. Of these, 68 cases (45%) did not proceed to a resolution. Only a scarce ten cases (7%) have been resolved. Resolution
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Artisanal boat in construction. Photo by Gloria L. Gallardo Fernández.

takes the form of an agreement between the parties. The other 73
cases (48%) are still subject to the lengthy bureaucratic process described above (MBN, 2010). The coast of Region IV is thus in many
areas a fertile ground for local, focalised tensions, conflicts and struggles, within and between differently stratified social groups, including
gender. We will here, by examining three case studies, give examples
of different conflicts of interests: the first a conflicting situation among
landlords (for control of their land) and fishers (for access to coastal
resources); the second between fishers (with land) and non community fishers (without land); and the third gender based conflicts over
coastal access.

Huentelauquén cove embedded within a private
property: tensions among landlords for land and
fishers for access to coastal resources
The Huentalauquén TURFs (with 32 fishers) is situated within the
Santa Ana property Ana, which is about 25 km south of where the fishers live in Los Vilos. Los Vilos is situated ca. 245 km from the capital of
Santiago. The fishers organized as a guild association with 80 members
in order to apply for the TURF, which was recognised in 1998.
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During a field trip to Huentelauquén by Gallardo together with a
group of Chilean marine biologists from Universidad Católica del
Norte, Coquimbo (UCN), where there were discussions about the key
constraints on their livelihoods, the fishers overwhelming stated that
the main problem for them was that they did not ‘own’ the land around
the cove. This has implications for them as members of the TURF, but
also for their families and third parties who, in one way or another, are
involved in their fishing activities, such as researchers, officials, tourists
and merchants. From a legal standpoint the passage of servitude, granting access to the beach, was passed in 1985. However, as one fisher said
with humour, the permit does not specify how they are allowed to pass,
if by foots, by donkey or truck (Eduardo Alfaro, collective interview,
Huentelauquén Fishers Union’s House, Los Vilos, 2008-12-10).
The implications of not owning the land where the cove is situated
are access problems for non-fishers and lack of infrastructure. The first
effect negatively impinges on fishers’ families as the property owners
are not happy when the families of the fishers enter the cove and stay
there. Commonly fishers are harassed if their children bathe at the
beach for instance. Nor are they permitted to celebrate the festival of
San Pedro, a major annual religious festival that is celebrated throughout the country by fishers and that works as a ritual of social cohesion.
The property rights restrictions result in decreased income opportunities with access problems for fish merchants constraining sale strategies and the prohibition on developing any tourism related infrastructure, such as a restaurant which means that they cannot add local value
to their catch. The restrictions even extend to not being permitted to
take photos inside the property. The restrictions are so severe that
fishers have no rights to install any infrastructure in the cove, including basic services like electricity and water.
Another type of infrastructure that fishers lack is a protection wall
from waves, an esplanade and huts, all of which the fishers assert are
necessary facilities in order to work. The fishers’ situation was portrayed in a local news paper in 2009. In the article (Diario El Día,
2009-10-12), fishers are quoted: “Our cove has limited access, not
everyone can pass, even the families can’t, we lack water, electricity
and somewhere to put the garbage; as toilets we have black holes; our
tree huts of 3x9 get wet every winter when it rains, things get wet since
the floor is of earth, we cannot build shelters nor a place where to
gather weeds.”
When asked about the causes of the problem, the fishers pointed to
the power of the landowners. They also described the interconnectedness of political, economic and social power: “it’s the same group”.
They claimed that the cause is the government’s mismanagement, that
it lacks interest in the fishers’ cause and that the laws are not favourable
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to them. This problem has to do with the temporary character of the
TURF’s entitlement (four years at a time). This issue unfolds in two
crucial ways. Being temporary, the TURFs do not provide security of
tenure, nor do members enjoy the same protection as owners of private
property do. Further complicating matters, the police controls the
land but the Maritime Vector controls the sea. If fishers see people
poaching resources from their TURFs, and ask the police for help, they
cannot intervene as it has no jurisdiction with regard to the sea. This
problem was also listed by the fishers from El Quisco’s TURF. El
Quisco, situated in Region V of Valparaiso, became a TURF in 1995
and is run by a union with 92 members (Gallardo, 2008).
For the Huentelauquén fishers, the solution to the problem of not
owning the land would be to get commodatum (temporary free loan)
of the cove. They visualize that the effects of a commodatum would
be a more peaceful existence and, in the long term, a more secure and
prosperous future. Another effect would be a strengthening of intertwined social, economic, cultural and labour bonds through enacting
important cultural traditions in the cove, such as the celebration of St.
Peters Day. Finally, the commodatum would allow the fishers to develop much needed infrastructure. To be recognized as the ‘owners’ of
the cove would enable fishers to be near their families, improve social
and economic welfare and to mark and profile the cove and its relationship to TURFs and fishers for people from outside of the
area. When pinpointing who and what would be the catalyst for coming to a solution the fishers referred to themselves as a key initiator and
broker – in the sense of a community and as an collective purposeful
organization. They see that their claims need to be worked through
with both property owners and government (through the Ministry of
National Real Estates).
Analysing both the problem and its solution, Gallardo et al. (in prep)
perceive this problem as very relevant for fishers. The fishers are conscious of living in a country where the State assures them that the sea
and the beach are the patrimony of the Chilean people, but in practice
	 “The Maritime Vector is related with the control of Chile’s vast maritime areas,
an activity that enhances the link between the Navy and the community”. The
Maritime Vector is under DIRECTEMAR (Dirección General del Territorio
Marítimo y de Marina Mercante Directorate General of the Maritime Territory
and Merchant Marine) which is in its turn is under the Chilean Navy. (http://
www.armada.cl/prontus_armada/site/artic/20091014/pags/20091014150020.
html.
	 The TURFs themselves are considered by one of the artisanal fishers national
confederation (CONAPACH) as a use agreement (a comodato precario, commodatum precarious (unsecure/unsave) which is subjected to caducity, thus
being under the tutelage of Subpesca (Informe de la Comisión de Pesca, Acuicultura e Intereses Marítimos recaído en el proyecto que de Ley que modifica la
Ley General de Pesca y Acuicultura en materia de Áreas de Manejo y Registro
Pesquero Artesanal. Boletín, no.º6391-21-1(2009-11-10).
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‘Prohibido ingresar y cazar’, Forbidden to pass and hunt (placard at the entry
of the property Santa Ana in Huentelauquén). Photo by Gloria L. Gallardo
Fernández.

privilege private property interests around coves and beaches. Fishers’
opinion about the ‘establishment’ – which includes the land owners
and State agencies – reflects both a feeling of helplessness and hopelessness in the system, especially towards the political class that is
often related by family ties across the political spectrum.
The infrastructure limitations that this situation imposes on fishers
is extremely undermining of prospects for the further development of
fisheries and enjoyment of a reasonable family and social life. In psychological terms a central emotional concern about their situation and
it is an issue that fosters group purpose and cohesion. Unfortunately to
get the commodatum of the cove as a medium-term solution is not a
likely prospect according to the fishers. They agree that a confrontational approach would only make things worse. The owner is willing
to make some improvements in the cove, but his plan designed without
consultation involves, among other things, the relocation of the fishers’
small huts or shelters (so called rucos) away from the beach. This is
something that the fishers will not accept, because the already have
their huts in the south corner of the beach and they would be placed
further back away from the sea and the boats. On our visit fishers were
building a small wooden room where they would be able to hold their
meetings away from the sun. The owner’s permission stipulated that
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Fishers harvesting weeds collectively. Photo by Gloria L. Gallardo Fernández.

the building be constructed on piles of cement and not directly on the
ground. By this land owners avoid that the construction is connected
with the plots of land, i.e., the land plot becomes dissociated from the
hut, which except for the cement pillars, is in the air, thus reducing the
permanence of the dwelling. The owner has obstructed the entry of
the company that installs solar panels for people in rural areas to give
them access to electricity. These negative experiences of the fishers in
their relations with property owners give them clear signals that the
advances in their rights that a commodatum would entail is not likely
(Gallardo et al., in prep).
Before the agrarian reform of the mid 1960s and beginning of the
1970s, the Chilean oligarchy monopolised land and power. It was not
uncommon that landowners had a paternalistic attitude toward local
peasants and fishers. Many properties were expropriated during the
agrarian reform and the old paternalism in the post-Pinochet epoch is
likely to have been replaced by other attitudes. During the dictatorship
(1974-1989), landowners could still be generous due to the security
they felt under Pinochet’s regime. During the period of democracy
(from 1990), the new generations of landowners have lost the security
that they felt under the old oligarchy. They are required now to act in
accordance with expectations under a democratic system. Huentelauquén fishers link the hostility of the landowners both to the post coup
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de état period and the death or withdrawal of the old land owner. The
Huentelaquén property was divided in seven parts after the death of
the old landowner and is now owned by several different parties. One
of these subdivisions is the property Santa Ana, in which the Huentelauquén cove is situated. A similar story is true for both Puerto Oscuro
and El Quisco. Both El Quisco and Puerto Oscuro (Gallardo, 2008)
fishers experienced paternalism on part of the landowners before the
agrarian reform. El Quisco Union bears still the old landowner’s name
that once owned the land surrounding the cove. He allowed fishers to
live on his land near the coast, but this came to an end as land started
to be sold to summer residents who then developed a Yacht club that
disputed the property rights of the land around of the cove. Time plays
a role in land use, which also affects the possibility of resolving land
access around fishing coves. This is evident in the case of the El Quisco
cove. Today El Quisco’s TURF is located in an urban middle class holiday resort and access to the cove is no longer a problem. Nonetheless,
before El Quisco became a modern summer resort, the fishers faced
frequent problems with the local Yacht club, disputing use and control
of the space. For the fishers these old tensions meant that their families
were forced to abandon their humble houses in the cove, and women
and children had to relocate some distance away. This had the effect of
dissociating women from the cove’s fishing activities that have now
become a solely male activity (Gallardo, 2008).
Fishers from Puerto Oscuro’s cove and related TURF, situated in
Region IV, around 280 kms north of Santiago (Gallardo, 2008) have
during the democratic period have experienced a lack of good will
from landowners: They have faced problems and difficulties building
even a minimal infrastructure, let alone a settlement. The Puerto Oscuro fishers TURF was formalised as late as in 1998, by this time
Huentelauquén and Puerto Oscuro had already adopted TURF in
practice by carefully managing marine resources to ensure their sustainable use.
Despite the availability of funds, in Puerto Oscuro it has not been
possible to undertake many small development projects proposed by
the fishers to improve the cove’s infrastructure. Access or right of way
was settled with the help of the authorities during the 1980s. However, there is an ongoing conflict, which has now become a law suit
relating to the landowners wish to remove thirty modest summer
houses located around the Puerto Oscuro bay. This lawsuit also involves some of the TURF’s fishers.
These cases and conflicts raise the issue of the roles and involvement
of different stakeholders, which is typical for a coastal and fisheries
co-management situation. It actualises the question of the legal framework and different law interpretations (what is allowed and who owns
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what), and the administrative organisation of the implementing bodies.
This case is about the complexities of having different authorities controlling diverse natural resources like land (police) and sea (Maritime
Vector).
The lawsuit involving the Puerto Oscuro landowners was directed
to the civil juridical system (where it belonged). The administrative
and juridical complexity of the coastal strip meant that the owners of
the summer houses directed their concerns both to the Navy – the
part of government responsible for administering the coastal border,
and the Ministry of Real National Estates – the part of government
responsible for administering the beach terrain for the public good.
Conflicts and tensions between landowners and fishers are thus perhaps not surprising considering the TURF co-management framework,
involving many stakeholders in addition to the direct resource users.
Different actors possess different degrees of power and economic interests. These interests matter as there are conflicting aims among them.
The Government’s delay in implementing the TURFs is, according to
Meltzoff et al. (2002:93-94), hesitation on the part of certain authorities to give sea tenure to the fishing organizations. As suggested by
Gallardo (2008), the reluctance to delegate tenure, management and
responsibilities might also be related to an interest of not encroaching
more powerful coastal stakeholders such as industrial fishers, aquaculture and tourism industry actors, as well as coastal landowners.
The described cases clearly confirm that the fishing activities of the
TURFs are competing for the rights over the control of physical space
with other social actors. Since the TURFs are in practice becoming a
long-term solution for the exploitation of coastal benthic resources, fishing in rural areas leads to tensions and conflicts with other interests.
While fishers may only initially, temporarily settle on the coast, to support the long-term viability of TURF they, understandably want to develop their own residential and fishery infrastructure (Gallardo,
2008).
The specific historical development and the power of property rights
traditions in every country lends weight to the development of new,
and sometimes competing, economic activities demanding access to
land and shore, as exemplified by the TURFs. Gallardo (2008) argues
that the more rooted the tradition of private property rights are, the
weaker the possibility of others to access the lands, except through
market mechanisms. However, when coastal land is subjected to market
forces it becomes more difficult for fishers to gain extensive and unconditional use merely based on the landowners’ goodwill. Nonetheless,
private landowners are not the only ones wanting to keep others out.
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The Huentelauquén agro-pastoral community, its
peasant-fishers and closed access to the coast for
non community fishers
The agricultural community of Huentelauquén in the Canela commune has 343 commoners (comuneros) who use to own 7,426 hectares
of lands collectively. Among the commoners, mainly peasants, there
are 26 seaweed collectors of which 6 are shore divers (buzos orilleros).
There are also five shore- and rock fishers. All of them (here referred
to as peasant-fishers) got organised as a union in 2008 under the name:
Sindicato de Algueros de Huentelauquén (Huentelauquén Union of
Weed collectors), and are in the process of trying to obtain their own
TURF with exclusive rights to shore resources (Interview by Gallardo
with the comunero of the agricultural community of Huentelauquén
Luis Rosendo Ibacache, Huentelauquén, 2010-01-12). Besides being
mainly a crianzero (goat and sheep herder), Ibacache also collects
seaweed.
The community owns the land towards the shore down to eight
meters above the high-water mark. Access to the sea has been restricted for the general public during recent years. The reason is that authorities, among them CONAMA (Corporación Nacional del Medio
Ambiente/National Environment Corporation), forbade people to
camp on the beach due to the lack of basic infrastructure, such as
water, toilets and appropriate places for waste. Garbage left behind by
summer visitors, is eaten by the goats and sheep with adverse effects
for both cattle and peasants. Plastic bags end up in the stomach of
goats. Since the summer of 2009, access restrictions have been extended to all fishers outside of Huentelauquén. This was a demand put
forward by the newly formed fishers union (Sindicato de Algueros de
Huentelauquén) from the agricultural community, something that the
community assembly has supported. Whether the union will succeed
to formally achieve TURF status remains uncertain, but since they
own the land up to the sea limit, this gives the community of Huentelauquén de facto and de jure rights to exclude others. A situation not
very different to the case of other private properties, except that here
property is owned by a community.
If they succeed in gaining a TURF it would mean that this small
group of seaweed collectors would be able to engage in weed harvest
without any competition from other fishers. To help with this demand,
Ibacache says, that the community aims to ask for support from all
summer house owners that have bought land plots within the common
land of the community. This support, together with the money from
the community, will be used to vigilantly monitor resource use.
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Drying huiro palo (Lessonia trabeculata) weeds in Huentelauquén Norte.
Photo by Gloria L. Gallardo Fernández.

The community segregated and subdivided part of its communal
land into half a hectare lots in 2000 and these lots were then distributed to commoners as marketable private property. Some commoners
have kept their plots; while others have sold them. Due to this segregation of the common land, the community’s land was voluntarily reduced by 70 hectares. To make a decision to segregate land, the community needs a quorum of 75% of rights represented.
This local process is another example of struggles to secure resources for livelihood and in this case it is not between groups that are
economically or socially unequal, such as between the fishers and big
landlords in the previous example, but between actor groups of more
or less the same social position. A difference between the fishers of
Huentelauquén and outside non-Huentelauquén fishers – usually coming from Los Vilos – is that the former are owners of both common
land and of small plots of agricultural lands within the community,
beyond the privatized plots of half a hectare mentioned above. In other
words, the latter group of individuals is poorer, lacking access to this
land.
The implementation and expansion of the Chilean TURFs is not
only causing changes within the male community of fishers, but it is
also affecting the roles and livelihoods of women as the next section
discusses.
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Gendered Struggles for Access to Coastal
Resources in Southern Chile
Gendered struggles for access to coastal resources are also now increasing in Chile. While a vast majority of small-scale fishers have
been and still are men, since 2004 the number of women engaging
in fishing activities within and outside TURFs has rapidly increased,
especially in seaweed and macha (Mesodesma donacium) extraction. In
2004, 3,694 (6.9%) of 53,334 artisanal Chilean fishers were women,
increasing by 250% to 12,937 (17.1%) in 2009 (Sernapesca, 2004;
2009). In the first Fishing and Aquaculture Census (INE, 2010) the
number of women is even higher: of 62,392 fishers in 2008, 16,304
(or 26%) were women. Women are now heading several fishing organisations at regional and local levels, and are getting organized nationwide. The first national meeting of female fishers was held in 2007,
where the demand to acknowledge and value women’s contributions
to small-scale fisheries was raised. Importantly they demanded from
authorities, access to credit for women in the fishing artisanal sector
(El Cuidadano, 2007).
‘Feminization’ of small-scale fisheries in Chile occurs in at least
three interconnected social arenas: 1) production, 2) consumption,
and 3) commercialization. Not all of these activities are in competition
with men, but some are. Within production women’s participation
unfolds in two different ways. An increasing number of women have
independently applied for and received fishing licenses as seaweed collectors. Womens’ participation as boat owners has also increased, visible since Sernapesca started collected gendered statistics. Women are
also becoming part of or forming their own fishing organizations and
as such are eligible to apply for TURFs. A TURF with only women is
the Pichilemu Algueras, Recolectoras y Mariscadoras in Bio-Bio region
(Diario Proa Nacional, 2010-01-04), that was unfortunately struck by
the recent follow up earthquake (March 11, 2010).
A non-competitive example of women’s participation is when they
become part of TURFs. In San Pedro (La Serena, Region IV), women
collect machas at the beach side by side with men. The fishing cove has
181 members of whom 49 are women. In the consumption arena these
women are involved in food businesses connected to the TURF. Recently they were successful in getting financial support to open a gastronomic centre with ten restaurants (Recova del Mar) as a collective
selling TURF extracted dishes (Diario El Día, 2009). In Antofagasta
(Region II) women operate in intermediary roles owning and driving
trucks to operate as seaweed wholesalers. Women have a similar role
in Coquimbo (Region IV) (Tirado, Sernapesca, Coquimbo, pers.
comm. with Gallardo, 2010). The ‘feminization’ of seaweed commer-
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Algae collecting women from the Union Pichilemu’s fulfills their dream
to become divers (http://www.comunidadmujer.cl/destacados/detalle9dbc.
html?id=84)

cialization seems to be new, challenging traditional gender relations.
As long as women individually pick seaweed, or are part of a male
dominated TURF, they will most likely not be perceived as a threat to
traditional gender roles. When they become organized and have their
own TURF, they are seen to compete for resources with men. Thus, in
Tumbes a conflict within a TURF has arisen. According to a local
newspaper, male divers dive for seaweed when the extraction of benthic resources in the TURF is not profitable enough. This leaves women
who do not dive with less marine resources than before. This has also
led to a clash between women married to divers and women married
to fishers, with the result that women married to divers were excluded
the TURF (Diario Crónica, 2006).
From a gender perspective it is possible to make a new gender classification of TURFs: male, female and mixed TURFs (dominated by
men or women). The three TURF types divide and compete for the
coast. In Los Morros cove in southern Chile there are four unions: two
are male, one mixed and one female. The latter female TURF has 45
members and in 2002 was assigned an area for exploitation of different
types of seaweed (Chicoria marina, Chondracanthus chamissoi). They
have been successful and have since solicited for an additional two
areas. The neighbouring male TURF opposed this, resulting in conflict
(López, 2006). The reasons for conflicts may vary, but several studies
(Gallardo, 2008; Gelcich et al., 2006; Stotz et al., in prep.) show that
uncertainty and poor economic results seems to compel fishers to
complement their livelihood not only by harvesting ‘illegally’ outside
their TURF, or even from their own TURF area, but also increasing
extraction of other resources in open access areas thereby resulting in
a common pool resource (CPR) dilemma (Schlager and Ostrom,
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1992). In this context this means the rivalry among resource users and
the non-excludability or possibility to exclude users from taking resources in such a vast space as the sea.
There is a social landscape of competition for resources and conflicts
between women and men, where women have different and less access
to and control over resources, and there are complimentary and conflicting relationships not only between groups of women and groups of
men, but also among women. The current development of artisanal
fisheries and of the Chilean society more generally, where women incorporate themselves in different economic arenas is changing the
gender panorama. If women historically have had less access to and
control over resources, the fishing law and subsequent decrees embracing co-management of benthic resources has opened new arenas and
possibilities. Women are rapidly grasping these potentialities for their
own benefit and development, which should contribute to their economic independence. However, this is not occurring without gendered
conflicts, as seen in the above example.

Concluding Remarks: in the Footpaths and
Shadows of Modernity
As the discussion of the case studies indicate, struggles for access to
and control of natural resources on and around the coast are escalating. While the coast is not only being re-appropriated and re-occupied
for summer houses, camping, hotels, golf facilities and so forth, it has
recently also been subjected to the demands associated with setting up
small-scale and large capital intensive fishing activities. Thus, coastal
land has been increasingly acquiring value both for productive and non
productive activities. A recent example is the expansion of plants for
the production of wind power energy on the coast of Region IV, where
different international consortiums pay high prices for access to the
land, be it private or else. Several wind parks in the region are already
in production. Thus, pressure on land is not only exercised upon private property, but also upon the communal land of the agro-pastoral
communities, which is a land tenure system well spread in Region IV.
According to Feder (1977-78), the concentration of land ownership or
control is a necessity for the expansion of capitalist agriculture; the
same can be said about land for others purposes, as exemplified above.
Marginal and rural environments are not an exception to globalization
trends and to problems that arise elsewhere in the world. The insatiable demand for land is a threat to the commons, be it for agricultural
production or for other economic purposes.
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The agricultural community, Huentelauquén discussed above, also
sold land comprising the beach of Agua Dulce in 1995 to a private
consortium (Inmobiliaria Agua Dulce) that plan to build a summer
resort, although construction has hitherto not started. It seems that
the company is now preparing to sell at least 100 plots of over one and
half hectares for summer residences starting 2010. This means that
the community has additionally dispossessed itself of 261 hectares
(phone interview by Gallardo with Diego Alzamora, president of the
community, 2010-05-10). As mentioned, the same community also
subdivided a part of their common (coastal) land between its commoners as summer parcels of half hectares each. Selling part of the
community shrinks the common land, while simultaneously diminishing the carrying capacity of the pastureland for goat and sheep on
which many commoners depend (Gallardo, 2002).
The Huentelauquén agricultural community is presently also planning to give rights of use to two companies to build two wind energy
plants on its common coastal land, which will further reduce the common pastoral land for the animals of the community’s peasants. In
exchange, the commoners plan to get 1.5 million pesos/year per built
wind turbine ellipse (phone interview by Gallardo with Diego Alzamora, president of the community, 2010-05-10), which means 2,841
US dollars/year or 227 US dollars per month. Plans seem to involve
over 40 wind turbines or more by only one of the companies. So far the
varied incomes that commoners have received from giving up lands
have not resulted in further community development, while the community gets dispossessed of its means of production. Heralded plans
for national development, such as a further extension of infrastructure
in the form of highways, also increases speculation on land as there are
various projects flow from improved road transport connections. The
growing interest in the coastal land for holiday resorts for the swelling
upper-middle class during the last decades in Chile has also further
contributed to the valorisation of coastal land, contributing to environmental pressure.
Core to the struggles within the interrelated discourses and practices of globalization, global governance and neo-liberalism is, according to Peet and Watts (2004), “the reality of twenty-first century
primitive accumulation and enclosure as a starting point for understanding the relations between the environment and development”.
Klein (2001), Jameson (1984), Castell (2000) and Hardt and Negri
(2001), independently from each other, conceive globalization primarily as a renewed expansion of capitalism. For Klein (2001:82) the
common thread of globalization is “the privatization of every aspect of
	 Dólar Observado: 527,9 pesos per USA dollar (http://www.emol.com/
economía), 2010-05-11.
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life, and the transformations of every activity and value into a commodity.” As Dickens and Fontana (1994:5; capitalised in original) put
it, Jameson “describes this new trend [globalization] as the colonization of Nature and Unconscious, involving the more complete penetration of capitalism into the precapitalist third world…” Capital organizes world production according to its needs introducing “ in different
regions, different forms of labour for different types of production”
(Fröbel et al., 1981). Thus, the existence of “free” labour is not necessary for the accumulation of capital. Elaborating this position, it can be
argued that the existence of the “ free” labour force is contingent for
capital, while its valorisation and accumulation are necessary.
As a result many agro-businesses are presently designed on the basis
of contract farming, whereby the peasantry still keep their land.
Twenty-five percent of land in Region IV is still under communal ownership (Gallardo, 2002). The commons are also widespread in Mexico
under the ejido system and in the Alps in Europe. In all these areas
non-capitalist forms of production predominate. The TURFs are characterized by common sea ground, common care of the species, common harvest, common commercialization, and common solidarity
funds and equal distribution of production. This collective character
of the TURFs allows us to consider them as an example of an institution of the commons. Small-scale artisanal fishers of TURFs own their
means of production individually and their resource extraction is not
based on wage labour. The same is valid for artisanal fisheries in Chile
who supply almost all of edible fish used for domestic consumption.
This does not mean that non-capitalist forms of production such as
those in commons, be it in the form of TURFs or agricultural communities, are immune to the process of economic globalization and
capitalism. Non-capitalist forms of production can be fully integrated
into the world economy. Much of TURFs production, for example, is
exported to Asian countries, although production is not based in the
separation between the producer and their means of production. However, the menace of a renewed process of primitive accumulation, with
its following dispossession of the means of production is always present.
To express it in the words of Hardt and Negri (2001:258), “primitive
accumulation is not a process that happens once and then is done with
it; rather, capitalist relations of production and social classes have to be
reproduced continually”. Therefore, the process of primitive accumulation has no end. Rather, the process of primitive accumulation is latent, being possible to activate it whenever capital needs it for its process of valorisation and accumulation. In this process also capitalists
become expropriated by other capitalists.
In Grundisse, Marx (1857-1858) wrote “The effects of capital, once
it [...] has already emerged, is that of submitting all production, devel-
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oping and extending everywhere the separation between labour and
property” (Marx in Rosdolsky, 1985; our translation from Spanish). In
prolongation, “the big capitalists swallow the small ones with the decapitalization of the latter”. This is the process of separation (Rosdolsky, 1985) that “initiates with the original accumulation [...] then appears as a constant process of accumulation and a concentration of
capital, and finally manifest as centralization of the already existing
capital in few hands, and the de-capitalization of many” (Marx in
Rosdolsky, 1985:318). Meanwhile, accumulation and concentration of
capital proceed at the expense of social labour and nature. In the Critique of the Gotha Programme Marx wrote: “Nature is [...] as much the
source of use values […] as labour, which itself is only the manifestation of a force of nature” (Marx in George, 1998).
The interdependence between the West and the Rest (Hall, 1992),
and its connection with primitive accumulation is dated but still of
relevance. It was analysed by Marx in Capital, in his part VIII “The
so-called primitive accumulation”. After an analysis of the process of
original accumulation in England, Marx also lists other processes that
are part of the original accumulation and therefore fundamental for
the development of capitalism: 1) the discovery of gold and silver in
America during the 15-hundred, 2) the elimination of the local communities and the enslavement of the local people in the Americas, 3)
the conquest and pillaging of East Indies, and 4) the turning of Africa
into a reserve for commercial hunting of the African population. These
methods, he writes, were led by Spain, Portugal, Holland, France and
England, struggling with each other for the supremacy of the world.
This is what is still studied within political ecology, but within a contemporary context of ecological crisis and increasing global inequity.
Our examples also lift an intersectional power perspective where
different and interacting structures such as class and gender give place
to specific forms and processes of power exercise, sometimes among
equals. Thus, power is not only exercised vertically but also horizontally, constructing and reconstructing itself fluidly depending on the
local conditions and their intersection with the global conditions.
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Bey Village and the Political Ecology of
Southeast Asian Forests
Robin Biddulph

Abstract
This paper presents research from the village of Bey in the forests of northeast Cambodia and sets it in the context of political ecology literature on Southeast Asia. Globally, rural people are moving out of agriculture and attempting to find better and
more secure livelihoods through accessing the urban sector or migrating into former
common property resource landscapes such as forests and communal grazing lands.
The impression created by the political ecology literature on forests and forest peoples in Southeast Asia is of a remorseless process of forest transformation. Similarities within and between countries are more striking than differences. Laissez-faire
capitalism and scientific forestry have since early colonial times been competing
ideas, but within a discourse that legitimises the capture and exploitation of forest
resources by outside agents. Neither ‘resistance’ nor ‘Development’ shows signs of
creating alternatives to this process, though they may shape it differently in different times and places.
In Bey, outside interests, state and business, civilian and military, dominate the
local politics of forest exploitation in ways that impact people unequally within
and between households. When ‘pro-poor’ politics and Development arrive in the
village they do so in ways that de-legitimise the residency and livelihoods of poor
villagers.

Introduction; “Where Angels Fear to Tread”
The research project “Where Angels Fear to Tread” is investigating
the idea that the Development industry tends to seek spaces (physical
and political) where it can be portrayed as prioritising the interests of
(for example) the poor and the environment, but where these issues
	 This paper was originally submitted in spring 2007 when two of the six research
visits that provided the empirical basis for the thesis had been completed. This
was an iterative PhD project with a shifting focus and a succession of titles. It
was ultimately published in May 2010 as Geographies of Evasion: The Development Industry and Property Rights Interventions in Early 21st Century Cambodia.
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are only addressed in ways that find careful accommodation with the
agendas of the rich and powerful at global and national scales. Rural
areas currently occupied by poor people in the global South are broadly
characterised by a stagnating agricultural economy. Rural-based people
are required to look beyond the agricultural landscapes to opportunities in either the urban sector or at the ‘agrarian frontier’ in forest and
aquatic landscapes where patterns of occupancy and tenure have been
less exclusive than in the agricultural landscapes.
The two case studies are of villages in Cambodia and are selected to
enable an exploration of the processes involved as people seek livelihoods at these respective frontiers. Buon is located in an agricultural
landscape, where each village landscape comprises rice fields, interspersed with small plots for housing, firewood, burial sites and vegetable growing. Whilst agricultural in appearance, Buon has an economy
that is dominated by urban incomes: the national capital is an hour
away and more than eighty of the inhabitants of the village (which
comprises 66 households) currently live and work there.
The second village, Bey, is located in a forest landscape about six
hours from the national capital. As of March 2007, 86 households lived
there, though this number had been increasing by approximately ten
households per year since 2005. In contrast with Buon, the majority of
the adult residents of Bey were born elsewhere and had moved there to
take advantage of the economic opportunities presented either by logging or by converting the forest to agricultural use. Also in contrast
with Buon, all household livelihoods were dominated by local production/extraction and the trade that it generated.

Bey Village
Bey is located in undulating terrain at the junction of two small rivers
about 20 kilometers upstream of the Mekong. Road access is poor,
particularly in the rainy season when motorcycles can only make the
journey by taking locally-built ferries across flooded roads. Interviews
with older members of the village indicate that the village has existed
in its current location for at least a hundred years (they knew that
their parents were born there), and that although there have always
been rice fields and other farm land in the village area, its economy has
always been dominated by the trading of non-timber forest products
and of timber. Major changes observed over the past fifty years relate
to availability of natural resources. The rivers which now hold very
few fish, were once so full that villagers could simply walk down to
the river and catch a fish the size of one’s forearm at will. Likewise,
the forests have been denuded of the highest value hard-wood trees
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– especially during the first half of the 1990s when large-scale, rapid
logging of the area was conducted using heavy trucks and machinery.
On the other hand, the arrival of motorcycles, has made the village far
more accessible and the advent of television (usually small black and
white sets run off a vehicle battery) has put villagers in much better
communication with the wider world. Hence, despite the relative difficulty in accessing food and the general decline in natural resources
in the area, old people say that the village is much more ‘happy’ than
it was fifty years ago.
Today there are 86 households in the village. During the twenty-five
years from 1975-2004 an average of 2.1 new households were formed
each year (either through marriage or through immigration of new
couples). However, in the past two years there has been a sudden acceleration in household formation with 19 new families established in
the village during the twenty months from January 2005 to August
2006. During the same period, 31% of households have occupied new
house land and 48% have built new houses.
I have sought to find ways to classify the village population, not least
in order to reveal socio-economic difference and local politics. One
classification divides the adults of Bey into three categories. Firstly, the
‘original’ villagers who were born in Bey. Generally, they are not particularly well-educated (the village school is a recent development) or
adept at business. Secondly there is a ‘first wave’ of immigrants who
came to the village from the mid-1980s. In contrast with the ‘original’
villagers they are more business oriented. They are active in the timber
trade, are beginning to trade in land, and they re-invest profits in
stocking the few retail outlets that are now found in the village.
Typically they have come from the villages on the Mekong where
timber is traded and trans-shipped, or are former military or police
who were stationed in the village and decided to stay. Thirdly, a ‘new
wave’ of immigrants who have arrived in the village since 2005, apparently with the intention of buying newly-cleared forest land and farming it. Most of them come from the neighbouring province where there
is a history of plantation and non-rice field crop agriculture (known
collectively as chamcar in Khmer language). These categories must be
seen as partial and blurred, not least because at the scale of the household there is intermarriage between members of different groups.
However, this classification does help to demonstrate how different
forms of forest exploitation may bring benefits to different groups,
who have superior skills in (respectively), NTFP harvesting, the timber trade and agricultural development.
Past and present political allegiances also provide the grounds for
rough categorisation which partly overlaps with the migration/livelihood based classification. Following the ousting of the 1975-79 Demo-
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Forestry official giving villagers notice that they are to be evicted, 26th July
2006.

cratic Kampuchea (or ‘Khmer Rouge’) regime a low-level guerilla war
continued for much of the 1980s. At that time many of those adults
currently in the village had joined the Khmer Rouge and were living in
the forest, while others remained behind showing loyalty to the new
Vietnamese-supported government. These divisions, grounded more
in circumstance than ideology, often cut across family and community
units. On a day to day basis one consequence of this is that those who
were loyalists during the 1980s are now best-placed to have key roles
in facilitating the timber and land trade and benefiting from it, whilst
the former Khmer Rouge, excluded from such relationships, are more
likely to take a critical view of them.
On 27 July 2006, forestry administration officials held a meeting
with villagers in the village school. They presented a map which included a shaded area that covered about three hundred meters either
side of the road entering the village in the west and departing it in a
southerly direction. The officials explained that this was forestry land
and that all families resident on this land (there were thirty of them,
as well as the large newly-built brick school) would be required to
leave it in order that the forest could grow back. On the one hand, they
cited an edict from the Prime Minister as a reason that they must
leave, and on the other hand they mentioned the kindness of the state
	 Coincidentally, this was our first morning in the village after our initial familiarisation visit.
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in providing Social Land Concessions as a potential alternative source
of land for evicted families.
The Prime Minister’s edict had been issued in May and he had made
speeches (eg Hun Sen 2006) explaining that his intention was to make
sure that powerful people would not be able to exploit the nation’s forests. However, on the journey to the village (at provincial or district
level) a map had been attached to this edict which specifically targeted
the poorer people living along the road, and not the more powerful actors conducting logging operations in the more valuable forest land. The
land redistribution (or Social Land Concession) programme is supported
by donors in Phnom Penh and is intended to redistribute available state
land to poor landless families. In other words, political pronouncements
and Development initiatives presented as pro-poor in the capital, arrived
in Bey as instruments for rendering villagers insecure and vulnerable.
The main source of income in the village is involvement in the illegal
logging trade. Villagers can be hired to cut or to transport wood. This
illegal trade is regulated in ways that we do not yet fully understand.
However, a Russian-Cambodian company formerly had a logging concession in the area and that company still appears to be the main trader
controlling what is cut and where. Meanwhile, a Vietnamese company
has been in negotiation with provincial authorities to establish an agricultural concession in the area of the village. Their representatives and
authorities have claimed that the concession would not take land used
by villagers and would not include land within 400 meters of the village, though villagers noted that the company workers took soil samples
from within the village area.
A Cambodian NGO based in the provincial town has been working
to establish a community forest in the village. The NGO has recently
become incorporated in a project financed by the European Union and
implemented by the international Oxfam GB called Promoting Community Forestry in Cambodia,. The area selected for the village’s
Community Forest is 1145 hectares. It takes a day to walk around the
boundary which at its nearest is six kilometres from Bey and another
village which together would constitute the ‘community’ which is to
manage the forest. Within the village, the leader of the community
forestry project is popular among many of the villagers. He is also a
former Khmer Rouge commander in the area and is particularly popular amongst the former Khmer Rouge soldiers, and particularly unpopular with the State-employed village authorities and teacher. Vil	 The village and commune chiefs organised forms for villagers to fill in (for a fee
equivalent to a day’s labour) and submitted these to the provincial governor asking him to prevent these evictions. The Forestry Department officials claim that
there is now a study under way to assess the validity of the villagers’ requests to
remain. No action had been taken in following up the study, possibly indicating
that the purpose was to create insecurity rather than to actually evict at that time.
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lagers who express enthusiasm for the community forestry project and
for the ideas behind it also explain that they would not know how to
survive without illegal logging.
In brief, therefore, livelihoods in Bey are characterised by uncertainty, insecurity and by contestation over land and forest resources
both locally and non-locally. Villagers’ attitudes to change are somewhat ambivalent: the reduced livelihood security and degraded natural
environment are regretted, but the logging incomes and the ‘happiness’
associated with roads, motorcycles and televisions are welcomed.

Political Ecology and Southeast Asian Forests: a
Literature Review
This limited sample of literature on Southeast Asian forests focuses
on works that are explicitly framed in political ecology or written by
authors who identify themselves as political ecologists.

Colonial Construction of ‘Forests’
Robbins (2004) explained the focus on constructivism within political
ecology in the following terms:
...it is not simply the idea of ‘forest’ that is being constructed,
after all, but the actual physical environment of trees and
ground cover. The imagined forest becomes the real one,
and vice versa, through the enforcement of such constructs
by powerful people over time. In this way, the line between
objects and ideas is blurred (2004:110)
In the context of Southeast Asia, the way in which the colonial powers
conceptualised forest was a key to constructing a debate which concealed or distorted the politics of forest management. Prior to colonial
invasions, rural communities were often either shifting cultivators
based or settled communities whose livelihoods were underpinned by
both agriculture and access to forest products. By defining forests as
a distinct category that could be managed as a separate territory the
colonial powers created the discursive means by which denying people
access to ‘their’ forests could be legitimated.
Peluso and Vandergeest (2001) contributed a Foucauld-inspired
analysis of late colonial Indonesia, Malaysia and Thailand. They referred to the ‘political forest’, which they described (and critiqued) as
follows:
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Transporting sawn timber in Bey, January 2008.

‘Forest land’ became land that was either demarcated by the
state for permanent reservation or that land that was claimed
by the state. Not all forest cover was included in the area allocated for state forestry, nor was all state forest land actually
forested (Peluso & Vandergeest, 2001:801).
Counterpart to the idea of the political forest was their conception
of Customary Rights which they argued led to a racialization of the
landscape and “allowed state actors (especially the foresters) to appear
generous in conceding access” (2001:765). The category ‘forests’ had
been “produced through normalising discourses rather than simply as
a biological or universal category” (2001:766).
Bryant (1997:15) cited literature claiming that pre-colonial states
had been defined by their centres rather than their perimeters, so that
the way of imagining the colonial state enabled new ways of approaching forests as “fuzzy frontiers were replaced by carefully defined borders sanctioned by international law (itself a European creation)”.
Bottomley made a similar case for the way in which the idea of the
nation-state and the nation building project of the Khmers legitimated
the increasing Khmer and state control of the forests of what is now
northeast Cambodia. Describing the post-independence paternalism
towards the ethnic “minorities” of the northeast she argued that:
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Although clothed in the language of welfare, these polices
were obviously assimilatory in nature and demonstrated the
desire of the state to create a homogenous and ordered nation
(2002:590).
The attitudes towards the native ethnic minority people of the northeast are clearly prefigured by French colonial attitudes towards shifting cultivators. Cleary (2005) noted the messianic zeal with which
colonial officials in Indochina approached the destruction of swidden
livelihoods, quoting as typical one who wrote
...it would be a matter of the greatest glory for our nation to be
able to lead these benighted natives to a more rational use of
their resources through the application of science (2005:272).
The language of this ‘civilising mission’ to both save the forests from
the shifting cultivators, and to save the shifting cultivators from
themselves, was of course the precursor to leasing forest to favoured
companies who would then ‘scientifically’ cut down trees and provide
revenue to the colonial state.
The point here is not that there was never any dispute regarding issues of forest management. Cleary documented a 1936 Forest Officer’s
report which alleged that only one in eight of the fires in one region
were started by shifting cultivators, and that plantation owners had
actually been encouraging burning and setting their own fires prior to
clearance and rubber planting (2005:274). The point is rather that the
terms of the argument were such that colonial officers found ways to
rationalise the exploitation of forests and to displace forest people in
terms that reinforced colonial practice.
A final point from the constructivist perspective is that “tropical
rainforest” remains a vigorously contested term. Stott (1999:5) argued with some vehemence that “calls for the tropical rain forest to be
preserved are founded on the implied presumption that the people
living in tropical regions are merely there to protect a western construct. This denigrates their rights and dehumanises them”. He challenged the notion that “tropical rainforests” are any more “bio diverse”
than, for example, savannah lands, or that their influence on oxygen in
the atmosphere or on global warming are significant compared with
other factors such as two hundred years of industrialisation. He concluded with a plea that:
	 Stott’s status as a political ecologist must be severely open to question. Whilst
he collaborated with Bryant and Rigg to write political ecology (see above), he
appears subsequently to have established himself as a populist critic of political
ecology, for instance (Stott, 2006) in a blog criticising Walker’s (2006) article.
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We must strive even more to ensure that the systems replacing the trees are truly productive and flexible systems, fully
adapted to an ever-changing, unstable, non-equilibrium world
(1999:46).
It is, in other words, deeply problematic to talk in terms of ‘conserving’
anything as inherently dynamic as ecologies or livelihoods.

Research Areas
A special edition of Global Ecology and Biogeography Letters in 1993
focused on the Political Ecology of Southeast Asia’s forests and was coedited by Bryant, Rigg and Stott. In their introduction they explained
that political ecology embraced different social and ecological scales
and they suggested three particular research areas (1993:102).
1. Research into contextual sources of environmental change, which
examines the general ecological impacts of the state, interstate
relations and global capitalism.
2. Location specific aspects of ecological change, which particularly
studies conflict over access to environmental resources in order to
provide insights into how contextual actors impinge on specific
socio-economic conditions and relationships. (Here they particularly stress the importance of documenting the resistance of relatively powerless poor peasants and shifting cultivators as they fight
to protect the foundations of their livelihood).
3. Political impacts of environmental change: to what extent are environmental costs borne by socially disadvantaged groups, and how does
this unequal burden affect existing socio-economic inequalities.
These themes are clearly relevant to the lines of enquiry that I am following in Bey, although the research into ‘contextual sources’ promises
to be challenging (see Cleary, 2005 below), and will be contingent on
the quality of relations I can build with key ‘contextual actors’, as well
as on other, complementary research.

The Political Ecology of Forestry in Burma
Although only just within the region, and despite being primarily a
national level study, Bryant’s (1997) study of the political ecology of
forestry in Burma is probably the major academic work that addresses
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forest issues in southeast Asia in an explicitly political ecology frame.
The study examines forest politics during the period 1826-1994 and is
structured around what Bryant refers to as three “key notions”, namely:
•
•
•

Forests as a contested resource
The Forest Department as a Resource Manager
Conflicting Perceptions of Forest Use

During the early colonial period, from 1824, there was a laissez-faire
approach to forestry strongly influenced by liberal thinkers in Britain.
This tended to allow unrestricted access to forests, (and apparently
fewer resource conflicts), but resulted in the rapid disappearance of
the resource (the Tenasserim teak forests near the coast) and the
conversion of the land to agriculture. In response to this, and under
the influence of French and German forestry in Europe, the colonial
State established the Forestry Department in 1854, which became a
proponent of scientific forestry.
Bryant makes clear that there was contestation during and after colonial rule, both within the Forestry Department and between the
Forestry Department and other elements of the state. Scientific forestry was concerned principally with managing the forests such that
logging revenues would be both sustained and maximised in the longer
term. Alongside this, but always subsidiary, was a sense that the Forestry Department should be a guardian of the forests and preserve
their variety. The interests of scientific forestry have always, however,
been in conflict with the priorities of actors who are interested in
maximising their short-term gains. These conflicts continued up to
the time of Bryant’s writing when the Forestry Department found itself in conflict with, on the one hand, shifting cultivators and on the
other hand with the illegal logging of the underpaid members of the
Forestry Department itself and (on a much grander scale), of the army.
Indeed, Bryant’s analysis is that as Burma opens up to the international economy “its leaders are following in the footsteps of their counterparts in Thailand, the Philippines, Malaysia and Indonesia who have
profited immensely from ‘crony capitalism’” (1997:188).
	 The library has yet to yield me a copy of Nancy Peluso’s landmark “Rich Forests
Poor People”.
	 The concept of the ’land manager’ was pioneered by Blaikie and has been
central to the way in which political ecology has analysed the nature/society
interface (cf Watts 2000). It is interesting that here the role is ascribed to a state
institution rather than to an individual farmer or to a group.
	 In particular the State Timber Board which was created after Independence and
left the Forest Department with a more conservation-oriented agenda by default.
	 At the time of the study there were approximately 2.6 million shifting cultivators in Myanmar’s remote forests (1997:183).
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The role of the peasantry in forest conflicts was consistently framed
by Bryant in terms of Scott-style ‘resistance’. One implication of this
was that peasant farmers were much better equipped to ‘resist’ conservation rules than they were to resist the destruction of the forest
(1997:9-10). Bryant’s concern with ‘conflicting perceptions of forest
use’ was principally to illustrate the way in which a professionalized
Forest Department has been able to deploy a discourse which implicitly denigrated the peasantry and drew a veil over the political nature
of the decisions that are taken over the forests and the people who
have lived there (1997:213-4), making scientific forestry “a highly paternalistic but useful justification for British rule” (1997:213).

Thai Experience
Lohmann (1993) and Rigg (1993) presented analyses of forest-farmer
interaction which have much in common. Rigg explained how farmers’s worlds had been transformed as Thailand was no longer a land
of forests, and that the “forested land that used to surround every
community has been encroached upon and eroded” (1993:285). This
picture of rural areas which are now either bereft of forest or contain
only forest greatly depleted in available resources is one which would
ring true in almost all of lowland Cambodia.
Lohmann explained that migration to the forest frontier had long
been a feature of rural life in Thailand and that “villagers have traditionally tended to migrate in groups in order to be able to pool their
agricultural labour”, and argued that over time villagers had covered
ever larger distances in order to colonize forests (1993:181). He reasoned that the pressure to migrate had not come from simple ‘Malthusian’ population pressure and argued that the pressure pushing Thai
villagers to colonise forests had “to a large degree been a result of mutually beneficial deals Thai elites have created with foreign commercial
and military powers” (1993:181-2). Included in these were:
•
•
•

trade concessions given to the British which gave them control over
the central alluvial plains in return for not colonizing Thailand
the decision in the early twentieth to invest in railways rather than
irrigation (prioritising the infrastructure for forest exploitation
over the infrastructure for agricultural improvement)
enclosure of forests as part of both export generation policies and the
prioritising of a domestic timber-consuming urban middle-class

In the process, forests were transformed from a commons into a scarce
national resource to be competed over. As a result, it became ‘rational’
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for villagers to cut down trees as part of this competition rather than
seeing someone else benefit from the destruction of the resource.
However, the picture that Lohmann paints is not one of peasants
acting in economically rational isolation. Rather, they are embedded in
patron-client networks that ensure that their participation in forest
clearance activities is on disadvantageous terms:
Since the 1960s merchants, millers, traders in forest products, timber companies, speculators and strongmen have encouraged and financed a large proportion of the settlers who have cleared forests in
the Eastern, Central, lower North and Northeast regions which are
then planted to maize, sugar cane, cassava, rubber and eucalyptus.
(1993:183)
These patrons have been neither generous nor trustworthy, lending
money at extortionate rates, using the migrating peasants to dislodge
any subsistence cultivators who are already present in the forest, and
then in time either forcing them out, or allowing Government crackdowns on peasant colonizers to force them out.
Lohmann similarly described the factors leading to ‘land deprivation’ causing migration to forests. He particularly argued that different
regimes of land rights in and of themselves were not sufficient to safeguard the interests of either lowland farmers or forest occupants. Generally, he found that wealthier better connected interests were able to
make best use (legally or otherwise) of tenure regimes.
Where others hold power over capital, crop choice, timing of ploughing and planting, legal resources and means of violence, titling programmes can easily even reduce land security by favouring investors
and speculators over ordinary villagers (1993:187).
Looking specifically at the role of the state employees involved in
forest management, he equated employment here as being roughly
equivalent to “lucrative concessions given to loyal clients of high status
rather than as guardians of lands in the ‘public’ interest” (1991:188).
In this regard he described the frustration of villagers who traditionally had only known two categories of land: family farms and forest
commons. They were at first bewildered by the creation of a third
category of ‘public’ land which excluded their presence, and then enraged by the turning over of this ‘public’ land to private companies.
This view of the practices of the state ‘resource manager’ is a valuable
antidote to any tendency to imagining that officials are in some way
embodiments of scientific forestry responding to an ideology rather
than the threats and opportunities of the political economy in which
they are embedded.
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The Political Ecology of Forest Exploitation in
Cambodia
Barney’s (2005) attempt to trace the links between Chinese purchasing
of timber products and the situation of Cambodia’s rural population
in and near forested areas provided an illustration of the difficulties in
constructing an empirical base for an analysis of the political ecology
of trade and forest livelihoods. The vast majority of Cambodian timber is harvested and exported illegally. The picture which he painted
is one of official policies and statistics that bear no relation to the
realities of forest management in Cambodia. As a result, he could only
produce the weakest of conclusions “it is likely safe to assume that
wood exports to the Chinese market have been accounting for impacts
upon local livelihoods and forests for some years” (2005:28).
Le Billon (2000), in common with Barney, constructed an analysis
that was significantly based on off the record, anonymous interviews,
appropriate in the light of the prominence of his deployment of the
theories of the public/hidden transcript and of the shadow state. He
noted similarity between forest exploitation in Cambodia and throughout the rest of Southeast Asia where logging “was politicized and sustained the power of the army and the political elite” while forest
dwellers were “progressively disempowered by large-scale commercial
logging resulting from foreign demand, from Japan in particular”
(2000:787). However, he looked at the specifics of the Cambodian
case in relation to its emergence from civil war, its rapid transition
from a planned to a market economy and the transition from international isolation to one where the politics of aid is prominent.
In this light he argued that the rapid ‘anarchic’ logging of the 1990s
should be seen less as ‘state failure’ than as characteristic of the workings of a ‘shadow state’ ... by which a political leadership manoeuvres
to assert its control over key resources, thereby transforming its position into effective power. The ‘shadow state’ is thus a domestic response to the political challenges and opportunities posed by multiparty democratic governance and the neo-liberal perspective of ‘government by the market’, in which ‘the market is viewed not merely as
a means of allocating goods and services but as a form of social regulation (Graf, 1995:141). Rather than opposing such a dominant paradigm, state actors seek to co-opt it, thereby benefiting from its financial
opportunities, including access to aid, while simultaneously reshaping
it into an instrument of power (2000:799)
Le Billon made the case (echoing Bryant’s findings in Burma) that
while the co-prime ministers of Cambodia were making illegal deals
with concessionaires and presiding over the ‘anarchic’ logging, there
were opportunities for poor people to get some share of the value in
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the commodity chain. When, in response to the demands of the international community, the government banned illegal logging and established new arrangements with concessionaires, the first consequence
was that “the most powerless illegal loggers were violently driven out
of the sector, becoming the first victims of legalization”. He furthermore argued that following the ban there was resistance from provincial authorities and various military and business interests which resulted in the renegotiation of patron-client networks:
The legalization therefore enabled Phnom Penh not only to further
its own personal interests but also to consolidate its power at the local
level by undermining ‘unruly clients’ (2000:801).
In northeast Cambodia the forested hills have long been home to
non-Khmer ethnic groups. National boundaries have arbitrarily separated them from their kinsfolk in Vietnam, Laos and Thailand. Bottomley (2002) described the intensive logging that began in Ratanakiri province during the 1990s and analysed highlander responses to
this through case studies of a Tampuon village and four Kreung villages located in three different districts. She drew a contrast between
newspaper reports that painted a picture to “fit in well with the idealized Western notion of formerly isolated people living in harmony with
nature and striving to save their ‘untouched’ forests from the destruction brought about by the industrializing, capitalist world” (2002:588)
and the local negotiations which “in many cases appear aimed not so
much as active resistance to stop the logging, but negotiation for a
share in the benefits of logging” (2002:595). Whilst she characterised
the responses as “the multifarious response of a differentiated subaltern group in which each acts for the sake of his or her own best interests” (2002:603), this was set in the context of the logging having
disrupted “the strong social cohesion traditionally demonstrated by
the Kreung and Tampuan” (2002:600) as new horizons, values and
conflicts were rapidly introduced. She also saw the situation as being
dynamic, and particularly drew attention to the possibility of a backlash against accommodations with the loggers as the ‘sporadic material
benefits’ failed to address the ‘need for long-term livelihood security’.
One consistency in all her case study villages was the dominance of
men in the responses to logging. Whilst traditional community meetings were held at village level in a village hall, with all residents participating, meetings with loggers were often held away from the village
at the commune office. Furthermore it was the younger Khmer-speaking village chiefs rather than the village elders who were invited to the
meetings. Women have rarely had the opportunity to learn Khmer,
and rarely have the time to travel to meetings. The loggers themselves
were men and tended to talk directly to the men in the village. Women
in the villages reported having some influence through conversations
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with their husbands about responses to loggers, but even then, when
there was a difference of opinion it was the male preference (for compensation paid in money rather than in timber) that prevailed.

Forests and ‘Development’: CBNRM
The project “Where Angels Fear to Tread” will in due course focus
on the reasons certain sorts of Development travel to certain sorts
of places. In the case of Bey, unsurprisingly, a Community Forestry
project is underway (see above). I have therefore taken the opportunity to look briefly at two articles concerned with community forestry:
one by Nancy Peluso looking at social forestry in Java, and the other by
Pierre Blaikie which though not related to Southeast Asia is relevant
both generally because it concerns the global reproduction of community-based natural resource management (CBNRM), and specifically
because it is written by one of the originators of the political ecology
school.
Peluso (1993) described the ‘contradictory mandates’ of the Java
State Forestry Corporation (SFC) and explained that revenue generation was always prioritised over the preservation of future forest resources and the provision of employment in forest villages. She described the political and economic pressures to over-harvest teak and
to convert forest to agriculture and concluded that this scientific forestry approach to forest management was ‘increasingly unsustainable’.
Her description of the social forestry project similarly highlighted a
convincing range of political and economic factors that have tended
towards it not meeting goals and therefore leaving in place the incentives for poor villagers to sabotage reforestation sites and steal teak to
survive (1993:155). Having convincingly concluded that the processes
that had led to those circumstances would continue to apply, she then
somewhat incongruously concluded on a note that seemed to disembed
social forestry from the ‘forestry-dependent political economy’ that
she had described by saying that if forest farmer groups were ‘given the
opportunity to participate’ they would make decisions that would favour local needs and benefit long-term production of trees.
Peluso’s final conclusion was possibly an assertion of theory over
practice, and it is this which was Blaikie’s (2006) theme. He argued
that CBNRM had been a success in the sense that it had reproduced
itself, but that it had failed in terms of achieving its stated objectives.
He argued that theory that focuses on the nature of the community
and the nature of the resource to be managed is less relevant than
theory that focuses on the nature of the relationship between international financial institutions and recipient countries and the nature of
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the state. Again, however, given what we have learned of the state in
relation to resource management, not least in relation to the neo-patrimonialism that he referred to (2006:1950), any prospect of success
would appear to lie more in hope than expectation.

Reflections and Ways Forward
The picture emerging from this literature is one where inter-national
comparisons within the region yield more similarities than differences.
The transformation that began in colonial times continues as global
capital and national political competition are relentless in continuing
a transformation of forest landscapes, and of rural people’s traditional
ways of living. With apparent inevitability, primary forest is replaced
by either plantations or agricultural land. If there is an economic surplus to be had, it is disproportionately taken by the powerful. The
poor find themselves at the margins of legality and often of economic
viability for as long as they attempt to maintain a forest-based livelihood. If there is any sort of conflict that is not one-sided, then it is
between the long-term and short-term interests of the state (or of the
individuals situated at the head of the state). In other words, there
appears to be a repeated re-working of the conflict between scientific
forestry and laissez-faire exploitation. Poor people’s ‘resistance’ shows
no sign of altering the march of history. On the other hand, neither
is it absolutely clear that the overall trajectories of change are either
unpopular or to the detriment of the poor in the region.
The sort of Development embodied in the community forestry approach which has the goal of preserving both environmental resources
and livelihoods appears to have little promise in these contexts. This
is clearly documented by both Blaikie and Peluso, who nevertheless,
presumably in the absence of any alternative, attempt to keep the door
open to its potential.
It is within this context that contest and opportunity in the village
of Bey must be understood. While the literature points out general
directions, the specifics of the situation in Bey are not rendered predictable. It appears that the forest will be converted to some form of
plantation or agricultural use, but which will it be? Will there be a
continuation of the apparently spontaneous migration by would-be
farmers, mediated by local authorities trading illegally in land, or will
an international concession be issued? How will the current inhabitants of Bey respond to the inevitable transformation of their social and
environmental context? Will they continue to feel that economic gain
is compensation for environmental loss? Will there be opportunity for
them to exercise (political) agency to influence their own situations,
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notwithstanding the structural constraints of ‘the forestry-dependent
regional and national political economy’? Will the attempt at CBNRM
bring benefits to anyone other than those who sponsor it? The answers
to these and other questions promise to lead, over the next three years,
to the constitution of a political ecology of the people and forests of
Bey village.
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A White Man’s Bush?
A Comparison of Socio-Politics in the
Creation of Kruger and Limpopo National
Parks
Anneli Ekblom & Michel Notelid

Abstract
This paper reflects on and reviews the socio-political discourse surrounding the
ongoing creation of Limpopo National Park, Mozambique. A comparison is made
with the creation of the neighbouring and now affiliated Kruger National Park
(KNP), South Africa, which took place in the early 20th century. Both areas
have been portrayed as depopulated wilderness areas, the same ‘modernisation’
discourse has been used to motivate the relocation of communities to outside the
parks and they are both part of a ‘nationalistic’ project, though the boundaries of
that nationalism has been redefined. The KNP history provides ample opportunity to study and the problems ecosystem management faces in when alienating
local communities and wider society. However concepts used, such as ‘wilderness
experience’, create an unfortunate and seemingly theoretical obstacle to ecological
co-management that is not very practical. It is argued that apart from learnt experience of nature conservation in KNP, there is still a lot to learn about sound ecological management. Concepts such as heterogeneity, adaptive management and
partnerships, embraced by present day management of KNP, should open up for a
more accommodative view on ecological co-management also in PNL, but this is
yet to happen. Meanwhile, people are now being relocated from PNL in what park
authorities claim is a voluntary resettlement but others claim to be coerced.

Introduction
Together the contributions in this book emphasise that nature and access to natural resources are highly politicized. There are few examples
that are more pedagogical than the construction and rhetoric around
the establishment of a natural park. The idea of natural parks stems
from the early 20 th century and it was taken for granted that parks – to
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be natural – had to be cleared of people. Traditionally the presence of
local communities has been seen as an obstacle to conservation ideals. Today there is another view concerning natural parks. The World
Conservation Union, IUCN, has formulated a number of resolutions
to strengthen community participation in conservation and against
displacement in nature conservation wheather economic or physical.
Other international organisations have formulated similar policies (see
review Cernea and Smith-Soltau, 2006; Krueger, 2009). Still, it seems
immensely difficult to accommodate the needs and wishes of local
communities in the conservation management and creation of natural
parks. Despite the resolve of organisations as IUCN, nature parks tend
to become exclusive in practice and lately there has been an expansion
of exclusionist parks (see Hutton et al., 2005, Cernea & Smith-Soltau,
2006). The question that arises from the shifting discourse on natural
parks is if it is at all possible to build parks that can accommodate local
communities? This given that natural parks have a tradition of embedded conflicts in their very ideology – being by definition colonial and
modernist projects.
This paper analyses and compares the socio-politics behind the construction of two parks in Southern Africa. One, the Kruger Park National Park (KNP), the ‘crown’ of natural parks in South Africa and the
other, the Mozambique Limpopo National Park (PNL), a park that is
under construction. The socio-politics involved in the construction of
KNP has to be studied in hindsight, as this origin of this park dates
back to 1902. The debates and rhetoric around the creation of PNL is
of acute relevance at the time this paper is being written. One could
potentially question the value of comparing these two parks. Surely the
conditions and socio-politics must be very different between the early
20 th century and today? There are in fact strong parallels between the
creation of KNP and PNL. As we will attempt to show here both areas
have been portrayed as depopulated wilderness areas, the same ‘modernisation’ discourse has been used to motivate the relocation of communities to outside the parks and they are both part of a ‘nationalistic’
project, though the boundaries of that nationalism has been redefined.
The analysis will not be based on primary sources but on available reviews of the socio-politics behind the creation of these two parks. Our
main interest here is to explore the similarities in the discourse when it
comes to rhetoric and decisions involved in the creation of these parks.
The aim of this paper is not to devalue the need for conservation. We
have been active, as paleoecologists and archaeologists, in both PNL
and KNP under the auspices of park management and are sympathetic
to their goals. We have, by working in PNL on history – a seemingly
innocuous but far from uncontentious field, been passively engaged in
the debate through talking with officials and rangers and others in-
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volved. We have also debated this issue with colleagues but have not
reached a consensus on the matter. Most agree that although KNP
today is a success there have been many mistakes made along the way.
KNP is still today trying to make amends for the long-term alienation
of the park from the majority of the population in South Africa. Border
communities have not been compensated nor have they recovered financially or socially. There is little direct benefit to these communities
from the park, and they are still denied access to the parks resources.
KNP today is actively and seriously engaged in remedying this situation
(Venter et al., 2008). But as we will argue here, on the other side of the
national border, and in collaboration with KNP, PNL is about to make
the same mistakes. The history of KNP provides important lessons for
the present day creation of PNL. We want to believe that conservation
without alienating local communities or large parts of the public is possible; that is the main motivation for this paper.

A Brief History of KNP
The socio-politics behind the creation of KNP has been excellently
analysed by Jane Carruthers in The Kruger National Park a Social and
Political History and we will briefly summarise her study here. KNP had
its origin in the proclamation of the Sabi game reserve and the establishment of the Singwitsi game reserve in 1902 (Carruthers, 1995:32).
The warden, Stevenson-Hamilton, created this early seed of what was
to become the great KNP (now equivalent of the size of Netherlands)
and soon obtained full authority of all administrative and legislative
functions of the park. Already in 1903 some 3000 people – local farmers, herders and hunters – were evicted from the embryonic KNP park.
At the same time the African residents that still remained in the park
were redefined as illegal squatters and therefore obliged to pay rent.
This came to be an important source of revenue for the park (Carruthers, 1995:43). In 1926 KNP was proclaimed a national park and its
importance grew with a rising South African nationalism (Carruthers,
1997). In 1948, with the election of the National Party, a full scale
apartheid was implented in South Africa. By this time KNP brought
in considerable revenues from visitors who were predominantly white.
Black people were encouraged to visit a smaller reserve situated in one
of the black homelands (but there was a separate rest camp for coloured and black people in KNP) (Mabunda et al., 2003, Carruthers,
1995:78). Today KNP is a big business, peak numbers reaching as high
as 1 million visitors per year (Freitag-Ronaldson & Foxcroft, 2003). It
is heralded as a park of the new South Africa for all South Africans.
The research facilities of KNP, that since the 1950s have been strong,
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Cattle under tree. Photo by the authors.

have been further strengthened. KNP researchers, employed by South
Africa National Parks (SANParks), are prominent in the ecological
field. A social ecology department was formed; its aim is to involve
surrounding communities more directly in management and in what
is referred to as ‘partnerships’ (Mabunda et al., 2003, Pollard et al.,
2003). Restitutive land claims (c. 45 % of the present day KNP area)
are being processed in court. The northernmost Pafuri triangle, which
was incorporated into KNP in the 1960s, has been partially handed
over to the Makuleke community who have agreed not to resettle
there but are now co-managing the area with KNP as a game park
(Pollard et al., 2003; Venter et al., 2008). As elsewhere in South Africa, reform after 1994 has led to a shared representation of white and
black South Africans in park management (Mabunda et al., 2003).
The park is open to all, arranges trips for schools in the vicinity and
provides budget alternatives for overnight visitors. A lot of time and
energy is spent on public outreach to various groups including border
communities, South African nationals in general, and public interest
groups such as animal rights groups (Venter et al., 2008).
Protection and conservation of wild life, much diminished at the end
of the 19th century, provided the main motivation for the establishment
of the park, but as Carruthers (1995) has shown, there were other
pressing needs (or rather ulterior motives). After the Transvaal Repub-
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lic came under British colonial rule, legislation was introduced that, for
the first time, gave both black and white African landowners hunting
privileges. This was much to the dismay of the white landowner organisations of the Transvaal. The rhetoric of these organisations, as well
as game protection organisations, was that indigenous hunting was a
serious threat to wildlife populations and needed to be regulated. However in the same breath these organisations also stressed that if local
communities were allowed to subsist on hunting, they would be reluctant to engage in the labour market (see discussion below). There was
also a clash between the interests of the Boer population, many of
whom were dependent on hunting both for subsistence and trade, and
those of the ‘sportsmen’ who killed for sport, but regarded killing for
food or commercial value as immoral and cruel (Carruthers, 1995:27,
31). The embryonic KNP was protected from subsistence and commercial hunting, but hunting was initially intended to be allowed for
sportsmen. The strongest advocates of reserving land for the protection
of wild life were in fact the organisations of hunters who regarded
themselves as sportsmen and whose expeditions tended to take a staggeringly large toll on wildlife (see Carruthers, 1995:10, Adams & McShane, 1992). Thus the original idea of conservation was not the complete protection of wildlife in the form of sanctuaries but rather as
hunting parks for the privileged. Stevenson-Hamilton, however, strongly argued for, and managed to implement, full protection of wild life –
including from the privileged (Carruthers, 1995:37, 40).
Throughout the history of KNP what was regarded as worthy of protection has been a subject of debate. In the very beginning of KNP’s
history many species, such as hyena and even lion, were regarded as
vermin and killed by park rangers. This practice was gradually abandoned from the 1920s (Carruthers, 1995:65). Through the years, KNP
has seen considerable manipulation of the ‘wilderness’, such as the regulation of wildfires: first by attempting to exclude them and then after
several disastrous fires, by preventive burning in fire blocks (Mabunda
et al., 2003). The scarcity and irregularity of water resources was
amended through the drilling of boreholes (Mabunda et al., 2003). The
result of these interventions and regulations was that vegetation became
degraded. Since the 1990s a more flexible approach that incorporates
natural variability has been the norm and the boreholes are now being
closed (van Wilgen et al., 2003, Gaylard et al., 2003, see below). The
physical environment of KNP has probably never been as manipulated
and ‘unnatural’ as it was between the 1930s and 1990s. Still the KNP
has throughout its history been the symbol of wilderness, an image that
was actively manipulated by KNP administration. For instance, black
construction workers or service personal were not allowed to use the
roads for transport, but had to keep out of sight of visitors (Carruthers,
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1997). The many archaeological and rock art sites in KNP were a well
kept secret and have only recently been included in tours for visitors.

The History of PNL
PNL was proclaimed in 2001 as part of the Great Limpopo Transfrontier Park, a collaboration between Mozambique, South Africa and Zimbabwe that will encompass in total 36,000 km2 including KNP, PNL
and the Gonarezhou Park (Zimbabwe). PNL has a close partnership
with KNP and SANParks. In colonial days PNL was reserved as a hunting district, Coutada 6, but had no centralised ecological management.
During the Mozambique civil war, 1980-1992, the PNL area was largely
abandoned by local communities. Much fighting between the government Frelimo forces and Renamo guerrillas (supported by the apartheid
government of South Africa) took place in the area and most residents
fled to South Africa where they formally became illegal immigrants.
The self-governing homelands bordering KNP, however, allowed them
to settle and KNP authorities pretty much looked the other way when
it came to Mozambican refugees trespassing through the park (Rogers,
2009). Mines were laid in large parts of the area that make up PNL
(cleared in the early stage of park development) and soldier bands effectively killed most of the wild stock in the area (Rogers, 2009). Local
residents have since moved back to the area, and there has also been a
large repatriation programme funded by the UN (Rogers, 2009).
The park has, in its initial phase, been managed by a Project Implementation Unit staffed by the Peace Parks Foundation, a non profit organisation (http://www.peaceparks.org), in cooperation with the Mozambique government and with financial support from the German
Development Bank and the Agence Française de Développement. From
2010 full responsibility of management is supposed to be phased over
to the Mozambique government. Areas with different levels of development have been defined by PNL. A high density wildlife zone
stretches from KNP to-and-along the Shingwedzi River, now the home
of 6,500 people, making up about 1 200 families in eight–ten villages.
In this section there will also be infrastructural development orientated
towards tourists. Tourism is essential to the park as it will have to be
self-sufficient, as it receives no governmental bursaries (Rogers, 2009).
Beginning in 2002 the fences between KNP and PNL were gradually
taken down, leading to the restocking of PNL. The remaining part of
the park will be a low intensity wildlife zone with a low degree of development and tourism (www.Limpopon.gov.mz).
Milgroom and Spierenburg (2008) present a detailed analysis of the
politics and discourses around the creation of the PNL park and much
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Painted huts near Shingwedzi. Photo by the authors.

of what will be discussed here is based on their analyses. In the early
days of planning different alternative models for the organisation of
the park were discussed, but because both KNP and Gonarezhou were
national parks with maximum conservation, the same model was chosen for PNL. Following this model was also a counter-demand posed
by KNP for the transference of wildlife to PNL. The proclamation of
PNL as a natural park has great bearing on the future of resident communities. It gives wildlife in the area full protection status. In 2001
hunting by local communities was prohibited and the use of certain
forest resources for commercial purposes was regulated. Mozambican
law gives natural parks the highest protection status, making residency
in a national park illegal. In practice, other national parks in Mozambique do have resident local communities. In PNL, the resolve SANParks and Peace Parks Foundation has been to “remove all human barriers… so that animals can roam freely” (quote in Milgroom & Spierenburg, 2008). Therefore in 2003 it was decided by park management to
offer the possibility of relocation to the 6,500 inhabitants in the main
wildlife zone. This process has been described somewhat differently
by the park management itself and others who have critically reviewed
this process, such as Milgroom and Spierenburg (2008) and Rogers
(2009). From the PNL website (www.Limpopon.gov.mz), the decision to relocate people and the agreement of the local communities to
actually relocate would seem to have been a smooth process. Local
communities were offered equivalent land outside the park, financial
aid in the actual process of physical relocation and promises of better
access to hospitals, schools etc. were made. The park itself also promised new job opportunities for many. Care has been taken to follow the
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proper procedure of voluntary resettlement, as formulated by the
World Bank and through community participation (Huggins et al.,
2003). However, Milgroom and Spierenburg (2008), who have analysed this process from reports and assessments along the way and
from interviews of both park officials and community individuals,
argue that the process has been contentious from the start and that
what is now called voluntary resettlement is in fact induced volition. In
2002, when initially offered the possibility of relocation, the majority
of communities declined (see below), but by 2007, most communities
had agreed. Local communities had by then already felt the impact of
wildlife in their daily lives. Elephants were eating the crops in the
fields, cases of lions slaying cattle were reported, women became increasingly scared of tending to their far-off fields or of collecting wild
fruits in certain areas, and household economies were affected by the
enforcement of the ban on hunting. Milgroom and Spierenburg (2008)
argue that communities were also realising that they would eventually
be forced to move in any case and previous experience had shown that
it was better to take the option of voluntarism, as there would then be
financial aid for the inevitable relocation. Whether, voluntary or forced,
the decision that all 6,500 individuals along the Shingwedzi river will
be relocated has been taken, resettlement programmes have been formulated and decided upon, and relocation has begun, although it remains to be fully realised (www.Limpopon.gov.mz). The remaining
20,000 people within the park borders, are not living in the main
wildlife zone and there are, at the present, no plans of resettlement.

The Rhetoric of Building a Park
We will begin with reviewing the main themes in the rhetoric of creating KNP and PNL parks to show how they are similar even though 100
years have passed in between. We also want to show how the concepts
used may in fact act as a theoretical, though not necessarily practical,
obstacle to an alternative view of park development and wildlife-people interactions.

Protection of Nature
As stated above the main reason for the establishment of the KNP
in the beginning of the 20 th century was the protection of wildlife.
Wildlife numbers were severely diminished in the region. There were
many reasons for this including commercial hunting by white and
black hunters stimulated by global market demands, epidemics, the
big and many leisure safaris and expansion of industry and farming
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which created less space for wildlife (Carruthers, 1995:10-11, Carruthers et al., 2008). Hunting by black Africans was portrayed as the
big threat and culprit. However, commissions of enquiry by the British
colonial authorities in the early 1900s, which were demanded by the
wildlife protection organisations, failed to demonstrate that hunting
by black African communities was detrimental to wildlife populations. Even Stevenson-Hamilton voiced the opinion that black African
hunters were by far less detrimental to wildlife than white hunters
(Carruthers, 1995:31, 43). A whole array of opinions concerning the
need to protect wildlife against the black African hunter were voiced,
including the notion that black African hunting methods were particularly cruel (see Carruthers, 1995:91). In any case, in the beginning of
the 20 th century the displacement of people or prohibition of local
communities from using resources was never an item of debate, since
nature conservation precluded the presence of people.
By comparison, the creation of PNL is similarly motivated by the
need to extend wildlife sanctuaries, a matter which is no less pressing
today than at the turn of the century. Overall, wildlife has increased in
southern Africa but exists now mainly in reserves and protected areas
(Carruthers et al., 2008). In KNP some species, for instance elephant
populations, are overstocked and a larger conservation area, as that
provided by the PNL, would solve the elephant problem without culling. Furthermore many large mammals prefer large areas for migratory
movements, something which is not possible with small conservation
areas. Another motivation for maintaining large wildlife populations is
the sustainability of each species since large populations create a large
gene-pool and fewer problems from inbreeding. All these arguments
are highly relevant. However, it cannot be automatically assumed that
resident local communities will be a threat to the goals of wildlife
conservation. As we will show below, we believe that a lack of understanding of the long-term socio-environmental history of this area is
partly to blame for the assumption that wildlife cannot co-exist with
people. Indeed a PNL official has stated that part of the reason for the
conflicts between local communities and wildlife have arisen in the
park is that “people are not used to living with wild animals” (quote in
Rogers 2009).

The Idea of Wilderness
When conservation measures in southern Africa emerged in the beginning of the 20th century there was very little knowledge of the
social and cultural history of the region. Indigenous farming and iron	 Similar arguments are heard today amongst PNL rangers who put confiscated
traps from local hunters on display.
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working in southern Africa, now dated back to the early first millennium AD (Mitchell, 2003), was believed to be contemporary with the
18th century establishment of the Boer population in the Cape. Thus
large parts of southern Africa were considered to have been either
wilderness areas or recently occupied wilderness areas that could be
returned to their original state. This was particularly the case for the
KNP which was described as a “tract of country, which is, has always
been, and always must remain, of no practical value or utility to man”
(Chapman 1900 in Carruthers, 1995:33). Though this area was not
settled by white communities, it was well populated by farmers, herders and hunters. The communities of both KNP and PNL supported
an extended network of trade that stretched from the interior to the
Indian Ocean and beyond since the late first millennium AD. Paleoecological work has shown that domestic cattle have probably been
present in the area since 800 AD (Ekblom and Gillson, in press a, in
press b). Large scale, even near industrial, iron and copper production
was taking place from around the same time (van der Merwe & Scully,
1971). Thulemela, a settlement near Pafuri, is estimated to have had a
population of 3,000 individuals in the 17th century (Steyn et al., 1998,
Meskell, 2007). These communities were highly involved in the ivory
trade and responsive to the changing demands on the global market
(Eldredge, 1995; Liesegang, 1987). Thus, far from being a wilderness
area, this was very much a cultural landscape, transformed by people
with traditional forms of environmental management in place (Ekblom & Notelid, in prep.). This is a perspective that conservationists
may not be comfortable with. In the Kruger Experience publication,
written by KNP and SANpark researchers or scientists involved in
KNP conservation, this is pointed out by several authors (for instance
Scholes et al., 2003 and Freitag-Ronaldson & Foxcroft, 2003). Still the
KNPs mission statement lists amongst its aims the intent to maintain
and provide human benefits “…in a manner which detracts as little as
possible from the wilderness character of the Kruger National Park” (in
Mabunda et al., 2003). Wilderness, as will be clear from the above, is
a problematic term to use in a mission statement in that wilderness
is in the eye of the beholder. In KNP, despite, or maybe precisely because of, the fact that black African communities were resident in the
area (3,000 of whom were evicted by Stevenson-Hamilton in 1903),
wilderness first had to be (re)constituted as an idea (for instance by
stressing this was a depopulated area) and then in practice (by evicting
people) to motivate the conservation of ‘wilderness’ in the form of
nature conservation.
Parallels can be made with the way PNL is portrayed today in the
popular media. Rogers (2009) gives several examples of how the PNL
area is repeatedly launched as a wilderness area and a quick search on
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KNP waterhole. Photo by the authors.

Google will confirm this. KNP may today, for a nature lover or an
eco-tourist, seem far too civilised for it is criss-crossed by tar roads and
it is rare not to see another car on the road. PNL therefore has the lure
of ‘true wilderness’ and may either attract tourists that would never
conceive of going to KNP or others that have been to KNP but want
another type of ‘wilderness experience’. The importance of strengthening or, as we would prefer, creating the wilderness character of the
park specifically to attract tourism and upmarket development, has
therefore been stressed in management plans of PNL (DNAC, 2003;
in Milgroom and Spierenburg, 2008, see also discussion on the PNL
resettlement programme in Rogers, 2009). This must also be taken
into account when it comes to the decision to relocate villages in what
is to be the main tourist and wildlife zone. ‘Wilderness experience’
apparently precludes the presence of people other than tourists and
people working for their benefit.
Again, we believe that the portrayal of this area as wilderness is
possible only because of the general lack of knowledge of the culturehistorical time depth of this landscape. But, there was also, at the time
the general plans for PNL park were drawn up, little awareness of the
temporary displacement of people caused by the civil war or that they
would want to go back. This was despite the fact that there was an
ongoing repatriation programme under the UN. As in the KNP case, it
seems that this was considered to be a depopulated area. Both Mill-
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grom and Spierenburg (2008) and Rogers (2009) show that in the
beginning of the park project there was little realisation that there
could be a potential conflict between local communities and wildlife.

The Need of Modernisation
When reading the socio-political history of KNP the modernist discourse is a reoccurring theme. In the beginning of the 20 th century
subsistence farming and hunting were seen as an obstacle to economic
and industrial development. Growing industrialization, including industrial cultivation and the mining industry, was crying for labour.
The whole of southern Mozambique was used a recruiting ground
for the South African mining industry and the resistance of African
communities in South Africa to engage in the labour market was a
standing complaint from the industry (Harries, 1981; First, 1983).
The displacement when it comes to use of resources that conservation
measures brought was seen as a way to coerce people into the labour
market. Thus, the labour problem was from the onset intimately associated with conservation. In 1903 game protection association for
instance stated that: “…the destruction of game by the natives…enables
a large number of natives to live by this means who would otherwise have
to maintain themselves by labour (in Carruthers, 1995:31). The KNP
warden, Stevenson-Hamilton (in Carruthers, 1995:42) commented in
1902 on the debates in Johannesburg newspapers claiming that much
of the voiced concern on the mistreatment of the natives in fact had
its origin in the need for labour and masked the wish of industry to
advocate compulsory labour. Indeed industry and capitalist farms surrounding KNP frequently voiced frustration over the fact that KNP
did not better enforce the prohibition against communities living in
the park, as these illicit residents would otherwise be available for labour (Carruthers, 1995:58).
In the discourse surrounding the resettlement of PNL communities
today the resettlement programme is presented as a development opportunity. As an official of PNL stated in a community meeting:
“Families in this area can never rely on farming [alone] to escape from
poverty: the soils are poor and the semi-arid climate guarantees that yields
from agriculture will always be low (in Millgrom and Spierenburg,
2008). Indeed families in this area have not relied solely on farming as
hunting and wild resources are an important part of household economy. Only as the park imposes a ban on hunting by local communities
do they become solely dependent on farming. Thus, it appears that the
main motivation advanced to induce people to move is that ‘you are so
poor anyway’. But it may be precisely for that reason many people are
reluctant to move – they can simply not afford the danger of being
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Mavodze children. Photo by the authors.

worse off. The issue of labour has also been raised. An official of PNL
stated that “people will learn that it is better to have a job than cattle” (in
Millgrom & Spierenburg 2008). However contrary to the industrial
boom in the early 20 th century the opportunities for labour in the area
at present are scant. It is automatically assumed that, with the development of the park, there will be infrastructural development and
private investments that will create ample job opportunities for local
communities. To quote the PNL webpage: “Fundamental to the concept
of Limpopo National Park, is the requirement that it contributes to the
welfare of the people of Mozambique”. However such developments often
bring little actual benefits to local communities as can be shown from
other places in the world (see discussion below).

Nationalism and Pan-Africanism
KNP emerged in tandem with a growing Afrikaner and white South
African nationalism, and maybe as part of this a growing longing for
wilderness landscapes (Carruthers, 1995:48; Carruthers, 1997). The
South African white population romanticized the pioneering days of
the first Boers and the wilderness areas that they were assumed to
have encountered. The fact that, at the time of the Vortreeker migrations, many of these areas were well populated had, it seems, been
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ominously forgotten. After 1994 KNP was given another role – to
bolster the pride of the new rainbow nation of South Africa. Now
cultural heritage management programmes in KNP were initiated to
explore and display the long history of settlement in the park (see
Meskell, 2007 for a review of the much acclaimed but unfortunately
misconstrued cultural heritage management project at Thulamela and
the discourse around it). This work is still ongoing and guided tours to
the many archaeological sites are planned by KNP authorities.
The same kind of nationalistic rhetoric that was part of the creation
of KNP is in place when it comes to PNL, though the boundaries of
that nationalism have shifted. The Transfrontier Park, encompassing
three African countries, has been advanced as “a new era when we will
bring down the colonial fences which divided our nations” (quote from
Thabo Mbeki 2006 in Rogers, 2009). Thus, as pointed out by Rogers
(2009), PNL and the Transfrontier Park are part of an African renaissance and a new pan-African nationalism.
It is difficult to dismiss the potential importance of strengthening
such a pan-African identity when it comes to fostering regional political stability and economic strength. But, as the history of many countries and regions shows, nationalism and related discourse (i.e. we are
the same and we want the same things) may also act as a brewing pot
for new conflicts motivated precisely out of the same discourse (i.e. we
are not the same and we do not want the same things). In any case,
though we are ambivalent about the need for ‘pan-Africanism’ many
individuals in PNL would argue that they are now being excluded from
the pan-African project.

The Question of Nature as a Common Heritage
To Stevenson-Hamilton, wildlife was a heritage and as such the property, not only of the region and its people, but of the British empire as
a whole (Stevenson-Hamilton 1903 in Cauthers, 1995:37). Today the
preservation of wildlife is seen as an issue which concerns all of humanity and its future. Nature conservation finds a political and moral
force in the fact that the effect of biodiversity loss is democratic – like
global warming it affects us all. The global community has resolved
to preserve wildlife and vegetation through a democratic process in
which most countries have been involved and, at least ideally, through
democratically elected officials. In that sense all people and future
people, have a stake in PNL.
	 See also Hughes, 2005 for an analysis of ex-European communities residing in
southern Africa, and their need of re-identification in the process of nationalism
and pan-Africanism. Hughes argues that nature-conservation plays an important part in defining a new role for the Euro-Africans in Africa.
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It has been repeated many times that global gains in conservation
invariably have local costs (Cernea & Schmidt-Soltau, 2006) and this
is perhaps something that has to simply be accepted. The democratically elected officials of the Mozambican government have resolved to
make this into a national park, and knowing the legislation of their
country, they also know what this will mean for the local communities
in the park. In this case national gains (tourism, tax revenues from
tourism, investments, infrastructural etc.) have been weighed against
potential losses to local communities (in the sense of economic and
physical displacement and, not the least, emotional ties to the land). It
is assumed that the park will be a win-win situation for all. Job opportunities will emerge out of the park, and there will be infrastructural development. Yet, at the time of elections in 2004, the Mozambique government was reluctant to talk about re-settlement publicly
(Milgroom & Spierenburg, 2008). Thus, even if the government is
convinced that this is a good idea, they seem to be concerned that their
voters might not agree.

Old and New Conservation vs. Community Conflicts
The history of KNP is full of conflicts of interest, not only between
former resident communities and border communities but also between conservationist and other interest groups such as sports hunters,
white farmers, capitalist farming ventures, mining companies, and recently forestry in the larger catchment of the KNP Rivers. The process
of evicting people from KNP was also not as smooth as it might be
assumed. In 1952 a member of the national parks board voiced his
concern when it came to the eviction of the Makuleke community
saying “…It is obvious that Pafuri is better agriculturally than the dry
piece of grazing land we are offering in exchange…frankly, I foresee in this
gain of today, if we aquire the Pafuri, the future germ of destruction of the
whole park (Van Graan in Carruthers, 1995:98). Throughout time,
a lot of resources from KNP authorities have been spent to protect
its borders against neighbouring communities (in many cases former
inhabitants of the park), and/or residents of the apartheid homelands
who, understandably, felt completely alienated from the park (Pollard et al., 2003). The alienation of the majority of the South African
population from the park and the bad blood caused by its imperialist
attitude towards its illicit inhabitants and surrounding communities
was close to causing its closure in the early days of the ANC government. Some officials voiced the opinion that the park, due to its legacy,
should be closed altogether (Carruthers, 1995:90). In this case the
comparison with PNL might seem far fetched. One problem with the

107

A White Man’s Bush?

history of South Africa is that, with the National Party and apartheid, socio-political class was so clearly based on colour. Thus it might
seem that this situation is irrelevant for Mozambique, which has a
completely different colonial history and a very different post colonial
history (being a people’s republic governed by a socialist party). But
if we disregard the colour divide, we can see that KNP for a long time
was exclusively designed first for the very privileged, and then for the
upper middle class. In the same way PNL is quite explicitly marketed
toward upmarket tourism. Thus while KNP is now making amends for
its colonial history (see Mabunda et al., 2003), which has cost KNP
considerably – not in financial revenues – but in public goodwill, PNL
is in the process of repeating the same type of mistake.
It is also easy to forget that, although there has been a physical fence
between KNP and what is today PNL, this has not been a social boundary in that the same families have lived near and moved across this
border since before the creation of KNP and throughout the time the
KNP has existed. Rogers (2009) shows how, for instance, Mozambicans have manipulated the regulations of KNP authorities to their
advantage when it comes to labour migration to South Africa. Thus,
in effect many families in PNL have a long experience in dealing with
park authorities. On the one hand they have learnt to negotiate their
lives in relation to park authorities but on the other they have also
learnt that a natural park means restrictions on their daily lives, and
that the positive outcomes of such parks may not be felt by surrounding communities. Hence, the previous experiences of a natural park
amongst PNL residents may make them reluctant to the very idea (see
also Rogers, 2009).
The PNL village communities, far from being a unanimous group,
represent individual opinions when it comes to the pros and cons of
the park and to resettlement. Some are positive about the developments it can bring in terms of infrastructure and job opportunities
(see for instance the interview with Daniel Cossene Ngovene, the
community leader of Chinhangane on the PNL webpage). Others are
sceptical about any actual benefits and whether these promised developments will be realized. Individuals who have high social status and
many cattle might be less likely to want to move than people that have
nothing to loose. Young people tend to regard the promises that resettlement offers, such as infrastructure development, as positive whereas the older generation could see it as a threat. Women might be more
	 By being caught as ‘trespassers’ in KNP, Mozambicans became registered. After
2 weeks of imprisonment in KNP, usually effected through working for the
park authorities, they could then work in South Africa legally for a period. The
labour carried out for the park authorities was usually referred to amongst to
Mozambicans as a form of tax or payment, similar to tribute paid to traditional
chiefs, for being able to work in South Africa (Rogers, 2009).
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inclined to see the benefits of proximity to healthcare than men etc.
(see Milgroom and Spierenburg, 2008 for interviews with different
interest groups). Likewise, ‘PNL authorities’ are not a homogenous
group, some rangers have family members living in the park and they
and other rangers, while loyal to the idea of the park, may have many
different opinions when it comes to how best to implement good management. Milgroom and Spierenburg (2008) also show that amongst
management, donors and politicians there are different opinions about
what constitutes good management and these opinions have changed
over time and in response to public reactions.
Many households in PNL have, in effect, already been forced to relocate several times in the last 20 years: 90% at least once (Refugee
Research Programme, 2002) because of the civil war or floods or
drought. There have also been a number of villagisation reforms (i.e.
the centralisation of homesteads into villages) so that 8.5% of the
households interviewed by the Refugee Research Programme (2002)
have had to relocate 3-4 times. Needless to say, with repeated government reforms, little help to rural communities from the outside when
it came to the civil war and the refugee situation, later repatriation
programmes and now resettlement programmes, people are weary of
moving and sceptical towards authorities.
The history of KNP, in which residents of PNL have been highly
involved, also shows the danger of local communities complying to the
demands of ‘modernisation’. In the beginning of the 20 th century both
industry and commercial large scale farming expanded rapidly in South
Africa creating smaller and smaller areas for wildlife. Ironically it was
precisely the ‘threat of modernisation’ (the need of which had been a
motivation for the displacement of local resident in the first place) that
provided the argument for strengthening conservation legislation favouring wilderness areas. Thus, this argument was used to motivate
the spatial extension of the embryonic KNP and promote its conversion to a national park leading to a further exclusion of local communities (Carruthers, 1995:56). However, the history of KNP has also
taught the uselessness of resisting. Carruthers (1995:65) points out
that the very resistance of local communities to park development, for
instance by poaching or encroaching on park land, in effect provided
efficient arguments for the park to expand onto new land and to consolidate enforcement.

	 In the interviews carried out by the Refuge Research Programme, Witwatersrand (2002) the interviewees that had heard of the park had been told that
they would benefit from it, but few believed that they would benefit from it
in reality. A relatively low percentage of field rangers had by that time been
recruited from local villages, which may have added to the scepticism.
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Learning from Experience?
Our experience from contacts with PNL park management is that they
are really trying to build a park by the book. They have commissioned
and funded a number of rural participatory appraisals and censuses
and accommodated all researchers, whether critical or not. Not being
financed by the Mozambique government, they are dependent on
external funding and revenue. As such they are also caught between
government, donors and commercial interests. Also there is truly a
conviction that this development will benefit local communities in the
long run. The problem in our view is not lack of good will but rather
the concepts that lie behind the conservation idea, some of which we
have discussed above. Concepts such as ‘wilderness experience’ create
an unfortunate and seemingly ‘theoretical’ obstacle to ecological comanagement that is not very practical when it comes to the implementation of ecological management.
In the past it was impossible to accommodate ecological co-management with ecological thinking, dominated as it was by the ideal of
stability in nature. However, the present day ecological thinking of
KNP and PNL could allow for a much more accommodative view on
actual community participation, in the sense of ecological co-management (not just, as in the Makuleke case, economic). Heterogeneity is
the ideal of ecological management today, inspired by resilience theory,
patch dynamics and complex systems theory (Venter et al., 2008). A
strategy of accommodating natural variability and adjusting intervention according to this variability is employed and is referred to as
‘adaptive management’ (Mabunda et al., 2003, Venter et al., 2008).
This means that there is a different philosophy of knowledge in the
sense that adaptive management is a continual process of learning and
learning by doing. This new approach to ecosystem management has
come as a hard learnt lesson, as centuries of trying to regulate nature
into a stable system has resulted in degradation and a brittle system
that is very sensitive to large scale natural irregularities, as was shown
during the 2000 floods (Venter et al., 2008). Today managers are trying to foster and maintain a heterogeneous landscape, i.e. a landscape
mosaic, to accommodate high biodiversity, the main goal of conservation. Herein, in our opinion, lies a potentially unifying concept for ecological co-management because it is precisely the everyday activities of
people – hunting, farming and clearing vegetation – that have contributed to shaping the heterogeneous landscape we are now trying to
safeguard. Conservation measures are not as foreign to local communities as authorities seem to think, and there are many signs in the landscape of such efforts (Ekblom and Notelid, in prep.). The closed Mopane shrub, the dominant vegetation of PNL, most probably much
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expanded due to the absence of residents during the civil war, must be
opened to allow for new species and new landscape types that can attract grazers. In effect the system of field and fallow does this well.
Patch burning is advanced by KNP management as the best way to
create vegetation mosaics, something which is in fact already practiced
by local farmers. Culling of animals is necessary in any natural park
when the population of a species reaches numbers that are too high.
Even though we understand that there are practicalities involved, such
as regulation and control (see below), we do not see the practical difference between community hunters and rangers doing the culling.
When reviewing the KNP history, it is clear that KNP management
has in effect been dependent on the labour of its illegal residents.
Rangers from local communities tended to be better in tracking and
capturing illegal hunters, even though they sometimes belonged to the
same community (Carruthers, 1995:43). However, the increased tensions created between KNP authorities and surrounding communities,
particularly during the heightened days of the apartheid struggle in
the 1990s, made KNP value staff of Mozambican origin in preference
to black South African nationals (Rogers, 2009). Today PNL is seriously understaffed, and constrained by a low budget for actual ecological management. PNL will in the future need the assistance of the
local communities around the park – alienation will not aid in the
resolution of this problem.
Illegal hunting is a problem that much occupies PNL rangers. What
is not realised perhaps to a wider audience is that illegal hunting,
poaching, can be very big business and as such a serious problem. Big
business poaching requires big business contacts outside the park, vehicles for transport and facilities for storing – all things that the PNL
residents do not have. In the area from which people are to be resettled, in August 2006 only one car was owned by local residents, and
there is no electricity and no coverage for cell phones. Subsistence
hunting, or hunting for sale to other community residents, is another
issue all together and cannot be handled the same way as big business
poaching. Rather local hunters would, if there were less alienation
between them and the park, be more likely to assist in the tracking of
non-community hunters or other local hunters that could potentially
threaten a good relationship with park management. An obstacle toward introducing hunting quotas for local hunters is the problem of
regulation and control and this is indeed a real problem, though not
insoluble.
There are increasing numbers of studies that question the ecological
and social rationale behind exclusive approaches to natural parks and
conservation (Springer, 2009). In 2002 the possibility that people
could remain in the main wildlife zone had not been discussed. When
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the Refugee Research Programme interviewed villagers in 2002, they
were asked their opinions on two options – relocation or fencing. 84 %
replied that they would refuse to move if forced and that fencing of
villages was not a viable option since they are dependent on river resources for their daily lives. Much to the surprise of the interviewers,
many households suggested a third option – they would prefer to stay
with the animals rather than to leave the land. There are foreseeable
problems with such an option and these have already been felt amongst
local communities as discussed above. However the Refugee Research
Programme report (2002) actually suggested that this was an option
that should at least be discussed. Hughes (2005), in discussing the
Transfrontier park idea and Gonarezhou National Park, suggested that
the collapse of tourism and poverty, which followed the tragic political
situation in Zimbabwe, induced encroachment by communities in
Gonarezhou National Park. Such situations provide conservation with
the chance to think anew and try to build a more viable type of conservation that does not exclude local communities.
In PNL, labour has been advanced by some (see quote by the PNL
official above) as the most viable solution to improve household economy. But labour has, since the end of the 19th century, been part of
household economy. Most, if not all, families have had members working in South Africa and this is still an option for families (although in
the 1990s made more difficult as South Africa closed its borders for
labour migration). Though migrant labour has been an integral part of
household economy, labourers kept coming back to their families and
settlements. Despite the memory of the atrocities of the civil war,
people now living in PNL came back from South Africa. According to
the Refuge Research Programme report (2002) 70 % of the villagers
interviewed stated that they came back to PNL because they wanted
to produce their own food. Many also resisted villagisation programmes
and their promised benefits by returning to their old homesteads (Milgroom and Spierenburg, 2008).
The promises of improvement in living conditions for local communities that have accompanied the establishment of national parks
often remain to be realised. Communities that were expelled from
KNP in course of the 20 th century have not recovered economically or
socially and now want restitution (Pollard et al., 2003). These needs
should not be dismissed as being solely based on the need of economic
restitution but go hand in hand with the need for psychological restitution, a process in which KNP is now highly active and taking responsibility (Venter et al., 2008). There are surprisingly few good quality
evaluations about the effects of resettlements in connection with natural parks (Brockinton and Igoe, 2005), but in general it seems that resettlement equals increasing impoverishment (Cernea & Schmidt-Sol-

112

A White Man’s Bush?

tau, 2005). The promised positive effects of national parks for local
communities are unlikely to come about unless a plan is formulated
that will make sure that local communities will benefit (such as in the
Makuleke case). At the time Milgroom and Spierenburg were writing
their paper in 2008 there was no formulated plan, apart from how to
organise the actual resettlement. However the PNL webpage has announced that Agence Française de Développement is supporting a
programme for the so-called support zone that aims to ensure tangible
benefits from the park to the surrounding communities (www.Limpopon.gov.mz).

Concluding Remarks: a White Mans Bush?
The local word ka-bosveld, used amongst communities in PNL in reference to areas of conservation, has, according to Rogers (2009), nothing
to do with preservation of nature – ntumbuluko – but translates as
‘bushveld’ and refers to fenced-off and white-owned land – a white
mans bush? The same way KNP was originally created for the privileged few, PNL is now orientated towards upmarket tourism (the logic
being that this will attract more investment). A posting on the PNL
website (www.Limpopon.gov.mz) announces that PNL has applied to
offer a trophy hunt of 35 leopards, all in accordance with the CITES
convention and following the model of CAMPFIRE in Zimbabwe.
The parallel with early 20 th century ‘hunting parks’ is thus not as far
fetched as one would first hope. Hunting by the local population is
banned; instead game rangers, or in this case wealthy leisure hunters,
must cull animals when populations rise to ecologically unsound numbers. PNL currently has 2,000 trophy clients on record and 14,000
animals are hunted each season (all according to the PNL website announcement). The reasoning behind this policy is that trophy hunting
is expected to generate 4-5 times greater revenues than eco-tourism
(according to a report by the Amalgamated Banks of South Africa
quoted by Venter et al., 2008).
As we have tried to show here, the history of KNP, as indeed other
national parks, shows the danger in alienating local and surrounding
communities. For a long time KNP was run as if it were an island.
Now, it is seen as an ecosystem. An ecosystem does not have clear
boundaries. KNP is dependent on the goodwill of society and surrounding communities for many things: water management in the
	 Companies that organise the hunts will have to pay a certain amount per animal
that will assumedly go to the local community. The PNL webpage explains how
companies must provide a plan for how this money will be spent and this must
be specified on the basis of the needs of the community. For explanation and
historical background to the CAMPFIRE idea see Hughes, 2005.
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larger watersheds, clean air, the control of invasive species, not to mention political stability and goodwill of the South African voters (Venter
et al., 2008).
The learnt experiences of KNP is summarised in the papers presented in the Kruger Experience book and the recent paper published
by Venter et al. (2008) – The Evolution of Conservation Management
Philosophy: Science, Environmental Change and Social Adjustments in
Kruger National Park. It is clear that KNP has learned a lot when it
comes to the ecological management of nature and KNP is now spearheading a new philosophy of nature conservation that we find both
impressive and inspirational. There is also a general awareness of KNPs
problematic past, and that it needs to make amends. In Kruger Experience Mabunda et al. (2003) write that the future survival of national
parks (in South Africa) depends on the unconditional support of all
South Africans and that the challenge of KNP management is to make
it relevant to their daily lives. Similar statements are made by Venter
et al. (2008) that discuss the potential negative implications of land
claims for conservation. The authors are concerned but add that KNP
now has an overall good relationship with surrounding communities
and that most of these interest groups are sympathetic to the goals of
conservation (i.e. similar to the Makuleke community they do not
demand to live in the park or even have access to land they but expect
financial compensation and poverty alleviation). Venter et al. (2008)
go on to suggest that in that sense KNP and South Africa could be a
positive example of joint decision making. They then contrast this
with neighbouring countries (presumably Mozambique?) where people live inside protected areas and there is “…often a limited understanding between them and park authorities”. In both of these publications
PNL is mentioned as a positive development for nature conservation
but, apart from the above statement, there is no mention of potential,
ongoing or future conflicts between local communities and park authorities or how to deal with them based on the good example of KNP.
Again, while a lot has been learned about the nature conservation of
KNP, it seems that the social and political experience of KNP is not a
lesson learnt, and there is, in our view, a lot to learn still about sound
ecological management.
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Political Ecology as a Regional and
Historical Approach
Beyond Geographical Boundaries,
but Back in Time
Sofie Joosse

Abstract
Political ecology is a relatively new field, which combines social and environmental theories to expose the political conflicts that accompany the human use of
nature. Empirical research in political ecology has mostly been conducted in the
so-called third world. Some scholars argue that political ecology should retain its
focus to the third world, because of the specific consequences of (post-)colonialism
for environmental conflicts. In this paper I reflect on this claim and explore the
possibilities for application of political ecology in so-called first world contexts. I
argue that an important contribution of political ecology lies in a study of powerrelations stretching beyond specific localities. In this sense political ecology can
be purposefully studied in any context, whether a first or third world, as long as
wider power relations and inequalities are taken into account. Furthermore, I
suggest that if political ecology abandons the binary of the third and first world as
guiding concepts for research, it would benefit from not only geographical, but also
temporal precision. Currently many political ecology studies are a-historical. By
incorporating historical sociological theories, political ecology can open up for the
effect of past actions and structures on the politicised environment. In particular
the emphasis within historical sociology on the relation between intentional human action and its unintended outcomes is beneficial for political ecology. The
latter too often focuses solely on analysing social reality as the result of intended
actions within unequal power relations.

Introduction
It has become increasingly clear that global environmental crises and
global inequalities, such as climate change and poverty, are inseparable
(Peet & Watts, 1996). The insight has raised interest in the combination of environmental and social sciences. Political ecology is an
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interdisciplinary field, originating in the 1970s, that aims to expose
the power and political relations underlying human use of nature
(Scoones, 1999). The field of political ecology is theoretically and
empirically broad (Peet & Watts, 1996). Though its case-studies vary
geographically from studies on Saami-people in Northern Sweden
(Beach, 2004), to power struggles over communal land ownership
in Chile (Gallardo, 2002), political ecology has mostly been applied
in third world contexts. This paper investigates the possibilities for a
first world political ecology. It starts with a description of the origins
of the political ecological approach, continues with a presentation of
the debate between scholars who emphasize political ecology for third
world contexts, and those who have extended the field to include first
world contexts. It is suggested that a regional political ecology could
transcend such geographical binaries if attention is redirected to the
historical development of power relations in the contexts studied.
Such a focus can highlight the relation between planned, intentional
human action and its unplanned, unintended outcomes as a necessary
complement to the approach.

Political Ecology in a Nutshell
In the 1970s an increased concern about the human-environment interaction led to the first political ecology publications (Bryant & Bailey,
1997). The study of the ‘politicised environment’ assumes that political processes are paramount to understanding environmental processes
(ibid.). It argues against a conventional view of environmental change
as a neutral process amenable to technical management (ibid.). Furthermore, political and environmental processes are considered to be
tightly interwoven. As Harvey claims:
All ecological projects (and arguments) are simultaneously
political-economic projects (and arguments) and vice versa.
Ecological arguments are never socially neutral, any more
than socio-political arguments are ecologically neutral. Looking more closely at the way ecology and politics interrelate
then becomes imperative if we are to get a better handle on
how to approach environmental/ecological questions (Harvey
in Bryant & Bailey, 1997:5).
Furthermore, political ecology studies the unequal distribution of
access to natural resources and the burdens of pollution, based on
unequal power and income relations (Martinez-Alier, 2007). The
distribution of the ‘environmental goods and bads’ (Bell, 2004; Beck,
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1992) can thus be considered a central question in political ecology.
The field of political ecology is by its very nature inter-disciplinary,
and engages scientists from various disciplines (e.g. geography, political science, anthropology, sociology, and gender studies). Despite this
difference in backgrounds, theories and case studies political ecologists share a political-economy perspective (Bryant & Bailey, 1997:20).
Initially based on Marxism, political ecology has been challenged by
theoretical developments in social sciences (Peet & Watts, 1996). In
the 1990s, political ecology was consequently increasingly influenced
by post-structuralist and post-Marxist theories. Also, the Foucauldian
turn to study the interrelation between knowledge creation and power
regimes has been welcomed by scholars in political ecology (Escobar,
1995).

Political Ecology and the First World
Some researchers argue for political ecology to be specifically oriented
to third world contexts, because of the specific dynamics of (post) colonialism, which continues to influence the national economies,
governments, natural resource and environments and conflicts of lowincome countries (Bryant & Bailey, 1997:7). Still, other studies argue
that political ecology has much to offer for the analysis of resource
conflicts in the first world as well, and that important issues in the
first world have gone unnoticed because of this geographical focus of
political ecology (McCarthy, 2002).
Since McCarthy’s (2002) plea for a first world political ecology,
several North-American political ecologists, have ‘globalised’ and
‘northernised’ their studies (Schroeder et al., 2006). These scientists
argue that the complex reality of current consumption and production
regimes, the migration between ‘worlds’, agricultural restructuring
and the situation of indigenous people in the North cannot appropriately be studied from one locality. Some state that there is virtually no
process taking place in developing countries that cannot be observed
in advanced capitalist countries as well (McCarthy, 2005). Furthermore, they argue that the cases and the struggles in the first world
‘bear an uncanny resemblance’ to cases from third world countries
(Schroeder et al., 2006:166).
The use of the political ecological framework in a first world context
meets skepticism, which will be briefly addressed in the following.
Firstly, because the political ecology framework is developed in a third
world context, it should not be uncritically transferred to first world
contexts (Wainwright, 2005). Secondly, because comparisons of this
	 This seems to be an exclusive North-American exercise.
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sort bear the danger that they obscure the actual inequalities of wealth
and justice in these different localities (McCarthy, 2005). However,
these objections give no valid reasons for keeping the research fields
apart. The former objection merely urges for a careful consideration of
different localities and their structural dispositions (an argument not
at all new in geography and other social sciences). The latter objection
is not a valid reason to keep the research fields apart either. It has been
claimed that a separation of the research fields has led to arbitrary
judgements from the side of first world scholars, empathising with
third world populist groups, while being suspicious of similar groups
in the first world (Schroeder, 2005).
A third reservation is contained in the argument that though cases
may be ‘uncannily’ similar, the structural level in the first and third
worlds may be dissimilar altogether. Several studies object to this idea
and show that also at structural level third and first world are comparable. Within advanced capitalist nations the same processes of marginalisation take place, as has been the case in the relation between the
first and the third world. Some scientists take the argument further
and plead to dissolve the first/third world binary altogether, by questioning the underlying geographical imaginaries of political ecology
(McCarthy, 2005; Schroeder, 2005; Wainwright, 2005) and question
the (spatial-) ontological claims that these entail (Wainwright, 2005).
They instead advance a post-structuralist approach that acknowledges
diversity within the ‘worlds’ and criticizes the view of the first world
and third world being homogeneous entities (Schroeder et al. 2006).
However, what happens when concepts like first and third world are
no longer available to us? Walker (2003) states that the dismantling of
these concepts may result in an unfortunate focus on specific cases
leading the interest away from the broader processes that are at play.
Instead he proposes to re-introduce the term ‘regional political ecologies’, first coined by Blaikie and Brookfield (Blaikie & Brookfield in
Black, 1989). Through this approach both the local dynamics and the
structural dimensions can be studied meaningfully (Walker, 2003).
Regional political ecologies would also open political ecology up for
interregional comparisons, and thus be able to bridge scales (ibid.). As
Bryant and Bailey argue third world cases have an important historical
legacy (i.e. colonialism) that needs to be taken into account. In order
to do justice to these specific and highly influential pasts it is important to re-formulate regional political ecology as a historical approach
(in all contexts).

	 Recently also other binaries have become subject to scrutiny within political
ecology, such as: urban – rural; capitalist – non-capitalist (McCarthy, 2005).
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Political Ecology as a Historical Approach
Just like most political ecological studies focus on third world cases,
political ecologists also have a tendency to focus on the present. Davis
(2009)  claims that a historical political ecology would be fruitful as
it will allow for in-depth studies of for instance how plans and policies
from a colonial past are replicated in conservation programs in the
third world today (see Leach and Mearns, 1996 for such an approach).
Davis would like to see a historical political ecology “as a field-informed
interpretation of society-nature relations in the past,… how and why those
relations have changed (or not changed) over time and space, and the
significance of those interpretations for improving social justice and nature
conservation today “ (Offen in Davis, 2009: 285).

Power Asymmetries as Determinants of Social
Change
A political ecology, based on a regional and historical approach, would
benefit from some of the insights from historical sociology, more specifically the work done on the dynamics of social change, i.e. path-dependency, reactive sequences, and the causal influence of temporality
and timing on how social processes turn out (Mahoney, 2000; Pierson
2004). Recent work on these topics is able to explain why processes of
social change are structured, i.e. why and how they are the outcome
of human intentional action, but rarely resemble intended results
(Portes, 2000). Several authors invoke the concept of path-dependency to show that processes of social change exist semi-dependent
from the people involved in them. This means that these processes
often become ‘locked’ in a certain direction, which people find hard
to change or reverse.
Without putting it exactly in these words, many studies in political
ecology also study path-dependent processes and the mechanism causing ‘lock-ins’. This mechanism is the exercise of authority and power
asymmetries (Pierson, 2004). These studies allude to the common
sense that once power and authority becomes allocated to specific
people or groups, it often becomes self-reinforcing. People use their
power to change the institutional and environmental landscape to increase or conserve their acquired power position. These self-reinforcing
processes can widen power asymmetries dramatically over time (Marx
and Engels 1848 [2007]). Powerholders change social contexts in their
favour and in doing so diminish the capacity of their rivals (Mahoney,
	 See Bebbington (2000) for a similar call for more attention to history, geography and agency in political ecology.
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2000). The tenet of this argument, and the identification of power as
lock-in mechanism, is typical for studies in Political Ecology. Such explanations resort to the assumption that the interests of actors, that are
served by the design and existence of particular institutions or technologies, are ultimately responsible for the self-reinforcing dynamic in
historical processes. Recently, this assumption is criticised for being too
functional. It is unrealistic to assume that powerful actors can completely determine the genesis of social and environmental landscapes.
Instead one has to accept the limits of design and intervention and
study the scope and degree of influence of intentional human action in
the long-term unplanned processes of development (Boonstra, 2010).

Concluding Remarks
Though many political ecology contributions are based on case studies
from the third world, first world cases can also fruitfully be studied
with a political ecology approach. A regional political ecology approach
could make the binary of first/third world superfluous and would
allow for analysing power-relations in the interdependency between
specific regions and the broader political economy. In order to account
for the specificity of first and third world contexts it is important to
embrace an historical approach to some degree in all political ecology
studies. Such an historical approach may shed light not only on how
for instance colonial policies are re-produced in current conservation
measures, but also on how in first world contexts historical constructions of society-nature relations continue to shape current policies and
power-relations.
More explicit attention to the causal role that timing and temporality plays in shaping the power struggles over use of nature can potentially go beyond the conventional functional assumption that powerful
actors determine social and environmental landscapes. Political ecology needs to pay attention to so-called unintended consequences, i.e.
how the sum of individual actions, and actions in the past, may have
unanticipated effects, which escapes the grip of the powerful. We cannot analyse the politicised environment solely as a result of power relations and conscious choices on either side of the power equation.
Rather, social reality is formed by complex processes, with multiple
actors involved in power struggles. The dynamic of these struggles
needs to be regarded as having a causal force, which is semi-dependent
on the single actions of the actors involved.
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