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CHAPTER 1

Introduction: Rethinking the Boundaries 
of Conservation NGOs

Peter Bille Larsen and Dan Brockington

IntroductIon

As debates rage on about changes required to build a different future for the 
planet, the role of conservation nongovernmental organisations (NGOs) as 
the global watchdogs of sustainability is increasingly prominent, but also 
questioned, in the public sphere. Vigorous debates about the role and effects 
of conservation NGOs call for independent analysis and debate about con-
temporary challenges and solutions. This book aims to showcase and chal-
lenge some of the latest engagements between critical social science and 
conservation NGOs. The authors have sought to do this partly because they 
believe it to be fundamentally important. Through such engagements it is 
possible to learn more about the consequences and politics of conservation 
policy, the way in which organisations function, and the interactions between 
various epistemologies and epistemic  communities. This is a productive and 
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insightful area for both researchers and practitioners. The chapters that 
follow showcase and debate some of the approaches that demonstrate these 
insights.

The authors also wanted to bring the chapters in this book together 
because the engagements can occasionally be frustrating. Too much of it 
is played out in contentious and adversarial ways that makes mutual learn-
ing and exchange difficult. The point is not that all the conflict is unwel-
come, for some of these issues are best approached agonistically, where the 
difference is resolved through public debate, claiming space and airing of 
differences (Matulis and Moyer 2016). Consensus can be stifling and cloy-
ing. Still, however, it does not seem that the balance is right. Too many of 
the antagonisms on which Redford commented (2011 and reproduced in 
Chap. 9 of this book) remain. Therefore, there is also a commentary on, 
and an attempt to shift, the tone of these interactions. As will be clear from 
the commentaries (see particularly commentaries by Wilkie and Cleary), 
this book itself shows that there is still much work to be done.

Anthropological interest is not merely about whether NGOs make a dif-
ference but, paraphrasing Gregory Bateson, about understanding the dif-
ference that makes a difference (Bateson 1973). The real interest involves 
contributing to a more multifaceted understanding of NGOs, their forms 
of action and the contextual realities within which they operate. How is it 
possible to represent what conservation NGOs are and what they do if we 
acknowledge that they are dynamic and made up of webs of relations and 
networks rather than monolithic entities? Are anthropological and related 
critiques one step behind a dynamic reality, or one step ahead in terms of 
shedding light on NGO practice? Are conservation NGOs, in turn, ready 
for or resistant to ‘informed criticism’ (MacDonald 2003)? Are academics 
able to speak to the complex realities of conservation professionals and 
activists, and are the latter ready to explore and challenge basic assumptions 
and contentious politics? Where conservation NGOs look for success sto-
ries to describe achievements or give a positive spin, are social scientists, in 
turn, overemphasising the flipside of the coin? As Brosius noted:

Anthropologists are seen to be fiddling while Rome burns. Furthermore, 
what anthropologists view as critiques derived from a particular set of theo-
retical premises, those in the conservation community view as criticisms, and 
this creates resentment. The fact that anthropologists, although prepared to 
critique, often fail to provide alternatives, only reinforces the perception that 
their criticisms are corrosive, irresponsible, and without validity. (2006: 684)

 P.B. LARSEN AND D. BROCKINGTON
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The discontent with critical literature and the difficulties of meaningful 
engagement persist a decade later. Neither the chapters, nor commentaries 
represented here shy away from strong positions, leading to some frustra-
tion in terms of nurturing fruitful exchanges. Can we, as Ashish Kothari 
(see Ashish Kothari (Chap. 12) of this book) and others, call for ‘further 
shed[ding] stereotypes and be[ing] open to collaborations that can make 
conservation more effective and also more democratic and socially sensi-
tive’? Notably, many of the commentaries reacting from the conservation 
NGO field, express more alignment with Redford’s summary of social 
science contributions in Chap. 9 compared to other chapters. One reason, 
we suggest, concerns the challenge of representation, translation and con-
textualization in anthropology. Another, concerns the potential differ-
ences of perspective. What is certain is that there is a need for both more 
debate and multiple perspectives.

Nonetheless, first things first—this book is about conservation NGOs, 
but what do we mean by that? What constitutes a conservation NGO? The 
answer may appear straightforward, yet the ever-changing faces of conser-
vation NGOs, histories of transformation from protest to advocacy, busi-
ness or public service delivery point to significant differences, not merely 
subtle variations. The chapters herein challenge common assumptions 
about who and what conservation NGOs are and what they do. The sheer 
diversity of conservation NGOs both in terms of internal differences, 
underlying structures and evolving practices make them dynamic social 
entities. Compared to government hierarchies, NGOs’ structures are 
more flexible, responsive to project funding and shifting dynamics. From 
Latin America to Asia, the NGO scene includes both affiliates of interna-
tional organisations and homegrown institutions varying considerably in 
terms of political weight, constituencies and action forms (Miller 2007).

Many environmental organizations have shifted from initial positions of 
advocacy and confrontation to cooperation and interaction (Kraft 2001). One 
study of environmental justice organizations suggests a shift toward formal-
ization, partnerships and networking (Perez et al. 2015). In Asia, for example, 
it has been suggested that policy influence on domestic environmental NGOs 
is limited compared to wider global processes (Frank et al. 2007); although, 
some national organizations, as in Indonesia, have been pivotal in influencing 
governmental environmental policies (Ruysschaert 2013). One of the chal-
lenges of this debate is to point to trends and patterns while capturing the 
diversity involved.

 INTRODUCTION: RETHINKING THE BOUNDARIES OF CONSERVATION NGOS 
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conservatIon nGos as Boundary orGanIzatIons

The idea of conservation NGOs as ‘boundary organizations’ offers one 
gaze to recast the debate. The concept has been used to describe organisa-
tions working at the boundaries between science and politics (Guston 
2001; Carr and Wilkinson 2005). We suggest here a more expansive 
approach conceptualising boundary organisations as covering a broader 
set of boundary interactions, identities and relationships (O’Mahony and 
Bechky 2008). Organizations do not operate as self-contained entities in 
isolation, but evolve through boundary interaction with a variety of net-
works, multiple sectors and institutional contexts well beyond the science–
policy interface. This entails roles of reshaping and defining the contours 
of conservation concerns, identities and constituencies as well as ways of 
framing and positioning themselves ideologically in relation to other 
actors. Thus, while conservation etymologically is about preserving and 
maintaining something, practice entails constant responses to and engage-
ment with changing social, political and economic boundaries. Larsen 
(Chap. 2 of this book) notes how this creates friction between commonly 
held ideas of pure conservation action versus publicly contested forms of 
(inter)action.

Conservation NGOs inevitably entail interactions with a wide range of 
actors. Where business and government may appear as odd bedfellows 
with conservation on paper, today they are regular partners in more 
explicit terms. The question is not whether this takes place or not, but 
rather understanding the implications of these entanglements, trans-
boundary transactions and the choices behind them. Ranging from explicit 
strategic engagement to tacit involvement, boundary interaction from 
conflict and contestation to cooperation is shaping the nature and out-
comes of conservation action.

It is increasingly difficult to maintain divides between domestic and/or 
international, civil society (i.e., the state) or conservation and develop-
ment. Faced with daunting climate change and biodiversity loss chal-
lenges, boundaries are continuously challenged to explore new frontiers of 
action. The ensuing questions of benefits and costs of this new set of inter-
actions are frequent in the public sphere between organisations working 
with, and those challenging, the mainstream (McDonald 2016). What 
from one perspective may represent win–win gains, of shifting practice 
through alliance building and conversation, is from another perspective 
seen as giving in to the status quo.

 P.B. LARSEN AND D. BROCKINGTON
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Redefined roles, in relationship to social movements and grassroots 
organizations, business partnerships and state politics, are part and parcel of 
an NGO’s life. Specific sectoral negotiations, or campaigns, often reveal 
changing alliances, diverse positionalities and intrasectoral divergences 
among global NGOs (Pallas 2013). Where conservation NGOs may engage 
in boundary maintenance to communicate and single out their core values 
and distinctive roles in society, they may equally challenge boundaries and 
venture into new forms of action. Engagements in social justice issues, for 
example, are not uniform, and complexities are rarely evident in the policy 
statements and self-representations of conservation action even within one 
NGO.  Indigenous representatives may appear as board members in one 
context, be offered central roles in the development of policy standards, yet 
remain outside decision-making contexts in others.

Interrogating the nongovernmental of conservation, in this respect, 
concerns one important boundary. For one, certain forms of ‘NGO’ 
action today are often far more governmental than the name and history 
suggests. Red tape, permits and control, but also collaborative funding 
arrangements, capacity-building and long-term partnerships with state 
agencies are part and parcel of conservation work. Blurred boundaries are 
the rule rather than the exception in the (non)governmental sphere. 
Relationships with the state remain fraught with complexity between com-
plicity, outright contestation of some ministries and decisions, while deliv-
ering services to and building capacity of others. Indeed, state machineries 
are equally complex and contradictory, rendering sensitivity to networks 
and ‘transboundary’ activity a critical feature of ethnographic attention to 
state-related NGO action.

Several papers cross-examine the implications of NGOs moving closer 
to, while speaking to and struggling against power. Conservation NGOs 
also display power and influence, and therefore merit analytical attention. 
The range includes conservation NGOs speaking with power and author-
ity in local settings to internal power struggles or power implications of 
transboundary alliances with business and the state.1

In 2016, for example, Survival International launched an official com-
plaint against the World Wildlife Fund (WWF), under the Organisation 
for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) Guidelines for 
Multinational Enterprises, for having contributed to violence against the 
Baka in Cameroon through support of protected area creation and eco- 
guards targeting Baka in Southeastern Cameroon. The allegations sug-
gested the centrality of NGO support in maintaining—and failing to 

 INTRODUCTION: RETHINKING THE BOUNDARIES OF CONSERVATION NGOS 
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secure the respect of human rights—in a highly unjust system, nurturing 
displacement and even violence (Survival International 2016). This situa-
tion was not as unusual as it might appear.

Over the last couple of decades, human rights and local NGOs have 
denounced the impacts of conservation NGOs (Colchester 2003; Pyhälä 
et  al. 2016). The relationship between conservation and human rights 
remains fraught and uncertain (Winer et al. 2007). Some NGOs’ call for 
and support to militarized enforcement to fight the wildlife crisis is increas-
ingly present in parts of the world (Duffy 2014), resulting in ‘green mili-
tarization’, which is understood as the use of military and paramilitary 
technologies in the pursuit of conservation (Lunstrum 2014). Still, the 
analytical point is not one of displaying NGO power alone, but of recog-
nising the diversity of the power relationships at stake.

Power deficiencies, weakness and short-lived windows of opportunity 
of NGOs are far more frequent than actual influence. Furthermore, shift-
ing alliances over time are not captured by the somewhat simplistic oppo-
sition between international NGO power trumping local action. Many 
NGOs today engage in alliances and collaborative efforts with indigenous 
people, local communities and their organizations. This book therefore 
insists on understanding NGOs as diverse and constituted both by varied 
webs of relations, responses to the contexts within which they operate, 
and portfolios of activities.

BoundarIes of actIon

Whereas NGOs generally were recognized as ‘non-institutional’ agents of 
both democratisation and development in the 1980s (Lewis 2016), the 
post-Rio (1992) prominence of conservation NGOs involved a window of 
privileged agency of sustainability and incremental institutionalisation 
both nationally and internationally. Conservation NGOs have contributed 
both to addressing and defining the sustainability frontiers and the norma-
tive frameworks of our times. Where it is common to distinguish between 
mainstream and radical organizations, NGOs are rarely confined to one 
approach, nor one form of engagement. Campaigns, business partnerships 
and legal action exist side by side without being flagged as such, and often 
evolve over time. Protest movements may become mainstream partnership 
organisations engaging with state power, just as popular support may drive 
mainstream organisations into campaign mode. The NGOs’ actions and 
effects are not easily captured in standard typologies.

 P.B. LARSEN AND D. BROCKINGTON
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Amid the diversity of responses visible in the plethora of conservation 
NGOs’ actions, some interesting contrasts are evident not the least being 
international meetings. Consider the differences of discourse between the 
5th International Conference on Degrowth for Ecological Sustainability 
and Social Equity, ‘Walking the Meaningful Great Transformations’ 
(Budapest, September 2016), and the World Conservation Congress, 
‘Planet at the Crossroads’, in Honolulu attended by some 10,000 partici-
pants in the same year (see also MacDonald, Chap. 4 of this book). The 
Budapest conference spoke of ‘Degrowth in Practice’ under the motto 
‘slow down and think’.2 Panel topics included: Connecting the Dots of 
Degrowth, the Growth Economy and Challenges for a Social Ecological 
Transformation and From Capitalist Accumulation to a Solidarity Economy.

The Hawai‘i ‘Commitments’ in turn spoke of diverse voices finding 
common ground ‘in a spirit of partnership and collaboration’, a ‘culture of 
conservation’ and building constituencies aiming for ‘[e]conomic and 
legal systems … that reward communities and companies for actions and 
investments that protect and restore nature’. This conference called for 
more public and private investments in conservation and a ‘collaborative 
approach, including government, civil society and the private sector’ as 
‘essential for success’.3

A certain form of sanitized politics prevails and currents of partnership, 
dialogue and reform language clearly prevail over radical change among 
international conservation NGOs. Dialogue is prioritized as a value and 
engagement strategy. Ranging from staged ‘high-level’ encounters to 
institutional dialogue and roundtable mechanisms, how do impacts differ 
compared to more radical questioning and positions characterized by pro-
tests or confrontational media campaigns?

The NGOs and their operations are not simply signs of our times, but 
involve the pursuit of distinct ideas (Blanchard et  al., Chap. 6 of this 
book) and distinct forms of agency and engagement (Ruyschaert and 
Salles, Chap. 5 of this book), chasing emerging opportunities through 
private financing, social media attention and political change. They are 
not only users but equally creators and sellers of conservation tools and 
approaches. In the often fiercely competitive marketplace of conservation 
finance,  singularity and added-value are part and parcel of winning com-
petitive bids and a seat at the table. Such conservation entrepreneurialism 
and creative thinking obviously entail risks and opportunities. A number 
of the authors (Ruyschaert and Salles, and Nuisiri, Chaps. 5 and 8 of this 
book) explore and challenge as to whether conservation NGOs achieve 

 INTRODUCTION: RETHINKING THE BOUNDARIES OF CONSERVATION NGOS 
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conservation and wider development goals with their current portfolios. 
Critical assessments of effectiveness and equity impacts, however, should 
not overshadow that progress may be achieved through various forms of 
engagement (e.g., see Cleary, Chap. 11 of this book), nor the potential 
lost opportunities where more radical positions may deliver significant 
long-term results.

the contents of thIs Book

The idea behind this book came out of a workshop, entitled ‘Anthropology 
of Conservation NGOs’, held in Chicago in December 2013. The themes 
and perspectives struck a chord with a growing call for further engage-
ment and bridge-building between critical research and conservation 
NGOs. Additional contributions were brought together and commentar-
ies from practitioners and observers of the NGO field were solicited to 
trigger and stimulate further debate.

One of the central themes of the chapters here is the changing relation-
ship of conservation organisations with the market-based conservation 
and neoliberal capitalism more generally. Libby Blanchard, Chris 
Sandbrook, Janet Fisher and Bhaskar Vira look at the variety of attitudes 
toward market-based instruments using the Q methodology among con-
servationists at the International Congress for Conservation Biology (in 
New Zealand in 2011) and among conservation organisations clustered in 
Cambridge, UK (in 2013). They find a divergent set of attitudes toward 
the use of market-based instruments in conservation. At both sites there 
was a clear group of market enthusiasts, who embraced the opportunities 
that markets provide. As one of the respondents put it:

[W]e used to be combative and confrontational, presenting to the rest of the 
world capitalism as the cause of the decline in biodiversity. Now we are mov-
ing into a much more mature frame of mind that says collaboration. Let’s 
try to solve these problems together. Let’s take what money, wealth, and 
capitalism can do at face value and help it do the right thing to make the 
world a better place.

The strength of the common viewpoints in New Zealand and Cambridge 
over a two-year period suggested a single epistemic community forming 
around embracing and supporting market-based initiatives in conserva-
tion. There were some indications that the move to embrace markets is 

 P.B. LARSEN AND D. BROCKINGTON
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being led from the top by leaders in the respective organisations that took 
part. Nevertheless, there also were a series of viewpoints that expressed 
more scepticism of, if not opposition to, market enthusiasm. These were, 
however, more fragmented, and expressed in a different way across the 
two study sites the researchers dealt with.

Similarly, George Holmes, in Chile, details the surprisingly opportunis-
tic and contingent engagement of conservation organisations in setting up 
new protected areas on private land. These are happenstance alliances not 
driven by large-scale, long-term planning, but simply because new oppor-
tunities to set aside large areas of land emerged. The growth of protected 
areas here came about, ironically, because of legislation designed to make 
it easier for companies to take over land for development. They (the pro-
tected areas) are flourishing in part because capital investments are not. 
These are marginal lands that can be set aside for conservation because 
commercial interest in them has waned. This strikes a chord with a broader 
argument about the significance of context to fully grasp the action realm 
of conservation NGOs.

Ken MacDonald’s chapter tackles one of the most vibrant aspects of the 
marriage between mainstream capitalism and mainstream conservation 
head on, examining the performance and institutionalisation of the private 
sector with conservation organisations at the World Conservation 
Congress (WCC) in 2008. Through exploring the political message, spec-
tacle, orchestration and organisation of the conference he found that:

The 2008 WCC provided a notable window into the consolidation of such 
relationships, perspectives, and processes and their role in shaping the new 
organisational order of IUCN; one which situates markets, business, and 
private sector actors firmly at the core of the Secretariat, if not the member-
ship, of IUCN.

Engagements with capitalism also frame the work of Denis Ruysschaert 
and Dennis Salles on the NGOs engaged in the Roundtable on Sustainable 
Palm Oil (RSPO), a private multi-stakeholder initiative to produce ‘sus-
tainable’ oil palm. Nonetheless, their case serves to illustrate a further 
point—that is, the work of conservation NGOs is best understood by 
exploring the work of collectives of organisations and by exploring the 
fault lines and continuities across them. This chapter examines the paradox 
of NGO engagement with palm oil and tropical deforestation with a focus 
on Southeast Asia. There, both deforestation for palm oil and engagement 
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in the RSPO are increasing. What drives NGO involvement and these 
apparent failures in the Roundtable’s ultimate goal? Based on more than 
five years of engagement with the RSPO, the authors divide NGOs into 
those who collaborate, those who oppose, and those who are opportunists 
and chose either collaborative or oppositional stances depending on the 
needs in specific areas. The last group, the sceptics, are concerned more 
with community land rights than collaboration. A key limitation was that 
NGOs in these diverse strategic camps were separated in practise. They 
could not collaborate across the strategies.

Dan Brockington, Katherine Scholfield and Richard Ladle take a secto-
rial approach, considering the work of NGOs as united by their geography—
in this case, their work in sub-Saharan Africa. Using previously published 
work, which describes the distribution of activities, they show that several 
thought experiments and various insights into their work and performance 
become possible with this perspective. Indeed, Scholfield’s observation, 
from her study of one conservation NGO network in Rwanda, was that 
‘NGO activities made little sense when viewed as the work of single organ-
isations’. This approach also can indicate new possibilities of collaboration 
and make it possible to ask which synergies might be possible if forces were 
combined. Their challenging observation is that entirely new scales of col-
laboration could result in transformative support for protected areas. 
Current estimates suggest that it would cost a little over USD60 million 
(in 2006) to fully protect more than 90% of the more strictly protected 
areas (IUCN categories I–IV). This is without further state subsidy. 
Expenditures in 2006 by conservation NGOs was probably more than 
three times that figure.

Emmanuel Nuesiri’s concern is with the work of the NGO sector on 
the local and national scale. Building on work by Ribot and others, he 
observes that conservation NGOs have been used effectively to circum-
vent local process and politics with respect to the implementation of the 
UN Programme for Reducing Emissions from Deforestation and Forest 
Degradation (REDD+) in the Cross River State in Nigeria. Their presence 
made it possible for forestry groups that were implementing REDD+ to 
work without going through elected local government representatives. At 
the same time these NGOs were not well equipped to challenge some 
aspects of the REDD+.

Bridging the gaps between critical social scientists working on conser-
vation, and many in the conservation community remains difficult. This is 
clear in the work of Blanchard and colleagues, who found that there 
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seemed to be little connectivity between critical social science scholars’ 
views about market-based instruments and the market sceptics in conser-
vation communities. Peter Bille Larsen in his Chap. 2 emphasizes how 
much both public and scientific discourse are framed easily in simplistic 
narratives, ill-adapted to capture the complexity and changing practices of 
conservation NGOs. Even though conservation NGOs in part thrive on 
narratives of fighting for the public environmental good, counternarra-
tives about NGOs growing big, ‘ugly’ and business-minded are common 
in both social science and public discourse. Through a case study of the 
shifting roles and practices of NGOs in the Peruvian Amazon, Larsen calls 
for a critical middle ground of analysis that will be able to capture prob-
lematic spaces as well as alternative institutional forms and practice worthy 
of anthropological exploration. Such middle grounds, however, are per-
haps better thought of as turbulent seas.

Kent Redford’s Chap. 9 (and David Wilkie’s commentary) offer salu-
tary and critical observations as to the way that this engagement is under-
taken. Redford’s essay, which has been reproduced in this book, provides 
a short list of the ways in which social science has improved conservation 
practice, and a lengthier discussion of the problems with social science 
engagement. Social science analysis does not appreciate sufficiently the 
diversity of conservation practice, thinking, strategy or instruments. 
Redford remains hopeful that engagement between diverse sides can be 
constructive, and he calls for continued engagement with informed (our 
emphasis) social science.

The final section of the book is a collection of independent commentar-
ies by thinkers and practitioners who are active in the conservation NGO 
field on writings we gathered and have just summarised. Solicited in the 
spirit of nurturing further debate, the diversity of responses is encouraging 
as well as indicative of vigorous debates ahead. On the one hand, there is 
general agreement about the significance of social sciences within and 
about the role of conservation NGOs. Ed Tongson, for example, under-
scores how stakeholder analysis, participatory research and approaches to 
equitable sharing of costs and benefits informed the toolkit employed in 
marine conservation. Diane Russel, in turn, offers a succinct perspective 
on the importance of institutional factors in shaping NGO action. Kartik 
Shanker, Siddhartha Krishnan and Marianne Manuel, in a point of view 
from India, challenge dichotomies between local and international NGOs, 
noting similitudes but also variation and complexity.

 INTRODUCTION: RETHINKING THE BOUNDARIES OF CONSERVATION NGOS 



12 

On the other hand, several commentaries express uneasiness with the 
theoretical premises and analytical value of critical approaches. David 
Cleary challenges analysis as being rigidly grounded in a political economy 
framework and ideology that disregards actual achievements. David Wilkie 
equally suggests that language and an overemphasis on neoliberalism from 
afar hinders effective dialogue with conservation practitioners. Steve 
Brechin, in contrast, calls for renewed debate about NGO ethics, remind-
ing readers of attempts to silence a critical essay more than a decade ago 
(Chapin 2004).

Debates around language, theory and perspective may at first glance 
appear unusually heated and emotional, yet are also signs of the profound 
engagement found in both the social sciences and conservation NGOs. 
These are not matters taken lightly either at a personal or an organiza-
tional level. The discussions offer a refreshing basis for exchange and alter-
natives to the polished nature of dialogues predominating contemporary 
conservation forums.

concludInG remarks

The shifting boundaries of conservation NGO identities and actions offer 
an important terrain of study as well as fields of engagement and exchange. 
Yet, at the end of the day, do critical approaches and further anthropologi-
cal analyses matter? What difference, if any, do they make? Both the find-
ings and discussions offered here testify to the fertile grounds.

Kothari, in his commentary, calls for ‘rethinking epistemologies based 
on much closer, collaborative work with indigenous peoples and other 
traditional local communities’. This challenge arguably goes for both the 
social sciences, such as anthropology, and conservation NGOs. Although 
specific anthropological studies or conservation projects may come under 
attack for imposing their knowledge forms, this should not draw attention 
away from the fact that overall global trends of sidelined science, immobi-
lized NGOs and climate change responses are being hollowed out. In this 
sense, social sciences share a fundamental epistemological challenge in 
terms of the various ways of knowing and, ultimately, stewarding the 
world. Central to this endeavour are the multiple ways in which human 
environment relationships, practices and values are conceptualized—a 
central theme in both environmental anthropologies and political ecology 
at large.
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Given that NGOs are a critical piece in the larger puzzle of biodiversity 
conservation, the ability to interrogate and speak to the concepts, 
approaches and partnerships undertaken, and how they relate to social and 
ecological processes, remains important. Such attention needs to be 
directed not only at NGOs themselves, but also through boundary engage-
ment to shed light on wider trends of sustainability politics, economic 
organization and social practise. This entails shifting from individual proj-
ects and activities toward contextually informed organizational histories 
and sectoral perspectives. In particular, tracing the craft and long-standing 
moral guardians of sustainability needs to be seen in the context of nation- 
state policy and global inequalities. The NGOs seek to occupy a powerful 
institutional space, yet cultural brokers and boundary actors are equally 
vulnerable to governmental control and the perils of unstable finance.

Understanding the effects and the effectiveness of conservation inter-
ventions continues to trail most other policy fields (Ferraro and Pattanayak 
2006). Responding to such dynamics, not the least being the mediating 
role of conservation NGOs in global and local responses to conservation 
challenges, is key to current and future sustainability interventions. 
Consistent calls for strengthening the evaluation of conservation measures 
raises the need for applied social science, as well as critical approaches that 
reach beyond immediate output and outcome indicators. A given initiative 
may be judged relevant or effectively implemented, but still not necessarily 
capture shifting institutional arrangements, political trends and future 
viability. Given the magnitude and multiple scales of socioenvironmental 
challenges, the ways in which problems are framed and solutions play out 
in practice in diverse social, political and cultural contexts should be at the 
heart of research.

Sherry Ortner recently asked: ‘How can we be both realistic about the 
ugly realities of the world today and hopeful about the possibilities of 
changing them?’ She was describing how ‘dark anthropology’ since the 
1980s has tended to focus on ‘the harsh dimensions of social life (power, 
domination, inequality, and oppression)’ (Ortner 2016). The question is 
of more obvious relevance than ever if individuals take the sustainability 
challenges of our times seriously. Whereas the necessity of ‘dark’ analysis 
remains, there is certainly room for additional empirical and theoretical 
ventures into the world of conservation NGOs.

Anthropology from this perspective need not be about jumping on the 
bandwagon of imagining futures and a positive solution spin, but first and 
foremost of decrypting practice in real social terms. Applied conservation 
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anthropologies have a long history of engagement through, for example, 
ethnobotany and problem and stakeholder analysis; however, equally so 
through employing critical social science and political ecology to contex-
tualize the reach of conservation NGOs from a dynamic, relational and 
processual perspective. Dramatic environmental transformations prompt 
not only attention to changing state policies and multilateralism, but 
equally so to the efforts and context of conservation NGOs’ actions.

notes

 1. Note that Sandbrook’s blog on this topic is available at: https://
thinkinglikeahuman.com/2016/09/22/weak-yet-strong-the-uneven- 
power-relations-of-conservation/

 2. http://budapest.degrowth.org/. Accessed 18 December 2016.
 3. https://portals.iucn.org/congress/sites/congress/files/EN%20

Navigating%20Island%20Earth%20-%20Hawaii%20Commitments_FINAL.
PDF. Accessed 18 December 2016.
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CHAPTER 2

The Good, the Ugly and the ‘Dirty Harry’s 
of Conservation: Rethinking 

the Anthropology of Conservation NGOs

Peter Bille Larsen

IntroductIon1

‘Are you in?’ I was asked this in the email header from the World Wide 
Fund for Nature (WWF),2 a big conservation organisation, with which 
I have collaborated over the years. ‘Do you care about a clean, healthy 
future for people and the planet?’, the mass mailing continued. The fol-
lowing section, ‘Our Pledge’, noted: ‘[W]e believe our future should be 
powered by nature’ and emphasised the need for ‘investments in clean and 
renewable energy’. It went on: ‘We choose to invest in solutions, not in 
problems’. The email’s message ended with: ‘Click “yes” to sign our plea: 
seize your power’. Such power could either be seized through Facebook, 
Twitter or Google+, revealing the social media version of ‘signing up’ to 
‘good’ solutions spearheaded by nongovernmental organisations (NGOs).

Conservation NGOs, dedicated to biodiversity at large, today form a 
natural part of the institutional landscape and public space. The NGOs’ 
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influence and presence grew exponentially in the years following the 1992 
Earth Summit, leading to the expansion of field offices of Northern NGOs 
as well as the mushrooming of Southern conservation NGOs (Levine 
2002). They have been particularly influential in shaping public opinion 
and policy in the North (Corson 2010) as well as in influencing policy 
terrains in the global South that harbour the highest concentrations of 
biodiversity.

Anthropologists have become increasingly active both in terms of 
working within and studying the work of conservation NGOs. First, 
 conservation NGO projects are increasingly present in ‘ethnographic’ field 
settings because of the explosion of conservation initiatives across the globe. 
This has led to many projects hiring practising anthropologists. Second, 
conservation presence has led to tensions and dynamics with indigenous 
people and local communities, triggering various forms of anthropological 
critique. Third, a growing body of analysis has increasingly taken up con-
servation NGOs as an object of study in their own right. Anthropologists 
have portrayed local perspectives in which global narratives prevail. They 
have undertaken global event ethnographies (Brosius and Campbell 2010; 
Corson and MacDonald 2012), site-specific analysis (West 2006) as well 
as comparative work (Brockington and Scholfield 2010). The discipline 
is also at the forefront of ‘elucidating institutional developments and the 
forms of environmental surveillance and intervention it promotes’ (Brosius 
1999: 50).

Nevertheless, rather than resulting in a concerted anthropological con-
servation agenda, such engagement is pointing to a number of contra-
dictions. Not only has the biodiversity crisis deepened during the same 
period that NGO activity has mushroomed, but also the very solutions 
conservation organisations propose are questioned and, according to 
some, are even aggravating the problem (Igoe and Brockington 2007). 
Critical voices point to mainstream organisations, particularly big inter-
national nongovernmental organisations (BINGOs) that are dedicated to 
anodyne advocacy rather than activism. They observe technically framed 
solutions and compromise replacing politics, corporate partnerships 
substituting critique, narrow environmental policy and single issues pre-
dominating over broad-scale sustainability politics (Barker 2010; Chapin 
2004; Holmes 2011; Levine 2002; MacDonald 2010). Furthermore, 
there have been attacks in the global South against international conser-
vation NGOs, which are perceived as foreign enterprises that undermine 
rather than support national civil society organisations, whether through 
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co-opting  leadership or draining resources intended for local conservation 
work. Where problem analysis has long been part of the conservation 
toolbox and a source of NGO authority, critical voices insist that conser-
vation NGOs are the problem.

The title of this chapter derives from the polemic nature of the debate. 
I suggest that many debates can be understood through the lenses of 
three master narratives that frame the significance of conservation NGOs’ 
activity. Such narratives, respectively, position NGOs as (1) doing good, 
(2) turning ugly or (3) acting pragmatically through what this author 
labels ‘Dirty Harry’ approaches. I consider these as master narratives given 
their meta-discursive role in delineating and defining (Bamberg 2005) 
how conservation NGOs are perceived and understood.

The first involves the ‘good conservationist’, a master narrative often 
apparent in foundation documents, public profiles and programmatic 
statements of conservation NGOs. ‘Doing good’, I contend, is an essential 
part of conservation NGO activity and legitimacy production where 
organisational identities and activities are framed as a matter of moral duty 
and grassroots intervention.

The second master narrative, ‘the ugly conservationist’, has become 
increasingly apparent in the last decade, reflecting the blurred boundar-
ies between ‘good’ conservation and ‘bad’ states and corporations. This 
counternarrative stresses how conservation NGOs have ‘turned’ big and 
ugly, distanced themselves from local constituencies and sided with power.

The third master narrative, the ‘Dirty Harry’s of conservation empha-
sise pragmatic values and realism in response to the earlier critique. 
Partnerships and engagement with the ‘bad’ state and private sector are 
not considered problematic per se, but necessary to secure real-life change.

At a time when engagements, both within NGOs and critical analysis 
from the outside have blossomed, how do we address this narrative 
complexity? As a starting point, this chapter argues that such meta-narratives 
leave little analytical space to capture the complexity at stake. First, there 
are obvious risks with taking the ‘doing good’ discourse for granted by 
performing complicit analysis without fundamentally interrogating the 
institutional challenges and constraints at stake. Second, even though 
the ‘ugly conservationist’ critique offers a much-needed reality check of 
conservation NGOs, this arguably leads to an analytical impasse that is 
caught up in dichotomies of the ‘good’ intentions and an ‘ugly’ present. 
As such, they leave social science inadequately equipped to capture the 
shifting realities, roles and practises of actual NGO work. Third, ‘Dirty 
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Harry’ narratives, although illustrative of evolving power dynamics and 
institutional strategy, easily displace or render critical analysis ‘disobedient’ 
(Igoe et al. 2010).

The resulting malaise suggests a need to revisit the role of anthropo-
logical analysis of conservation NGOs. This section is divided into three 
major parts. The first part debates master narratives and claims in the 
literature of conservation NGOs, respectively, doing good, turning ugly 
and operating as ‘Dirty Harry’s. Subsequently, the second part debates the 
analytical implications and limitations of this critique through a case study 
from the Peruvian Amazon. The third part offers a synthesis of the dispute 
that argues for the need to rethink anthropological counternarratives from 
a less dichotomous perspective.

Methodology

This analysis is informed by a reflexive exercise based on long-term 
involvement with(in) conservation NGOs as a practitioner of what might 
be labelled ‘conservation anthropology’, as well as an observer of them as 
part of a broader research into environmental governance based on eth-
nographic fieldwork in Peru. Assessments of specific conservation NGOs 
frequently reveal how realities are often more complex and diverse than 
what appears in critical narratives. Whereas the latter may emphasise situ-
ations of top-down design, dispossession and social exclusion, there are 
just as many counter examples of NGO actors establishing new forms of 
alliances, breaking new ground and advancing social agendas in instances 
where government inertia prevails. Wholesale dismissals of monolithic 
NGOs do not capture such complexity, prompting the need for rethink-
ing anthropological analysis from the outside, together with constructive 
engagement from inside.

To effectively address and decipher the nature of NGO critiques and 
to compare them with the complexity of field realities, this research com-
bines a literature review with an extended case study method. The lit-
erature review was used to identify common narratives and explanatory 
arguments appearing both in the moral justification of NGO action and 
to capture the discourses of its critics. This involved reviewing literature 
produced by conservation NGOs along with public discourse and aca-
demic analysis, where critiques have emerged within the last decade. The 
second methodological axis involved ethnographic methods, which have 
proven to be particularly productive in terms of capturing the slippery 
nature of NGOs as an object of study. The extended case study is based 
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on ethnographic fieldwork stays in the Peruvian high jungle between 2007 
and 2013 (Larsen 2015). For a long time, the area has been an established 
region for conservation efforts, offering a pertinent case study to explore 
evolving roles, practises and perceptions of NGO activity. Field data is 
based on participant observation, document analysis and semistructured 
interviews with NGO and local representatives.

the good conservatIonIst and the Bad ‘other’
A central master narrative among conservation NGOs couples public 
environmental good with wider narratives of biological crisis (Escobar 
1998: 56). A useful example of such narratives of crisis and global action 
is the so-called ‘Morges Manifesto’—the founding document leading to 
the establishment of the World Wildlife Fund (WWF); it has since been 
renamed the World Wide Fund for Nature. Its title, ‘We Must Save the 
World’s Wildlife: An International Declaration’, speaks for itself (Morges 
Manifesto 1961). As the Manifesto stated, using war metaphors, there 
were ‘skilful and devoted men and admirable organisations … battling at 
this moment on many fronts’. It was an ‘emergency’ with a ‘vast number 
of fine and harmless wild creatures losing their lives, or their homes, in an 
orgy of thoughtless and needless destruction’.

In language resembling a humanitarian rescue mission, the ‘wildlife 
emergency’ stemmed from ‘ignorance, greed, and folly’. Animals were 
being ‘shot or trapped out of existence … drowned by new dams, poisoned 
by toxic chemicals, killed by poachers for game, or butchered in the course 
of political upheavals’. In response, the World Wildlife Fund was set up to 
offer the public ‘an effective simple means’ to save the world’s wildlife; it 
was to be a new organisation with ‘easy channels for all who want to help’ 
and ‘raise massive resources for the cause and distribute resources where 
they are most needed’. Advancing civilisation had to be stopped or as the 
title of 1969 album with the Bee Gees, the Beatles and others singing for 
the WWF went: ‘No One’s Gonna Change Our World’. On the album, 
the Beatles introduced ‘Across the Universe’. Cilla Black sang ‘What the 
world needs now is love’. Rolf Harris sang about the ‘Cuddly old Koala’, 
Lulu interpreted ‘I’m the Tiger’ and Bruce Forsyth presented ‘When I see 
an Elephant Fly’. Conservation NGOs were the moral guardians of the 
good in the ‘senseless orgy’ supported by the latest tunes of public culture. 
This Zeitgeist remains important to this day in the nature of conservation 
communication strategies.
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Conservation NGOs are in many foundation narratives about the good 
against the ‘bad other’ that undermines the public environmental good. 
Now, I may be criticised for being unfair, even incorrect, in exemplifying 
the ‘good’ of NGOs with the emergency language from the late 1960s. 
The objectives and approaches of NGOs have evolved, it may rightfully 
be contended. Contemporary versions of the ‘good conservationist’ often 
are found no longer in the alarmist moral condemnation of civilisation 
and species loss, but increasingly in the positive techno-solution realm of 
sustainability guidance (Larsen 2013). In effect, conservation NGOs are 
in a constant process of (1) reinventing themselves, (2) redefining mission 
statements and (3) fine-tuning strategies into new forms of action. This 
author’s purpose is, not here at least, to enter the particular battlefields of 
what constitutes a good or bad conservation strategy. I argue, however, 
that it is essential to recognise the importance of the ‘good conservationist’ 
narrative as a moral constitution and an unwritten social contract between 
conservation NGOs and broader society. Conservation NGOs, in this 
meta-narrative, represent the good conservation cause against ‘bad 
reasoning’. It, as such, constitutes an existential reasoning based on 
moral grounds and values, on the one side, and technical competence and 
science on the other. This link was best articulated by the International 
Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN) Secretary General Duncan 
Poore in 1977:

The Union is concerned with values more, I would say, even more than 
with science. For science should be the servant, not the master of mankind. 
Our strategy must be firmly based in realism, but it must move ahead with 
vision. We should be the architects of guided change (call it development 
if you will)—guided change in the direction of increasing the well-being of 
humankind—not only the standard of living but the good life, but (and the 
‘but’ is all important) in such a way that the potential of the biosphere to 
support this good life is not diminished. (Holdgate 1999: 137)

Central to this narrative is not merely agency outside the realms of the 
state, but also more fundamentally the moral high grounds of technically 
sound agency above the temptations of real politik and short-termism. 
Corson (2010: 578), for example, speaks of conservation organisations 
capitalising through idealised visions of themselves as representatives of 
civil society countering private forces.

‘Good conservationist’ narratives are no longer only about conviction 
and identity, but they are tied to carefully designed branding operations 
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(Rodríguez et  al. 2007) and ‘the spectacle of capitalist conservation’ 
(Brockington and Duffy 2010: 473). Conservation NGOs have become 
‘super brands’ with high levels of ‘consumer trust’ (Laidler-Kylander et al. 
2007) leveraged by both the NGOs themselves and interested third parties, 
through partnerships and alliances by way of spectacular accumulation 
(Sachedina et al. 2010). ‘If you have the will, we will show you the way’, 
conservation NGOs tell the world through carefully orchestrated and 
competitive communication campaigns.

Such narrative positions justified the spectacular growth of sustain-
able development funding to conservation NGO work after the 1992 
Earth Summit. Nongovermental organisations could deliver where states 
were absent, offering more efficient and competent solutions. Just as 
development NGOs experienced their heyday as alternatives to the failure 
and pitfalls of conventional development schemes, conservation NGOs 
initially thrived on the conservation boom of the 1990s. Nonetheless, 
where supporting conservation NGOs, like voting in a democracy, was a 
natural reflex of concerned citizens, arguably the picture has now changed 
somewhat.

the ugly conservatIonIst

An increasingly common narrative portrays NGOs, no longer only as small, 
beautiful and ‘doing good’, but as turning big, ‘ugly’ and transnational. 
Public debate and a growing body of literature have within the last decade 
thrown into question the mandates, roles and effects of Northern NGOs. 
This critique has been launched particularly against the BINGOs. Such 
organisations, critics voice, do not thrive only on a moral mission and 
merit against all odds, but they increasingly rely on a capitalistic expansion 
of activities, public finance entanglements, and flawed corporate partner-
ship projects that threaten what they set out to protect in the first place. 
Descriptions, mainly of BINGOs, have moved from portraying an idealist 
independent activity toward describing professionalised, managerial and 
internationally financed institutions. This has led to a shattering critique 
that erodes the moral premises of the ‘good conservationist’ narrative.

Why this change? The shift partially reflects a new empirical reality 
including the spectacular growth of conservation finance. Annual con-
servation funding is now estimated to be in the range of USD19.8 bil-
lion (Waldron et al. 2013). Today NGOs are not only among the biggest 
investors in conservation (Khare and Bray 2004), but also equally central 
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in the management and spending of these resources. Contemporary NGO 
action cannot be understood outside this political economy. Challenging 
the idea that NGOs signal a strong civil society, wider analysis has pointed 
to the material pressures, institutional imperatives, insecurity and competi-
tion, which potentially can subvert NGO ideals (Cooley and Ron 2002).

Such phenomena are equally present in the conservation NGO field, 
the political economy of which is arguably distinct in at least two ways. 
On the one hand, NGOs have been prime receivers of post-Rio green 
financing, becoming convenient alternatives, or rather even outsourced 
flexible delivery mechanisms, to poor or downsized state arrangements. 
On the other hand, NGOs remain instrumental in setting up new funding 
schemes and shaping and channelling contemporary global conservation 
financing and flows. Both roles, as funding receivers or as gatekeepers, 
recently have been problematised, not the least being in the public space.

Naomi Klein and others have decried how ‘Big Green’ relies on capital 
investments in publicly traded securities in energy, materials and mixed 
assets. Environmental groups, she argues, have become ‘part-owners’ of 
industry, furthermore proposing ‘false solutions’ and dead ends under 
the banner of ‘constructive engagement’. Specifically, Klein listed con-
servation organisations as the Nature Conservancy with a USD1.4 bil-
lion endowment, trumping the Wildlife Conservation Society (WCS) with 
only a USD377 million endowment, and WWF US with a mere USD195 
million. Klein’s message (2013) to Big Green is clear: ‘cut your ties with 
the fossils, or become one yourself ’.

Reporter Oliver Steeds wrote about ‘Conservation’s Dirty Secrets’, 
whereas Canadian journalist Cory Morningstar spoke of the ‘non-profit 
industrial complex’ and ‘its role to undermine, marginalise and make 
irrelevant, the People’s Agreement’.3 Alliances were being made with the 
powerful, not the dispossessed, his narrative goes. Morningstar ended by 
noting how ‘groups who continue to protect such interests must be con-
sidered complicit in crimes against humanity’. Mainstream conservation 
organisations were, noted by another observer, to be considered ‘perpe-
trators’ and ‘worst offenders’ not only limiting their work to trivialities 
but also in effect ‘legitimising plunder’ (Barker 2009). Critical voices 
from the global South equally see NGO power in opposition to people’s 
power. Arundhati Roy questioned the innocence of NGOs speaking of an 
‘increasingly aggressive system of surveillance of increasingly hardening 
States’ (Roy 2012).
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In Bolivia, NGOs have been accused of co-opting and making ‘hun-
gry’ clients out of indigenous organisations and networks through soft 
dominance. The NGOs, the country’s Vice President argued, were not 
nongovernmental but organisations of other governments (Linera 2012: 
30). The language used is remarkably forceful, stating it appears that green 
civil society was becoming uncivil, nongovernmental was becoming gov-
ernmental or, even worse, corporate.

From this perspective, the acronym ‘NGO’ might be recast as ‘no good 
organisations’, ‘nongoverned organisations’, or even ‘nature-grabbing 
organisations’ after surveying the recent literature on green grabbing 
(Corson and MacDonald 2012; Fairhead et al. 2012). Moral resentment 
(Fassin 2013) that NGOs were siding with power, having ‘eaten of 
the forbidden fruit’, threatened the underlying ethical constitution of 
conservation NGOs. Their very social contract was under fire.

Critical scholarship equally has debunked the ‘doing good’ narrative, 
replacing it with less flattering depictions of bigger, bureaucratised and 
capitalised organisations (Brosius 1999; Escobar 1998). Where NGOs may 
challenge the state, they may equally offer convenient stop-gap measures to 
neoliberal policy change (Lewis and Kanji 2009: 18). Conservation NGOs 
in this vein of thought no longer offer a moral alternative, but they either 
are subdued by state operations or are caught up in mundane struggles 
over rights, property, accumulation and redistribution.

A prime example, a decade ago, came from anthropologist Mac 
Chapin (2004), who created a storm in the conservation community by 
publishing an article entitled ‘A challenge to conservationists’. It was a 
portrait of three conservation ‘giants’—that is, the WWF, Conservation 
International (CI) and The Nature Conservancy (TNC)—having grown 
‘extremely wealthy and large’, while abandoning earlier commitments to 
collaborate with indigenous people. The attitude of conservationists was, 
Chapin (2004: 21) noted, that ‘they have the money and they are going 
to call the shots’. He described the spectacular growth of NGO funding, 
money dependence and the creation of NGO ‘gatekeepers’.

The anthropologist, in a sense, spoke truth to power, a position normally 
occupied by NGOs themselves. The WWF responded that Chapin’s analysis 
was ‘peppered with inaccuracies’, yet also resolved to take  corrective mea-
sures (Roberts and Hails 2005). A member of CI spoke of the article as being 
‘fraught with errors and unsubstantiated assertions’. Nonetheless, it pointed 
to friction and tensions arguably omnipresent across the NGO scene.

 THE GOOD, THE UGLY AND THE ‘DIRTY HARRY’S OF CONSERVATION… 



26 

Such critiques undermined narratives of conservation NGOs as vec-
tors of the good (against power), to portrayals of NGOs as creatures of 
power and hegemony (Corson 2010). Several NGOs were no longer only 
local and popular but global and elitist according to Holmes (2011). Such 
‘grown-up’ NGOs have, put in somewhat colloquial terms, moved away 
from the innocence of green youth to become seasoned business-driven 
and political, if depoliticised, movers and shakers. Igoe and Brockington 
(2007: 439), for example, note how big conservation NGOs control ‘bil-
lions of dollars, employing tens of thousands of people worldwide, and 
adopting increasingly corporate strategies, organisation and cultures’. 
The moving of professionals from NGOs to corporate or governmental 
jobs are, in these narratives, orders of purity and danger and considered 
conspicuous. As Holmes (2011: 1) notes, conservation elites interact 
at conferences and ‘the roles of NGOs, corporations, and the state are 
increasingly indistinguishable’.

The NGOs are considered to be part of ‘inter-state and/or national 
power structures’, and ‘act increasingly like a morph between trans- 
national corporations and government development agencies’ (Jepson 
2005: 516). They have become part of a ‘transnational capitalist class’ 
(MacDonald 2010: 542). Their failure to achieve conservation on the 
ground is perceived as a result of their ‘generalised global approaches’ 
(Rodríguez et al. 2007: 755). In particular, the critique is made in con-
nection with market-based (‘neoliberal’) conservation approaches (Igoe 
et al. 2010). Nonetheless, other ‘scaling up’ and landscape approaches also 
are considered as a means of domination, further thriving in a neoliberal 
environment where conservation NGO boards are increasingly populated 
by corporate representatives (Corson 2010: 581; Holmes 2011: 6–7).

The argument goes even further in terms of capitalist penetration. 
Rather than producing alternatives, the ‘conservation mode of production’ 
produces images, enclosures and commodities ready for capitalist uptake. 
Conservation is no longer the bulwark against neoliberalism and the 
penetration of market ideology, but intimately tied to it (Corson 2010; 
Igoe and Brockington 2007). Brockington and Scholfield (2010: 554) 
thus argue about how conservation NGOs are ‘constitutive of, and 
central to, the workings and spread of capitalism in sub-Saharan Africa’. 
According to them, CI essentially has been involved in displaying how 
conservation has been capitalised and corporatised in terms of expertise 
networks, linkages with capital institutions and penetration.
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MacDonald (2010: 535–36), for example, emphasises how institutional 
enclosures have resulted in NGOs ‘visibly and legibly aligning … activities, 
capacities and objectives with the ideological and material interests of the 
dominant actors’. Corson (2010: 579), furthermore, argues how this relies 
on a separation of financing for conservation abroad from the driving 
forces of consumption back home. Not only are market mechanisms 
rendered unproblematic but also partnerships with businesses are deemed 
essential to effective conservation. Organisations, from this perspective, are 
dependent on and ultimately shaped by resource allocation from an external 
environment driven by neoliberal premises. Because this challenges the 
founding narratives of ‘doing good’, the poor reception is not surprising 
(Igoe et al. 2010).

Still, have such critiques been overdone? Has critique of the ‘ugly’ con-
servationist become comfortably radical, potentially misinterpreting and, 
in some cases, even closing or undermining potential spaces for social 
change prompted by NGOs? It is thought-provoking that radical critique 
may appear side by side with government attacks on the NGO sector. 
The increasingly restrictive regulatory frameworks put in place to curtail 
NGOs’ action in several countries are a real political challenge. How then 
do we prevent anthropological analysis from becoming stuck in a whole-
sale post-developmental critique of ugly conservation, not to say misread-
ing NGO tactics? Need we not broaden the scope of critical analysis? 
Can the answer be found in the pragmatism of what this chapter’s author 
labels the ‘Dirty Harry’ narrative, often highlighted in the line of defence 
by conservation organisations?

the ‘dIrty harry’ of conservatIon

Because the environmental issues facing humanity are massive and complex, 
we believe that the most effective way to find solutions is to work with other 
organisations, including corporations, governments and other NGOs. It is 
simply not sufficient to throw stones from the sidelines; we must work together 
to address the needs of a rapidly growing global population that is dependent 
on a fragile and already overstressed environment. (Seligmann 2011)

The preceding quote by Peter Seligmann, CEO and cofounder of Conser-
vation International, is from a blog post entitled ‘Partnerships for the planet: 
Why we must engage corporations’. Whereas the ‘ugly conservationist’ 
narrative portrays organisations caught up in big finance, corporate 
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engagement and neoliberal flirtations, what I call the ‘Dirty Harry’ 
narrative, stresses pragmatic conservation operators in a world of money and 
power. In reference to the famous detective film starring Clint Eastwood, 
the criminologist Carl Klockars (1980) conceptualised the ‘Dirty Harry 
problem’ as the ‘moral dilemma’ of whether to use ‘dirty means’ for ‘good 
ends’. Whereas Dirty Harry, a San Francisco cop, tracks down a serial killer 
sniping random victims, the ‘Dirty Harry’ of conservation has become the 
conservationist transgressing the moral codex of the ‘good conservationist’ 
to secure effective conservation results.

The credo of the ‘Dirty Harry’ narrative is that effective conservation 
requires discreet engagement, adequate resourcing and positive solu-
tions. From a pragmatic conservationist perspective, increasing funds is a 
necessity in real-world conservation. Where campaigners remain stuck in 
green utopia, the ‘Dirty Harry’s of conservation get their hands dirty by 
managing big budgets and remaining on speaking and operational terms 
with both government and industry.

The question is no longer about ideological identification with good 
conservation values, but how to get the job done. Gone are the NGOs 
as the rebellious outsiders revolting against the system, yet without the 
means, connections and sagesse to make any real change happen. ‘Yes, there 
is money involved’ and ‘yes, there are contacts with corporate and govern-
ment financing’, conservationists may retort. ‘Yes, conservation involves 
professionals and technical debates by professional staff members, rather 
than only volunteers’, they might add. What one on hand, may appear as a 
huge amount of resources as per observations of a ‘conservation industry’ 
is, from this perspective, a question of inadequate conservation finance 
dwarfed by other budget lines.

David Cleary, an anthropologist working with The Nature Conservancy, 
characterised Chapin’s (2004) early critique as ‘incomplete, naive, and 
overstated caricature of a complex reality’. Instead, he argued, conser-
vation organisations need big budgets to scale-up activities and operate 
against power behind the scenes, passing intelligence to campaigners, 
rather than aligning themselves with the poor in public.4 Should anthro-
pology, in this sense, not get over its structural naiveté and come to terms 
with the contemporary realities of the ‘Dirty Harry’s of conservation?

Many anthropologists have, indeed, pursued this pragmatic strategy 
through intimate engagements within conservation NGOs from local- 
level conservation board membership to active involvement as staff or 
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advisors. Some have contributed to public debates around conservation 
policy and practise, while others have remained involved in ‘internal’ dis-
cussions. Ranging from critique at the margins to mainstream policy sup-
port, pragmatic engagements in practise reveal high levels of complexity, 
problematising not only what NGOs do but equally how they engage with 
the state and corporate actors.

In effect, NGOs may support or substitute governments and the corpo-
rate sector because they may be financed, resisted or prohibited by them. 
They may be curtailed or co-opted as they wrestle from within the system. 
Working around state control of them is part and parcel of smooth NGO 
operations in many places. Doane (2014) offers a convincing portrayal of 
the ups and downs of an NGO-supported community conservation initia-
tive Mexico confronted with decentralised authoritarianism of state agencies 
working against autonomy-inspired conservation. Language and activities 
often are tailored and constrained to fit distinct spaces of action, not reflect 
buy-in altogether. States may accept and allow NGO activity in noncontro-
versial fields, while restricting action in others (Gunte and Rosen 2012).

At stake, from this perspective, is a different NGO culture, not co- 
opted by capital but involving pragmatic operators working the system and 
market-based dynamics to build solutions from within rather than shining 
brightly from the outside. Nonetheless, such pragmatism comes with a 
cost. Still, rather than jumping to conclusions about ‘nature unbound’, 
of natural relations subjected to market dynamics, what studies in fact 
reveal are how growing organisations are being unbound and increasingly 
subject to the marketplace of conservation finance. This, in part, appears 
as legitimacy framed as ‘value for money’ rather than only value per se.

As former Director of the WWF, Jim Leape, noted in a 2012 public 
lecture in Geneva, organisations like the WWF ‘help crack the challenges, 
they [governments] can’t crack alone’. He mentioned how his brother, 
reportedly working for Greenpeace, would complain about how they 
would ‘open the door and WWF would enter’.5 When campaign organisa-
tions stand on the grounds of conservation values, mainstream organisa-
tions get their hands dirty to get the job done. Engagement is framed by 
many environmental organisations as a prerequisite for being effective in 
today’s world (Jepson 2005: 517; MacDonald 2010). Such  pragmatism—
shifting from protest and activism to professionalism and advice—has 
long been a trend in mainstream conservation. As a 1976 Editorial in the 
IUCN Bulletin noted:
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While it may be repugnant for conservationists to divert their precious ener-
gies from conservation proper, or to be involved in development at all. … 
[U]nless we are involved much (if not all) that we have achieved in the 
past and hope to achieve during the coming years, will be destroyed by the 
efforts to survive of millions of poor and hungry—helped only by biologi-
cally prodigal development on the one hand and socially naive conservation 
on the other, and therefore not helped at all.6

As the initial Morges Manifesto (1961: 2–3) noted, ‘success would depend 
… on winning the respect and backing of other interests, which must not 
be overlooked or antagonised’. Indeed, from Rio and onward, the sustain-
ability ‘bond’ cemented NGOs as partners of action in a new pledge: ‘No 
development without sustainability; no sustainability without develop-
ment’ (Sachs 2010: 28). From going against development, conservation 
NGOs had become efficient vehicles to achieve it.

Nonetheless, whether such nonantagonism ultimately is successful or 
in practise undermines NGO independence and conservation impact is 
under constant debate. Interestingly, as global trends of NGO engage-
ment with the corporate sector have increased, CEOs reportedly perceive 
a declining significance of NGOs as trendsetters.7 Whereas 27% of CEOs 
in 2007 listed NGOs among their top three in terms of stakeholder groups 
influencing approaches to sustainability, this had fallen to 15% in 2013. 
Is the agenda-setting edge ability of NGOs eroding while they have grown 
in terms of size, budgets and power? Answering this question is beyond 
the scope this chapter. Yet, clearly part of the answer will rely on careful 
assessments of the shifting politics and practises of conservation NGOs 
(Robinson 2012). The following section explores such questions through 
a case study of conservation NGO activity in the Peruvian Amazon.

doIng good In the PeruvIan aMazon

‘We are like Don Quixote’, a conservationist exclaimed following yet 
another meeting about setting up a biosphere reserve in the central jungle 
area of Peru in early 2008. In the context of massive development pres-
sures, he joked about the group of conservation players around the table 
on a noble quest to change the world. The image had a ring to it. The tire-
less group attempted to promote a biosphere reserve project, question the 
expansion of the electricity grid into a municipal nature reserve and oth-
erwise get green issues on the agenda. Whereas Don Quixote regains san-
ity, these conservationists arguably pursued high goals and ideals against 
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challenging development odds. They were, in the narrative sense, agents 
of the ‘good’. Many were NGO employees, others former ones. They 
were, I would argue, not merely acting through personal conviction, but 
also reenacting NGO identity narratives of environmental avant-gardism 
and commitment to the public good.

A quarter of a century prior to his critique of conservation NGOs, 
Mac Chapin, then a Latin American advisor at United States Agency for 
International Development (USAID), facilitated one of the agency’s first 
social and environmental impact assessments of a development project. 
Civil society critique, from anthropologists to indigenous organisations 
and their supporters had thrown into question government plans for road 
expansion and frontier settlements in the Peruvian Amazon (Smith 1982). 
The USAID financing and conditionalities eventually led to protected 
area creation, land titling and sustainable forest management projects. 
This reoriented project space, with only nominal state support, carved 
out a distinct managerial vacuum ready for NGO support. The Fundación 
Peruana para la Conservación de la Naturaleza (FPCN)—that is, the 
Peruvian Foundation for the Conservation of Nature, later recognised 
as ProNaturaleza (created in 1984)8—was the first national conservation 
NGO founded by key Peruvian conservationists9 in response to the limi-
tations of state action (Husock 1997). Protected area financing was not 
a public funding priority, and conservationists set up the foundation to 
receive international donor support. Whereas foreign support for conser-
vation in the late 1970s was ‘never more than 8% of state contributions’ 
(Dourojeanni and Ponce 1978: 19), these figures would be reversed in the 
coming decades.

Shawn Miller (2007: 194) spoke of ‘Latin American nature’ generating 
‘an unusually large share of first-world environmental anxiety’. Such anxi-
eties after Rio translated into a managerial reconfiguration of problems as 
‘technical’, centred around renewable resources (Chatterjee and Finger 
1994; Hajer 1995), consolidating the role of NGOs as mediators between 
the resource-rich North and the biodiversity-rich South. The NGOs were 
among the key supporters, fundraisers and beneficiaries of the managerial 
paradigm and new finance mechanisms.

Whereas debt swaps and international finance during the late nine-
teenth century had fuelled the agricultural frontier in the Peruvian jungle, 
a century later Northern finance would (attempt to) render the region 
green.10 The FPCN ‘became the means for international donors … to give 
meaning to Peru’s protected areas’ (Husock 1997: 4). Tropical forests 
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predominated hotspot lists, and Oxapampa fit the bill, forming part of the 
tropical Andes—‘the richest and most biodiverse hotspot on earth … the 
global epicentre of biodiversity’ (Mittermeier et al. 1999: 69).

The NGO actions, during this period, were about filling the gap 
of an absent state. The FPCN’s aim was to become a ‘centre of excel-
lence’ in conservation programmes and biodiversity projects (Husock 
1997: 3). Founding logics were, in the language of this analysis, based 
on ‘doing good’ in technical terms by initially replacing the absent state 
by providing protected area management. It was not an activist NGO, 
but a foundation structure managed by conservation professionals and 
former government staff, essentially developing a kind of parallel public 
structure. Peruvian industrialists were soon to be members of the board 
(Husock 1997: 5). Not only did the NGO itself manage parks, but it also 
organised training and workshops on management planning. Although 
no formal mandate was given, FPCN initially had a ‘gentleman’s agree-
ment’ and later, through donor pressure, obtained a ‘compact of coop-
eration’ (1986–1989), becoming like a de facto state-protected area 
authority (Ibid: 4–5).

One of its first major operations, with USAID and TNC support, 
was the direct management of the Yanachaga National Park in 1987. By 
1990, the NGO was administering all the protected areas in the province. 
A few years later, the NGO supported three-quarters of the national pro-
tected area system, specifically in charge of 15 of them.11 The FPCN even 
cosponsored the incorporation of a chapter on natural resources in the 
1993 Constitution.12 Obviously, this was much more than ‘doing good’.

It was NGO governance par excellence, replacing the state yet with-
out having to deal with cumbersome national politics. Like many other 
NGOs, expansion relied heavily on a project economy, eventually becom-
ing part of the multi-country ‘Parks in Peril’13 TNC flagship programme 
‘transforming “paper parks” into functional protected areas’ (González 
and Martin 2007: Foreword). The TNC had, by then, grown from a small 
group of ecologists in 1950 to a major conservation player. By 2005, 
TNC had more than USD3.7 billion in assets and an annual revenue of 
USD800 million (Birchard 2005). For the Peruvian NGO, this entailed 
the emergence of a specific process of priority-setting that reflected mana-
gerial prerogatives of the organisation. In the Selva Central, this went 
from park-oriented support in the period from 1991 to 1997 to a second 
phase supporting two other protected areas in the province.
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Although much of the preceding, in isolation, illustrates the emergence 
of a conservation NGO doing good fuelled by international support, there 
was more to the story. Global conservation finance fuelled NGO-driven 
problem analysis rendering conservation systems the locus of environmen-
tal problem solving. In the following years, a series of projects around 
biological diversity, forests and fauna nurtured a distinct green vision of 
Oxapampa and its management needs. This led to an emphasis on natural 
forest management and protected areas, with less emphasis on agricultural 
production, soil conservation and contamination issues.

the ugly conservatIonIst?
The fuelling of green managerial power had social effects. The prior 
tying together conservation and social rights, which had mobilised pro-
tests and enabled protected area creation in the first place, was being 
undone. Indigenous communities, which had fought against logging and 
road expansion, were distanced from protected area management. Where 
indigenous organisations and their supporters had supported indigenous 
communal reserves, conservationists put a greater emphasis on conven-
tional state-driven management responses (Larsen 2015). The NGO staff 
channelled the bulk of the funding to the uninhabited national park. ‘We 
had to prioritise’, as one conservationist explained (pers. comm.). As a 
result, NGO priorities shifted in 1997 when the government reclaimed 
direct management of the park. The state agency laid off all forest guards 
hired by the NGO, triggering a shift in role and perspective.

As the state focussed all its energy on the park, it left a residual project 
space for the NGO, by then renamed ProNaturaleza. Project attention 
was shifted to other protected areas from which the state still remained 
‘absent’. The NGO initiated capacity-building support and studies in the 
San Matías-San Carlos Protection Forest and the Yanesha Communal 
Reserve. As Steven Sampson (2002) noted, ‘project life is a world with 
a premium on abstract knowledge, by which power accrues to those best 
able to manipulate key symbols and concepts’. Just like capital ventures are 
expected to generate yearly profits, conservation initiatives are expected to 
generate added value and success stories (Sachedina et al. 2010: 25). New 
capacity-building roles, and, most important, new projects were defined 
to target community organisations and local authorities. Nonetheless, this 
project economy, like many others, also had unintended consequences.
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By 2006, ProNaturaleza, promoting the idea of a ‘Central Selva 
Biosphere Reserve’, had lobbied to place the proposal on the agenda of a 
decentralised Ministerial Council meeting. Even though it received sup-
port from Alejandro Toledo, the country’s president, alternative propos-
als stressing the need for more emphasis on the indigenous perspective 
emerged, eventually leading indigenous organisations to withdraw sup-
port.14 ‘ProNaturaleza received a lot of money, dollars, in our name’, one 
informant mentioned. ‘Money was not invested here, where it should have 
been, it went to another site. … [T]hey would continue as usual, with 
millions of dollars … [but] our situation wasn’t changing’, another added 
(pers. comm.). Mistrust went beyond an individual project and was echoed 
by both indigenous leaders and local authorities on multiple occasions.

Although NGO work was appreciated and solicited, NGOs doing con-
servation good were seen equally as reaping benefits from environmental 
problems and leaving little behind. Critique was not the least rehearsed and 
was mobilized as part of local politics. The NGOs were easy targets and 
scapegoats for action, but equally visible manifestations of deep- running 
inequities. ‘The NGOs see us as children’, one indigenous leader stated. 
‘You [indigenous] aren’t able to talk directly to the state … and the state 
equally thinks that as indigenous peoples, we aren’t yet civilized. … The 
NGOs and the church should be in charge, so that the indios get civilised’, 
he continued. One indigenous comunero (i.e.,  commoner) even criticised 
his own leaders using this image of NGOs: ‘[T]he presidents live big style, 
they have converted themselves into another ProNaturaleza’. Some NGOs 
representations featured four-wheel drive project vehicles, high salaries and 
office space. They were, in one sense, ‘ugly’ victims of their project success.

In the meantime, international support for conservation in the region 
was dwindling. Major projects came to an end, people were laid off and 
office facilities left at their bare minimum. The organisation had gone 
through a major financial crisis. Funding was gone, except for some minor 
projects, and the NGO was no longer offering big-scale solutions to forest 
and protected area management. Big conservation, it seemed, was only a 
shadow of its past. The NGO advisors, instrumental in supporting pro-
tected areas, had become consultants for local authorities, moved elsewhere 
or joined other institutions. Furthermore, despite long- standing criticism, 
indigenous organisations were busy setting up their own NGOs. By 2013, 
the indigenous federation of the Yanesha, the Federacion Comunidades 
Nativas Yanesha (FECONAYA), had set up its own organisation. Whereas 
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indigenous political organisations relied on voluntary involvement, NGOs 
required ‘professionals’, mirroring the evolution of the national NGO 
 culture during the 1980s and 1990s.

Another indigenous organisation, Asociación para el Manejo y 
Conservación de la Reserva Comunal Yanesha (AMARCY), with a pro-
tected area comanagement mandate for the Yanesha Communal Reserve, 
was equally contemplating formal recognition as an NGO.  As Yanesha 
leaders went from critique of NGOs to setting up their own, it was all about 
activating the power of a social form they had experienced. It also involved 
adopting practises and language of the ingenieros (i.e., engineers), charac-
terised by ambitious project proposals, reporting and PowerPoint presenta-
tions. As one Yanesha expressed it: ‘[I]f an NGO can fetch one million soles 
without consultation. … It’s time to turn the page and undertake direct 
negotiations’. Another Yanesha told this author, ‘We want our own NGO’.

One of their first sources of funding had been project development 
resources from an oil company. Yet leaders also were coming to terms with 
the ‘ugly’ side of project funding and power politics. An indigenous lead-
ership crisis erupted in 2013 around the management of project resources. 
Funding from the oil company remained a major source of contention. 
Management of the NGO was at the heart of the matter and dynamics 
were strikingly similar to the narrative of ‘ugly conservation’. Still, the 
case also illustrates the limitations of stereotypical dichotomies between 
big conservation and local communities. Whereas ‘ugly conservationist’ 
elements appeared at different moments, use was transitory, rhetorical and 
part of complex local politics. Rather than a stable property of conserva-
tion NGOs, it even reappeared in the context of indigenous NGO creation. 
At stake were complex interplays between state politics, indigenous repre-
sentative organisations, corporate players and shifting funding schemes.

Is ‘dIrty harry’ In the aMazon?
Through our role as a technical advisor, we aim for efficient socio- 
environmental management allowing for spaces of communication between 
the local population and the executing companies of extractive and con-
struction activity. – ProNaturaleza (Dourojeanni et  al. 2012: 195, trans-
lated from Spanish)

During return visits to Central Selvl in 2010 and 2013, earlier project 
activities by ProNaturaleza had been sharply reduced. Nevertheless, pro-
gramme activities in other parts of the country had grown considerably. 
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The NGO was increasingly active in supporting environmental monitoring 
programmes for the oil and gas bonanza in the Peruvian Amazon (Finer 
et  al. 2008). In 2001, ProNaturaleza had already begun to organize a 
community-based monitoring programme in the Camisea gas fields. The 
schemes were considered successful in terms of early detection of problems 
and preventing local conflicts in a ‘silent and routine form’ (Dourojeanni 
et al. 2012: 152). In a decade, such schemes had grown to become a major 
programme activity.

By 2013, the NGO was under contract to work on community monitoring 
with seven companies (five oil and two mining). The organisation described 
itself as a ‘technical advisory body’ defining one of its four strategic lines of 
activity as ‘searching for conservation and good land use in places where 
energy and road infrastructure projects are implemented through the 
reconciliation of corporate and local community interests’ (ProNaturaleza 
2013: 9). Monitoring was the technical means to achieve this. Such win–
win language around the effectiveness of technicality illustrated a distinct 
NGO positionality ‘outside’ the political battlefield. The director of the 
NGO would present the objective of involvement in monitoring as securing 
high standards of environmental quality in extractive projects, reducing levels 
of social conflict, maintaining fluid communication along with knowledge 
transfer and empowerment of communities (Dourojeanni et al. 2012: 7).

Participatory and community-based monitoring schemes were evalu-
ated as ‘overwhelmingly beneficial’ in terms of offering ‘additional guar-
antees’, empowerment and an increased understanding (Ibid: 147). 
Companies were even considered to benefit ‘more’ from the scheme in 
terms of ‘avoiding conflicts, and to their own surprise, help them in avoid-
ing otherwise grave accidents’ (Ibid: 151). Whereas the NGO in its early 
years aimed at transforming paper parks into effective management, the 
role in extractive industry monitoring increasingly involved becoming a 
trusted, efficient and competent service provider (Ibid: 186).

Had conservationist practise gone from civil society influencing state 
practise to become part of corporate project governance? Was it ‘Dirty 
Harry’ conservationism in practise? The monitoring scheme, practitioners 
argued, specifically involved empowering indigenous communities to set 
up their own monitoring bodies. Protests and denunciations were, from 
the NGO perspective, seen as ‘exaggerations’ and distortions provoked 
by special or ideological interests such as the nationalist left (Dourojeanni 
et  al. 2012: 16). ‘Doing good’ was not about open campaigning and 
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advocacy against oil in certain areas and alternative land use, but about 
demonstrating that the job could be done ‘properly’. It was about getting 
hands dirty to secure clean technologies.

In Oxapampa, where ProNaturaleza had been a major conservation 
pioneer, oil exploration was taking place within or next to the protected 
areas the organisation had established. Local authorities were confronted 
with major challenges to respond effectively to potential social and envi-
ronmental impacts (Larsen 2011; Larsen and Gaspar 2012). Yet, despite 
having a national programme on oil monitoring, the NGO remained sur-
prisingly silent on the topic of exploration activities compared to other 
NGOs and protected area authorities. Lack of project funding appeared 
to be the major reason, illustrating the fragile nature of NGO positioning 
on major development challenges. The NGO staff were well aware of the 
conflicts at stake; however, they also operated in project economy finance 
monitoring interventions elsewhere. Independent opinion was not absent 
per se, but it was channelled through and, in some respects, replaced by 
positionality determined by the political economy of project funding and 
was framed as technically sound project advice. Because NGOs are made 
up of various undertakings, projects in some respects made up the public 
face of NGOs de facto determining positionality.

While this chapter was being reviewed, the NGO (described as an ‘envi-
ronmental consultancy’ by one observer) was hired by the oil company, 
Pluspetrol, to work in the neighbouring Concession 108 to set up a moni-
toring programme and citizen environmental vigilance programme. The 
USD200,000 project reported on the NGO website aimed to initiate a 
programme with ‘adequate local representation’ contributing to ‘improv-
ing the compliance of Pluspetrol in relation to commitments made in 
the environmental management plan’.15 In a controversial and politicised 
exploration operation triggering significant protests, indigenous leaders 
and NGO staff, who previously challenged corporate oil, now offered 
local community members technical training to monitor operations and 
‘improve compliance’.

The point here is that careful analytical attention is needed to con-
sequences and the social effects of ‘Dirty Harry’ approaches to explore 
the conditions and implications of engagement. This challenges analysts 
to look beneath the narratives of strategy documents, and to work with 
a more fluid notion of NGO action crafted around actual practises of 
engagement and real-life project economies.

 THE GOOD, THE UGLY AND THE ‘DIRTY HARRY’S OF CONSERVATION… 



38 

dIscussIon: aPProachIng ngo coMPlexIty

ProNaturaleza and other NGOs have at different moments been viewed as 
doing good, representing the ugly and engaged in ‘Dirty Harry’ practises. 
Creation of NGOs was, for example, largely framed around ‘doing good’ 
by substituting or supporting an absent state. Fuelled by international 
finance, the NGOs grew rapidly, yet not without reactions. Local criti-
cisms of NGO projects and distance to communities echoed the master 
narrative of ‘ugly conservation’. Finally, NGO repositioning as a technical 
advisory body to extractive industry projects evoked the master narrative 
of ‘Dirty Harry’ conservation. Still, such master narratives provide only a 
very partial picture of the complex dynamics involved.

First, the historical perspective planned in the Peruvian case study revealed 
major organisational changes within a short timespan. Conservation NGOs 
are rapidly evolving rather than stable organisations and fields of activity. 
Even though it is well recognised that NGOs are diverse (Igoe et al. 2010: 
6), far more attention needs to be paid to (1) the internal heterogeneity, 
(2) the highly unstable terrains of conservation NGOs, and (3) the evolving 
conditions over time.

Second, the case points to the significance of changing waves of donor 
finance. The NGOs’ roles were closely tied to evolving conditions from 
levels of government involvement, resource politics and specific finance 
opportunities. The NGOs may indeed be conceived not as self-contained, 
but as entities that rely on external environments: ‘It is this dependence on 
an external environment that not only makes the control of organisational 
behaviour possible but almost inevitable as NGOs need to be appropri-
ately responsive to that environment to assure continued access to the 
resources they need to survive’ (MacDonald 2010: 534).

Nongovernmental organisations are, in this sense, not organisations 
with a predefined agendas, but rather made up of embedded projects with 
implicit normative positioning. This raises questions not just about what 
NGOs do but also fundamentally about what they are. As Pinzas et al. 
(1997: 6) has noted: ‘Many of the NGOs are actually not organisations, 
but rather a loose collection of projects run by a single agent which are not 
interlinked or mutually supportive—if one fails, the remainder continue; 
the unsuccessful die and the successful grow’.

Although much attention is directed at NGOs themselves, this sug-
gests the need for far more analytical attention to the surrounding social 
and political processes constraining or enabling specific forms of action. 
This is arguably at the heart of the literature situating NGO practise in the 

 P.B. LARSEN



 39

wider context of a political economy framed around neoliberalism as well 
as literature emphasising the determining role of donor priorities. Despite 
that, this also needs to go beyond the totalising gaze of neoliberal critique 
and to address the broader picture of contextual dynamics and politics.

Third, the case reveals the relevance of tracking NGO positionalities and 
relationships, both over time and across space, so as to capture their situa-
tional and contingent nature. Narratives stressing powerful NGOs tied into 
the corporate-status nexus reveal only one side of the coin. Brockington 
and Scholfield (2010), for example, note how conservation NGOs only 
support 15% of the protected area network in sub-Saharan Africa, influence 
being unevenly distributed among specific regions, countries and definite 
sites. Changing relations of cooperation, partnership and competition are 
central features of NGO activity (for the Guatemalan example, see Grandia 
2010). Most NGOs are in a constant process of transforming associa-
tions and repositioning themselves in relation to internal or external fac-
tors such as international funding priorities (Grandia 2009). Rather than 
merely denouncing (lack of) interaction as ‘ugly conservation’ or display-
ing ‘Dirty Harry’ strategies, the question is whether and how strategies of 
‘rapprochement’ are transforming conservation priorities and dynamics.

Critical questions are under what conditions and with what results, 
conservation NGOs engage with the corporate sector, government and 
international finance. This presents NGO studies with the challenge of 
capturing how shifts in financing and projects enable or foreclose specific 
NGO positions and their ability to actually influence change. The rise and 
fall of NGO power, staffing and field presence over time, because of chang-
ing flows of finance, are fundamental dynamics in this respect. In a recent 
review, Robinson (2012: 975) found little empirical evidence of NGO 
engagements with the corporate sector leading to better conservation 
results, even concluding not to ‘rely on corporations to meet conservation 
goals’. Portraying the variety of relations from dialogue to philanthropy 
and collaboration, his analysis specifically challenges win–win optimism 
based on voluntary measures and Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR).

concludIng reMarks: rethInkIng the anthroPology 
of conservatIon ngos

Academic attention to the nature and the role of conservation NGOs 
is growing in parallel with the growth and transformation of the organ-
isations themselves. Conservation anthropology has long interrogated 
the ‘local’ slot of conservation practise through problem analysis, field 
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activities and policy work. The anthropology of conservation NGOs in 
turn has proved to be a productive reality check that stresses the power 
and politics of conservation practise. Critical analysis, for example, points 
to the growing importance of corporate partnerships and state imbrica-
tions of NGOs forming part of sustainability problems and power fields, 
rather than merely observing challenges from the outside. The discrepan-
cies between NGO self-representation, and the tactics of professionalised 
bureaucracies of the big and capital-intensive conservation machineries, is 
a constant source of societal interrogation; need anthropological critique 
stop there? Has such critique of power become comfortably radical and, 
at times irrelevant, for the complex set of social battlefields making up 
nongovernmental conservation action?

Critical analysis may be more or less welcomed by the organisations 
themselves (Benjaminsen and Svarstad 2010; Igoe et al. 2010); however, 
it is arguably essential to foster a constructive debate about the role and 
contribution of civil society in addressing the daunting environmental 
challenges of our times. How is a critique of conservation NGOs main-
tained without throwing the baby, that of nongovernmental or civil society 
action, out with the bathwater? How is anthropology neither comfortably 
radical at a distance, nor comfortably operational from within the ‘social 
slot’? How are critical tools and findings better mobilized within conser-
vation organisations to challenge working assumptions and modalities?

This chapter argues that master narratives around the good, the ugly 
or the ‘Dirty Harry’s of conservation continue to frame the contours of 
the debate, yet provide only partial insights into the complex realities of 
conservation NGOs. Between ‘the more NGO activity the better’ and a 
wholesale critique, a critical middle ground of anthropological analysis is 
emerging. This middle ground is fundamental both to capture problematic 
spaces and to alter institutional forms and practise worthy of anthropolog-
ical exploration (Lockyer and Veteto 2013). This may avoid the traps of 
meta-narratives equalling BINGOs with big, bad and business-minded or, 
conversely, idealising small and beautiful Southern conservation efforts.

The problematisation of NGOs has opened new avenues of investiga-
tion into the changing conditions, uneven nature and evolving practises 
at stake. Conservation NGOs, like many other NGOs (Lewis and Kanji 
2009), face choices about who to engage with, where to prioritise activi-
ties and how to engage with the wide range of stakeholders impacting and 
benefitting from conservation. In practise, a panoply of ‘hybrid’ conserva-
tion NGOs, defying conventional dichotomies, are found with varying 
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degrees of international financing, local ownership and corporate involve-
ment. This also concerns everyday decisions about how capacity-building 
is undertaken, how collaboration is built, and the extent to which vibrant 
local institutions are bolstered (Rodríguez et al. 2007: 756). The question 
is no longer whether NGOs (can) make a difference, but indeed ‘what’ 
difference they make as well as when, where and how they can make it.

What in one context might appear as professionalisation, bureaucra-
tisation and monolithic power is countered by changing transformative 
politics, local alliances and internal heterogeneity in other cases. This 
entails a less essentialist and more dynamic notion of NGOs rather than 
attributing specific properties to them. Critical analysis need not limit 
itself to denouncing global power, corporate board membership and part-
nership language, but it might further explore the detailed trajectories 
of conservation impact, policy influence and long-term effects of such 
engagements. Considering that data on the effectiveness conservation 
and development NGOs often is scarce (Lewis and Kanji 2009; Robinson 
2012), anthropological descriptions that pay attention to evolving NGO 
trajectories and shifting terrains of intervention, and their social effects, 
are among the most critical building blocks not only to the field of NGO 
studies but equally so for NGO practise at large.

notes

 1. This chapter was first presented as a paper at a panel entitled “The 
Anthropology of Conservation NGOs”, held in Chicago in December 
2013. Thanks to other participants for stimulating discussions as well 
anonymous peer reviewers for insightful comments and suggestions.

 2. Group mail received on 5 June 2013.
 3. http://wrongkindofgreen.org/about-us/
 4. http://www.thefreelibrary.com/More+responses+to+%22A+Challenge+to+

Conservationists%22.-a0130057621. Accessed on 14 November 2013.
 5. ‘Sustainable Development: The Agenda After Rio+20’, Conference given 

at IHEID, October 9, 2012.
 6. Editorial Comment IUCN Bulletin, New Series 7(1), January 1976.
 7. http:/www.theguardian.com/global-development-professionals-

network/2013/sep/20/ngos-no-longer-set-agenda-development. 
Accessed on 10 May 2014.

 8. In Peru, Pro Defensa de la Naturaleza (PRODENA) was the first NGO 
to deal with environmental matters particularly regarding natural resource 
management. Several successive splits from this organisation gave birth 
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to Fundacion Peruana para la Conservacion de la Naturaleza (known as 
ProNaturaleza), Asociacion Peruana para la Conservacion de la Naturaleza 
(APECO) Asociacion de Ecologia y Conservacion (ECO) and other organ-
isations that triggered the development of the environmental movement 
(Soria unpublished).

 9. The three founders, Marc Dourojeanni, Carlos Ponce and José Rios were 
all La Molina Agrarian University faculty in the 1970s. Dourojeanni and 
Ponce had held key positions in the Directorate of Flora and Fauna.

 10. Where the indebted Peru in the nineteenth century had offered British 
bondholders land in the Oriente, twentieth-century debt swaps offered to 
the German government and other protected area designation and man-
agement plans.

 11. http://www.pronaturaleza.org/pronaturaleza-cumple-25-anos/. 
Accessed on 10 January 2011.

 12. By 1995, FPCN had become ProNaturaleza, who cosponsored the consti-
tutional element with an environmental lawyer NGO (Sociedad Peruana 
de Derecho Ambiental, SPDA).

 13. This, mainly USAID, funded the TNC programme covering Latin America 
and the Caribbean ran for 17 years with projects for some USD104 million.

 14. The biosphere reserve proposal, later renamed the Oxapampa Ashaninka 
Yanesha Biosphere Reserve, would eventually take off again with greater 
involvement and protagonism of the indigenous federations. Largely sup-
ported by NGO actors in the province, it would be approved in 2010.

 15. http://pronaturaleza.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/nuestro-trabajo/
promocion-de-la-responsabilidad-socio-ambiental/Pasco-Junin.pdf. 
Accessed on 27 April 2015.
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CHAPTER 3

Anthropology of Conservation NGOs: 
Learning from a Sectoral Approach 

to the Study of NGOs

Dan Brockington, Katherine Scholfield, and Richard Ladle

IntroductIon

This chapter draws on a survey of the conservation non-governmental 
organisation (NGO) sector in sub-Saharan Africa that Brockington and 
Scholfield carried out in the late 2000s. That project began with a simple 
curiosity to learn more about the role and impact of smaller conservation 
NGOs on the continent. We discovered we knew very little about what 
that sector was like at all. Nor did there seem to be much general knowl-
edge as to its stucture or condition. So, the initial enquiry regarding the 
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work of smaller organisations turned into a larger goal of mapping the 
entire conservation NGO sector working in sub-Saharan Africa (nearly 
300 organisations).

This chapter does not go into the methods used in that survey and their 
inadequacies; these have been detailed elsewhere (Scholfield and 
Brockington 2008). Indeed, various aspects of the whole survey are avail-
able in several publications (Brockington and Scholfield 2010a, b, c). The 
purpose here is not to report the results (although we will outline them), 
but to reflect on what can be learned from treating NGOs as a sector, as 
opposed to studying individual organisations. By this we mean treating 
conservation NGOs as being part of a larger group of organisations that 
share sufficiently common interests, goals, passions, personnel, funding 
sources, methods, meetings, practises and so on, and that they can be 
examined collectively, as well as individually.

We do not argue that either approach (the individual or the sectoral) is 
superior to the other, simply that each offers an advantage for diverse sorts 
of analyses. We do feel that the sectoral approach has been less prominent 
and could be used more, and more effectively. We illustrate through some 
of the insights from the present survey, as well as work Dan Brockington 
has undertaken with development NGOs since the conservation NGO 
survey (Brockington 2014a).

This chapter proceeds as follows. First, we begin by reflecting on the 
nature of the relationship between anthropology and conservation organ-
isations, detail some of the insights to be gained from studies of individual 
organisations, and consider what is missing. Then we report some of the 
findings of our sectoral approach, and outline the insights it offers.

StudyIng conServatIon ngoS

Understanding conservation NGOs is a vital aspect of understanding con-
servation (cf. Adams 2004). These are large and complex organisations, 
which require care and effort to understand. They merit study in their 
own right because of the influence they have on the collective conscious-
ness (in their brands and campaigns). They merit study for their reach and 
influence on conservation practises, particularly in poorer parts of the 
world where their resources are, relatively speaking, more influential. They 
merit study for the powerful ideas of nature and visions of conservation 
that they proselytise.
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The distinguishing feature of the corpus of existing works that it tends 
to be based on studies of individual organisations—and to great effect and 
insight. There are some particularly remarkable doctoral theses demon-
strating this. For example, Sarah Milne’s examination an anonymised large 
international conservation organisation’s work on payments for ecosystem 
services in the Cardamon mountains of Cambodia shows how the trial of 
a scheme to introduce payments for ecosystem services produced unin-
tended and not always welcome consequences (Milne 2009). Milne found 
that social justice considerations were not well served because of the 
nature of rural politics in Cambodia and the organisation’s unwillingness 
to challenge them on the ground.

Hassan Sachedina’s thesis studied the African Wildlife Foundation 
(AWF) in Tanzania (Sachedina 2008). Hassan had worked part time as a 
fundraiser for the organisation and had wanted to continue that role after 
writing his thesis. His observations in the field disillusioned him however. 
He showed how the organisation had become successful as an organisa-
tion, growing in size and scope. Hassan also showed that this was not 
translating into effective conservation work on the ground, or indeed very 
much time in the villages. The AWF was most effective at being an organ-
isation, but less effective at being a conservation organisation.

Both theses bring out common themes that are reported more broadly 
in the literature. One is that conservation NGOs have allowed themselves 
to be implicated too easily in heavy-handed state behaviour. Sunseri 
(2005) showed how alliances of local and international conservation 
NGOs are driving a new wave of evictions from forest reserves in Tanzania. 
Pearce (2005a, b) and others have written of the role of the African Parks 
Foundation in Ethiopia, which was implicated in the attempted clearance 
of the Guji from Nech-Sar National Park. Bonner (1993) described Prince 
Bernhard of the Netherlands channelling clandestine funds to the World 
Wide Fund for Nature (WWF) to support antipoaching work in Africa. 
Ellis reported the most unwelcome effects of that antipoaching activity on 
the elephant population (Ellis 1994).

The problematic social consequences of conservation actions are 
another abiding theme of studies of conservation NGOs. This was the 
Brockington’s introduction to the topic when he found how successful the 
conservation promulgated by the George Adamson Wildlife Preservation 
Trust and sister organisations had been, but how questionable the social 
consequences of this intense conservation were (Brockington 2002). 
Much of the work being done there was brought together in a meeting of 
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the ‘Disobedient Knowledges’ group in Washington DC, convened by 
Jim Igoe and Sian Sullivan; the meeting brought together scholars and 
activists to share a range of experiences of encounters, often bruising, with 
various conservation organisations. (Some of their experiences were col-
lected in Current Conservation, 2010, Vol. 3, No. 3.)

In this corpus of work, which we have only begun to sketch in the pre-
ceding, two obvious points immediately arise that suggest clear advantages 
to approaching conservation NGOs as a sector. The first is that the conclu-
sions and concerns of researchers exploring conservation NGOs echoes a 
slightly older issue raised by researchers working with development organ-
isations (Edwards and Hulme 1992; Hulme and Edwards 1997; 
Bebbington et al. 2008). These authors also raised questions about the 
effectiveness of development organisations and their proximity to power. 
The detail of the similarity of these two bodies of work has been reviewed 
elsewhere (Brockington and Scholfield 2010c).

Nevertheless, the important point here is that there appears to be no 
good reason for this split between research on development NGOs and 
conservation NGOs. It was not even a conscious, deliberate disengage-
ment based on sound reasons, or personal disagreement. On the contrary, 
neither group of researchers seems to be particularly conscious of the fact 
that they are ignoring each other. There is no good reason, to our mind, 
to separate conservation NGOs from development NGOs. This is partially 
because, conceptually, conservation is a form of development and partially, 
practically, because both groups of NGOs do very similar work on the 
ground in their real-world projects and lobbying, and they attend the 
same meetings to do so.

The second point is that it is only by treating conservation NGOs as 
part of a sector, and by comparing to other NGO sectors can this fact be 
realised and similarities between bodies of critique and literature be made. 
A sectoral approach enlarges the scope for comparative work. It would 
also then make it possible to explore how this sector might relate to other 
sectors and economic or social groups, such as the film industry or, indeed, 
the development NGO sector.

Note also that a common characteristic of current studies of conserva-
tion NGOs is that they have tended to be drawn to the work of the larger 
and powerful organisations (if not the largest, organisations—the ideas of 
which were still powerful locally). This has perhaps been the most well- 
articulated in Mac Chapin’s famous ‘Challenge to Conservationists’, 
which appeared in the magazine WorldWatch in 2004 (Chapin 2004). 
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His targets were the big international organisations (BINGOs)—namely, 
the WWF, Conservation International (CI) and The Nature Conservancy 
(TNC)—that were, allegedly, affiliating with big business and industries 
and against indigenous and local inhabitants. Mark Dowie developed this 
theme in his writings, including the AWF in the list of problematic organ-
isations (Dowie 2009). Others have contributed book-length critiques of 
single organisations (MacDonald 2008).

The concept of BINGOs usefully categories a group of NGOs, the size, 
reach and influence of which makes it helpful to treat as a group. Moreover, 
they behave as a group, as manifest, for example, in their associating to 
form the International Conservation Caucus, a powerful Washington- 
based lobbying group so thoroughly studied in Catherine Corson’s work 
(2010). One collection of critiques questions the power of these large 
international NGOs over smaller conservation movements and state con-
servation departments. Rodriguez et al. (2007) warn against domination 
of weaker local partners by international organisations. Lees (2007) 
observes a proliferation of international interest in conservation in Fiji, but 
no increase in the effectiveness of conservation performance. Duffy (2006) 
observes that larger conservation NGOs wield considerable influence 
through the donor council in Madagascar, and they helped push for the 
establishment of more national parks in the country.

Understanding these politics are useful, but we have a nagging doubt 
as to the tendency to categorise conservation organisations dichotomously 
as the ‘Big’ and the ‘rest’? Can we not breakdown the ‘rest’ into smaller 
groups, the function of which varies from others? As Table 3.1 shows, 
semi-seriously, on closer examination of the conservation NGOs operating 
in sub-Saharan Africa, a great variety of dissimilar groupings are possible.

Moreover, as we illustrate in the next section, some slightly more sen-
sible categories based on financial power, geography of activity and posi-
tion in funding hierarchies and networks also can be useful. A sectoral 
approach makes it possible to explore how these categories related to each 
other—funders, funded, moving of personnel and ideas. A sectoral 
approach is routine when it comes to, for example, trends in funding to 
certain groups of NGOs in Britain (Atkinson et al. 2012)—so why not 
apply a similar logic to conservation NGOs?

A sectoral approach, done well, also would consider the internal coher-
ence of any categories identified, both with respect to the sector itself and 
to any groupings identified within it. The advantages of this sort of 
approach are clearly visible in George Holmes’s work (Holmes 2010). 

 ANTHROPOLOGY OF CONSERVATION NGOS: LEARNING FROM A SECTORAL... 



52 

Table 3.1 Varieties of conservation NGOs

A. BLINGOs (BLImey that’s a big NGO!)
These are known elsewhere as BINGOs, but Bling is clearly more apt than mere Bing

B. FLAMINGOs (Fairly LArge MultI-million dollar NGOs)
These are slightly smaller than the BINGOs but still spend millions of dollars a year

C. WANGOs (Wonderful Animal focussed NGOs)
These organisations focus their African activities around the conservation of a particular 
species but can range in size and origin

D. PONGOs (wonderful Person fOcussed NGOs)
These are conservation organisations devoted to saving wildlife but that have an appeal 
tied to the charismatic individuals who established and inspired them

E. HONGOs (Habitat fOcussed NGOs)
These are NGOs that focus on various habitat

F. GNUNGOs (GeNUs focussed NGOs)
These organisations focus on groups of animals, for instance, big cats, primates and so on

G. BONGOs (Bird fOcussed NGOs)
These are similar to Genus-focussed NGOs, but they focus their conservation activities on 
birds. Better still would be SONGS ON BONGOS (SONGbird Or Non song Bird 
fOcussed NGOs)

H. SPANGOs (Single protected area NGOs)
These are usually smaller organisations and focus all their attention on one specific area

I. DINGOs (Dabbling in Conservation NGOs)
These are organisations linked to hunting clubs or tourism organisations, where perhaps 
conservation is the ‘secondary’ activity of the organisation

J. CONGOs (COmmunity-based NGOs)
These are small conservation organisations that were set up by local groups

K. STINGOs (Student Inspired NGOs)
These are organisations that have been set up by groups of friends, predominantly 
students, who had previously travelled to the area and decided they wanted to make a 
difference and set up a conservation organisation

L. MANGOs (MemoriAl NGOs)
These are NGOs that have been set up in the name of deceased prominent conservation figure

M. GRINGOs (Good Research Involved NGOs)
These are organisations that often have grown out of, or been established alongside, 
research projects

N. YOUCANGO (YOUth and Caring Adults NGOs)
These groups provide paying volunteers for projects and journeys. It is not always clear 
how much of the revenues of these groups go to conservation projects and how much to 
the organisation

O. BANGOs (BriefcAse NGOs)
These do not really exist outside of the briefcase carrying the fundraising proposals for 
their projects. A common problem, but it is difficult to name the organisations involved

(continued)
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Table 3.1 (continued)

P. NGONGONGOs (Non-Governmentally Organised Networks and Groups of 
NGOs)
These are large organisations that network African conservation organisations, although 
not necessarily implementing their own projects

Other categories we hope to populate in due course are: OH NGO! (the set of 
particularly silly NGOs); BROWN NGOs (the NGOs that will say anything to get 
approval); PINGOs (the cold hearted NGOs); LINGO (non-Anglophone NGOs); 
SORRY I DON’T SPEAK THE LINGO (Anglophone NGOs); SONGs 
(Francophone and musical); WRONGs (Francophone, but misguided); and TANGOs 
(pairs of NGOs moving in harmony, very rare)

Source: From Brockington (2011)

He examined the role of conservation elites and found, surprisingly, that 
transnational elites can be in remarkable conflict with national elites, 
 particularly where those elites self-identify in opposition to international 
influence.

We submit, then, that even though individual studies of particular 
organisations in specific roles and tasks have provided a great deal of 
insight, there is much to be learned from treating NGOs as groups and 
networks and from examining them in toto, as well as on their own. Or, 
to put it in a slightly different way, that ethnographies of individual organ-
isations could benefit from learning more about the context within which 
those organisations work. We are quite good at looking at national and 
political contexts, at general funding pressures and so on. Nonetheless, 
there is also a sectoral context—the group of organisations that conserva-
tion NGOs self-identify as belonging to—with tribulations that they share 
collectively, and with whom they are in competition with for funding and 
personnel. The sectoral context deserves more attention.

Let us outline briefly what was learned, when that sectoral approach 
was used in sub-Saharan Africa, to try to illustrate what we mean.

BaSIc FIndIngS From the Sectoral Study

Some of the basic insights are geographical. If it is meaningful to group 
organisations together in a sector because of their similarities, then one 
can learn much from where similar activities are concentrated, where they 
are sparse, and from where their ideas and funding come.
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With respect to conservation NGOs, we found that most of these 
organisations had, with the probable exception of organisations working 
in South Africa, headquarters based in the West or North (Table 3.2). We 
found that their spending and work were concentrated in East and South 
Africa, with relatively little in West Africa (Fig. 3.1). Other insights are 
historical; one can learn more about when a sector has been important, 
and how its prominence varies over time. Thus, we found that conserva-
tion NGOs working in sub-Saharan Africa had mushroomed during the 
1990s to 2000s (Table 3.3).

Note that we are not claiming any revolutionary insights here. It is well 
known that NGOs generally blossomed under neoliberal dominance, which 
sought more efficient means than states for delivering services. Conservation 
NGOs are simply part of that boom. It is also hardly surprising that conser-
vation NGOs are so clearly driven by Western desires, and presumably 
visions, for Africa, given the hold African landscapes and wildlife have in the 
Western imagination.

Table 3.2 Location of head offices of conservation NGOs working in Africa

Country Number of head offices Country Number of head offices

United States 65 Switzerland 3
United Kingdom 34 Uganda 2
South Africa 33 Belgium 1
Kenya 16 Burkina Faso 1
Namibia 11 Burundi 1
Tanzania 11 Denmark 1
Botswana 10 Djibouti 1
Madagascar 9 DRC 1
France 8 Egypt 1
Germany 7 Ethiopia 1
Netherlands 7 Gambia 1
Zimbabwe 7 Ghana 1
Malawi 6 Guinea-Bissau 1
Nigeria 6 Israel 1
Zambia 6 New Zealand 1
Cameroon 4 Portugal 1
Canada 3 Rwanda 1
Sierra Leone 3 Somalia 1
Australia 2 Sudan 1
Liberia 2 Tunisia 1
Norway 2 Grand Total 278

Source: Brockington and Scholfield (2010c)
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Nonetheless, if the broad schema of these findings were already sus-
pected, it is still useful to confirm them. It would help future historians to 
place studies of conservation before the 1990s into a proper context to 
know how active and numerous conservation NGOs were at that time. In 
addition, it is useful for comparative purposes to understand how removed 
West African conservation work is from that in South and East Africa.

Then there is the political economy of NGOs—how they create 
resources, for whom, and how they are distributed. It is, we submit, useful 
to know how much money is being mobilised by this sector, and how it 
compares with others (Table 3.4). It was, it appears, spending almost as 

Countries
Number of NGOs

1 - 10

11 - 20

21 - 30

31 - 40

41 - 50

51 - 60

61 - 70

South Africa

Country
Amount

(Thousand US$)
South Africa 13,661
Madagascar 10,613
Zambia 5,495
Mozambique 4,199
Namibia 4,098
Zimbabwe 3,641
Malawi 2,200
Botswana 1,325
Swaziland 575
Lesotho 575
Total 46,382

East Africa

Country
Amount

(Thousand US$)
Tanzania 14,489
Kenya 13,895
Uganda 4,186
Ethiopia 1,571
Sudan 133
Eritrea 12
Djibouti 3
Somalia -
Total 34,289

Central Africa

Country
Amount

(Thousand US$)
DRC 10,414
Gabon 7,229
Congo 4,587
Cameroon 4,105
Rwanda 2,520
CAR 1,646
Angola 578
Burundi 338
Eq Guinea 188
S. Tome & P’pe 3
Chad -
Total 31,608

West Africa

Country
Amount

(Thousand US$)
Liberia 1,085
Sierra Leone 833
Nigeria 776
Guinea 665
Ghana 531
Ivory Coast 394
Senegal 373
Guinea-Bissau 309
Niger 185
Gambia 148
Cape Verde 143
Burkina Faso 82
Togo 16
Mali 0
Benin -
Total 5,541

Fig. 3.1 The geographical distribution, by country, of conservation NGO activ-
ity and their spending in sub-Saharan Africa
Source: Brockington and Scholfield 2010b
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much money as the hunting sector (USD200 million per year) when this 
survey was conducted (Lindsey et al. 2007).

It is useful also to know where those resources are concentrated, how 
unevenly the sector is structured, and who the major players are. We found 
that the conservation sector was, like other NGO sectors, remarkably 
uneven, with 10 major players accounting for most of the money spent 
(Table  3.5). Among them we found that the TNC was not nearly so 
important as elsewhere, and that there were two specific organisations for 
African conservation (i.e., Peace Parks and the AWF) that were particu-
larly influential (Table 3.6).

Table 3.3 The  establishment 
dates of NGOs

Time period Count

Prior to 1900 5
1900s 5
1910s 1
1920s 1
1930s 0
1940s 0
1950s 4
1960s 15
1970s 19
1980s 54
1990s 80
2000s 53
Unclear 44
Total 281

Source: Brockington and 
Scholfield (2010c)

Table 3.4 Expenditure by conservation NGOs in sub-Saharan Africa 2004–2006

2004 2005 2006

Expenditure 113,723,444a 130,524,350 143,396,577
Expenditure, plus overheads 139,929,996 159,992,336 176,480,749
Overheads ($) 26,206,553 29,467,986 33,084,172
Overheads (%) 23% 23% 23%
Proportion of data in each year 
that has been estimated from 
other years

33.5% 0.4% 5.7%

Source: Brockington and Scholfield (2010b)
aAll figures are express in USD as of 2006
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We are making no grand claims about these data; they are all rather 
descriptive. Nonetheless, it does provide important context that other 
researchers will find useful in their examinations of other individual organ-
isations, or for more comparative work.

Table 3.5 The observed and predicted structure of the conservation NGO 
sector in sub-Saharan Africa

Size 
class

Range of expenditure 
including overhead 
(mil = million)

Counted 
NGOs

Average 
expenditure 
including 
overhead

Predicted 
NGOs

Predicted total 
expenditure 
including 
overhead

Predicted 
structure

7 Over $40 mil 1 42,708,026 1 42,708,026 21%
6 $10 mil to $21 mil 4 15,559,663 4 62,238,653 31%
5 $4.2 mil to $6.2 mil 5 5,467,690 5 27,338,450 14%
4 $0.8 mil to $1.9 mil 10 1,351,520 18 24,327,360 12%
3 $0.3 mil to $0.72 mil 14 479,142 46 20,603,106 11%
2 $0.1 mil to $0.3 mil 26 200,090 90 18,008,100 9%
1 Up to $0.1 mil 27 54,927 102 5,712,408 3%
Total 87 263 200,936,102

Source: Brockington and Scholfield (2010b)

Table 3.6 The 10 largest conservation NGOs in sub-Saharan Africa

Organisation name Average 
expenditure

Average expenditure 
including overheads

Countries 
where active

World Wide Fund for Nature 35,212,994 42,708,026 44
Conservation International 17,264,283 20,247,980 9
Wildlife Conservation Society 15,585,563 17,321,231 19
African Wildlife Foundation 12,073,116 14,614,140 11
Peace Parks Foundation 8,392,335 10,055,302 9
Jane Goodall Institute 4,412,168 6,120,999 2
Fauna and Flora International 4,895,446 5,947,705 8
Frankfurt Zoological Society 4,837,535 5,895,838 7
African Parks Foundation 3,246,610 5,136,265 6
Dian Fossey Gorilla Fund 3,497,692 4,237,644 2

Source: Brockington and Scholfield (2010b)

Expenditure is in $US (2006)
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InSIghtS Into the FunctIonIng oF networkS

Beyond the basic descriptive architecture and makeup of a sector, more 
detail is possible. In her PhD thesis Katherine Scholfield did a detailed 
examination of one conservation NGO sector (Scholfield 2013). She 
chose to research NGOs supporting mountain gorilla conservation in 
Rwanda and to explore how ideas about community interventions circu-
late. Essentially, she wanted to understand how NGOs—and other actors 
including states, communities and the private sector—interact, and what 
this means in terms of inclusion and exclusion of various people and 
groups and their ideas. She chose this sector because of the concentration 
and diversity of actors, particularly NGOs, involved and because of the 
opportunity it offered for researching a variety of interactions between 
them around a wide range of ideas and projects.

What she discovered was a complex mix of overlapping connections 
and disconnections, as Fig. 3.2 shows. The former was the result of project 
collaborations, government schemes and informal discussions both in and 
out of the office. The latter were sometimes strategic in nature, with 
NGOs choosing not to work together for reasons including organisational 
politics and competition for funding and publicity, but also because of the 
individual personalities involved.

Her work was able to illustrate how frequent and important the inter-
change of staff between organisations was (see Fig. 3.3). Indeed, in some 
sense, it does not seem right to speak of these as separate organisations—
rather, there is a slowly evolving pool of people who simply coalesce into 
assorted configurations over time. This is fundamental to understanding 
the politics and interactions of NGOs; this is particularly the case, she 
found, wherever breaks or ruptures within that pool occurred. For given 
that they can function so closely, and be involved so much collaboration, 
divisions became especially significant.

Disconnections were also ‘hidden’ or ‘accidental’. Exploring how the 
staff of these NGOs worked as a sector revealed how certain people and 
groups—particularly from local NGOs—might be disconnected from the 
wider network because they were not part of a given social circle, or did 
not have a significant level of perceived ‘expertise’. This had an impact on 
whether and how they could discuss their ideas with other NGOs or with 
state representatives and whether they were invited to collaborate with 
other NGOs.
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Fig. 3.2 Visualising the mountain gorilla conservation network
Source: Scholfield 2013

A further consequence to close collaboration and linkages between cer-
tain NGOs was how interdependent the ideas, plans and projects of them 
were. The NGO activities made little sense when viewed as the work of 
single organisations. For, in addition to personnel, they were also borrow-
ing on and building on the latest ideas to flow through this particular con-
servation community. As Redford and Adams observed, conservation is 
faddish (Redford and Adams 2009). It seizes new ideas with enthusiasm, 
sometimes excessively so, without good reason. Besides, in the eagerness for 
briquettes, energy-efficient stoves, disease control and community-driven 
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Fig. 3.3 Staff movement in Rwanda and the DRC
Source: Scholfield 2013

thinking sweeping this NGO community collectively, one could see these 
‘fads’ at work; however, it was only with this sectoral perspective that this 
was possible. Likewise, it was only with this sectoral approach to under-
standing relationships between network actors that it was possible to then 
see whose ideas were marginalised, or excluded, from this process.

Researching the mountain gorilla conservation NGO network revealed 
what conservation looks like ‘on the ground’; where the ground is not just 
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a geographical location (although this forms part of it), but it is something 
that emerges as diverse types of interaction take place between people and 
organisations within particular spaces at specific times. It allowed for a 
clearer understanding of various types of interaction between NGOs, how 
these facilitate circulation of ideas about how things should be done, and 
what this means in terms of the inclusion and exclusion of certain people 
and groups.

PolemIcal InSIghtS

A further advantage of the sectoral approach is that it allows groups of 
organisations to be examined collectively with respect to the goals that 
they share. This is perhaps most useful and interesting for applied anthro-
pology, which seeks to engage and work with the organisations under 
study. The point here, however, is that one can do this from a perspective 
that the organisations themselves find interesting. It will be no less sensi-
tive, but it still encourages engagement and interaction.

Consider, for example, NGO support for protected areas (PAs). 
Protected areas are an essential tool of the global conservation movement, 
providing key indicators and means of achieving conservation targets 
(Chape et al. 2005; Butchart et al. 2010); they are frequently financially 
supported by NGOs. Moreover, the costs of PAs often have been used to 
predict shortfalls in conservation expenditures, particularly shortfalls in 
the needs of conservation NGOs (James et al. 2001; Pimm et al. 2001; 
Balmford et al. 2003; Bruner et al. 2004; Moore et al. 2004).

Our survey of sub-Saharan African NGOs, their work and their expen-
ditures, found that only 14% (by area) of all PAs on the continent, and 
37% of the International Union for Conservation of Nature and Natural 
Resources (IUCN) category 1–4 PAs, received any form of support from 
conservation NGOs (Fig. 3.4). Nevertheless, significantly more support 
was theoretically possible. Following Moore et  al.’s formula (2004; see 
Box 3.1), it would cost USD64 million to support fully, without any gov-
ernment expenditure, the annual running costs of 92% of the IUCN cat-
egory 1–4 lands in sub-Saharan Africa (Brockington and Scholfield 
2010b).
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Annual observed conservation NGO expenditures in this region were 
just over USD140 million (the predicted expenditure was USD200 
million). Thus, if conservation NGOs wanted to support a significantly 
larger area of protected land, they could. Indeed, collectively they could 
guard a far larger area more thoroughly than they currently do with less 
than half of their present revenues.

These figures are robust. The USD140 million observed expenditure 
was substantially less than the USD200 million predicted. In addition, the 
predicted expenditure required for PAs was lower than other estimates 
(Table 3.7). We are confident that the thought experiment we are suggest-
ing here is not a figment of our data. Nonetheless, we need to be careful 
with insights such as these. Some observers insist that more money should 
be spent on PAs (Oates 1999; Terborgh 1999; Bruner et al. 2004), and 
they might conclude that these findings support their case. That conclu-
sion would be premature.

There are good reasons not to spend NGO funds on PAs: protected 
areas may already be sufficiently supported by the state or relatively unim-
portant for achieving conservation goals. Alternatively, threats to them 
may be better tackled by actions beyond PA borders—for example, tack-
ling illegal wildlife trade—rather than through direct support of the PAs 
themselves. Just because PAs could receive more assistance, does not mean 
that they should.

The difference between what NGOs could spend on PAs and what they 
actually do spend may represent a foolish use of resources, or a wise one. 
The point is that the relatively low cost of protecting existing protected 
areas, and (again relative) abundance of resources in conservation NGOs 
to provide them, had not been visible without a sectoral approach. Indeed, 

Box 3.1 Equation Predicting Ongoing Management Costs of 
Protected Areas 

Log Annual Cost; US km year Area, km$ . . log− − −( ) = − ( )
+

2 1 21 765 0 299

1.. log

. log $

. * log * log

014

0 53

0 771

2

2

PPP

GNI US km

Area, km

( )
+ ( )
− ( )
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− PPPP( ).
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a sectoral approach is required to take it further. Despite the advances 
made by rational cost-effective conservation prioritising, comparative data 
are lacking; it is currently impossible to identify how the conservation 
NGO sector might identify the most effective strategies for collective 
interventions. A concentrated, more rigorous sectoral analysis of conser-
vation spending and resultant benefits would make such an approach 
possible.

Calculation of the exact costs of conservation strategies requires a 
detailed breakdown of the convoluted paths between conservation inter-
vention and conservation outcome. This is difficult because of the variety 
of activities undertaken; their inherent complexity; and varied transaction 
costs of collaborating with governments, international organisations, 
businesses, communities and other NGOs. There are also fundraising 
costs and administration expenses (23% of expenditures in Brockington 

Table 3.7 Comparison of the estimated costs of maintaining protected areas in 
cameroon based on three sources

Protected area name Cost per km2 
Moore et al.

Cost per km2 
Culvervel

Cost per km2 Africa 
Resources Trust

Size km2

Dja 134a 24 153 5,600
Faro 196 46 186 3,300
Campo—Ma’an 233 122 203 2,700
Bouba Ndjida 273 134 225 2,200
Benoue 310 183 247 1,800
Waza 345 207 255 1,700
Douala—Edéa 366 68 263 1,600
Korup 364 106 300 1,259
Banyang—Mbo 542 120 449 640
Kimbi 2,825 2,104 2,816 56
Kalamaloue 2,395 674 3,396 45
Lac Ossa 3,206 391 3,762 40
Mozogo—Gokoro 5,678 1,019 9,646 14
Total 5,527,273 2,090,528 5,072,323

Source: Culvervel and ART are reported in Wilkie et al. (2001). Moore data are authors’ calculations

Note: The highest estimates are in bold. Our prediction that it would be possible to support fully the 
expenses of more than 90% of strictly protected areas on just over USD60 million per year is based on 
supporting the largest and cheapest areas first. Smaller areas are more expensive to conserve. So, the fact 
that the formula produces low-priced costs for smaller protected areas compared to the ART makes no 
difference to the robustness of our prediction
aAll figures are expressed in USD as of 2006
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and Scholfield’s survey) that are not mentioned in high-profile estimates 
of conservation financial needs (e.g., Balmford et al. 2003). Still, progress 
is being made toward understanding how conservation interventions lead 
to outcomes (Kapos et al. 2008). Such analyses allow more sophisticated 
conservation bookkeeping that tightly links specific investment interven-
tions to measurable conservation outcomes (e.g., maintaining a viable 
population of a threatened species, or the integrity of a unique 
ecosystem).

This final point may be the most important. Better coordinated activi-
ties might be more appealing to funders, but they would also greatly 
increase the capacity of the organisations themselves. Mercer’s analysis of 
environmental philanthropy found most NGOs could only expand their 
current capacity by 20–30% (Mercer 2007: 114). Much greater expansion 
is required; however, simply adding more money to existing practises will 
not necessarily produce the desired conservation outcomes. There are 
well-documented instances of successful fundraising resulting in ineffec-
tive conservation (Dowie 2008; Sachedina 2010). A sectoral approach 
may facilitate a more effective scaling up of conservation NGO activity.

analogIeS From reSearch Into develoPment ngoS

One objection to a sectoral approach is that it creates categories that are 
meaningful to the analyst but not to those who actually are part of the sec-
tor. It creates categories that are heuristic devices to aid analysis but are of 
little relevance otherwise. Certainly, anyone who feels we have  suggested that 
there should be a category of NGOs called BANGOs or NGONGONGOs 
(see Table 3.1) would be falling into that trap.

It is clearly important, however, to be aware of interlinkages and cross-
overs between organisations that make the basic unit of analysis (the 
NGO) rather unstable, as Scholfield’s thesis shows. Or, indeed, there can 
be forms of cooperation and collaboration across organisations that make 
the behaviour of one more difficult to understand without examining the 
larger context. If, in fact, the object of our study is porous, fluid and 
merges with other objects then a step back to consider the larger context 
is needed, and again this requires a more sectoral approach.

It is easiest to illustrate this point by referring to some work beyond 
the conservation sector that Dan Brockington undertook to examine the 
role of celebrity in NGOs. The focus of this project was development 
NGOs, but the issue only can be fully comprehended by understanding 
what had happened to relationships between celebrity and NGOs as a  sector. 
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Relationships between the celebrity industries and NGOs have been 
transformed during the last 15 years by a much more professional and 
systematic approach, particularly on behalf of the NGOs. This is visible in 
the rise of celebrity liaison officers, which now have been appointed by 
75% of the largest NGOs in the United Kingdom. These officers meet 
once a month in London at the Celebrity Liaison Managers’ Forum. The 
members have helped to shape the development of a niche aspect of the 
celebrity industries that cultivates and shapes interactions with NGOs.

It was possible for Brockington to write an ethnography, of sorts, that 
cut across the work of celebrity liaison officers in various organisations. 
They were facing similar pressures, frustrations and restrictions in their 
work. They had to struggle with similar misunderstandings as to the power 
and influence of celebrity among their colleagues—the same callousness 
and disregard as from so many players in the celebrity industries. They had 
to work around similar problems of demonstrating to the public the fit 
between celebrities and their organisations, and of cultivating relation-
ships with the celebrities to strengthen that fit. They had to face the same 
problems of the unknown, and sometimes possibly slight, public response 
to the media events they initiated (Brockington 2014a, b).

The sectoral approach also made it easier to identify sectoral pressures 
and opportunities attendant to celebrity advocacy. This made it possible to 
observe how pervasive and far-reaching corporate influence was across 
NGOs on the rise of celebrity advocacy among them. It also was feasible 
to see how effective celebrity could be with respect to reaching and work-
ing with policy elites.

Such an ‘ethnography’ could not portray the detail of interactions in 
specific organisations. It could not afford the quality of insight that con-
centration on one organisation allowed. We are not, therefore, positing it 
as an alternative to studying individual organisations. Rather, it adds a 
necessary perspective and context that should make events in any one 
organisation more intelligible. Once again, this demonstrates that a sec-
toral approach makes it possible to see how NGOs are collectively respond-
ing to pressures and changing.

concludIng remarkS

In conclusion, analysing the expenditures and activities of conservation 
NGOs as a sector is important for several reasons. First, if one examines 
conservation NGOs on their own terms, it is easier to broaden the effi-
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ciency gains offered by systematic conservation planning. A better grasp 
of NGOs’ collective current behaviour will facilitate the incorporation of 
the recommendations of systematic conservation planning into existing 
practise. It will permit more accurate estimates of conservation NGOs’ 
financial needs. Existing estimates frequently are based on the mainte-
nance costs of PAs (James et al. 1999; Bruner et al. 2004; Moore et al. 
2004). Yet, these costs are clearly inappropriate because maintaining PAs 
accounts for little of what conservation NGOs actually do.

Conservationists insist that conservation NGOs need more money to 
halt biodiversity loss (Butchart et  al. 2010). We still cannot, however, 
identify with any degree of accuracy where, or on which activities, extra 
resources should go. The high levels of transparency and accountability 
that NGOs can display individually are not apparent across the sector. 
More clarity about the patterns and consequences of existing conservation 
NGO expenditures would give appeals for additional funding greater 
credibility.

From a more critical perspective, a sectoral approach is necessary in 
part simply because of the actual practises that being an NGO entails. 
There is a great deal of cooperation in sharing ideas and personnel on the 
ground and over time. NGOs really cannot be considered as discrete enti-
ties. They are fluid, porous and malleable. In addition, even when there is 
not such dedicated collaboration, and when competition and separation 
are the order of the day, one still needs to understand that divorce prop-
erly to understand how the entities themselves behave. Competition over 
brand space and fundraising, for example, will require as much of a sec-
toral approach as understanding the International Gorilla Conservation 
Programme, or the IUCN.

There are of course disadvantages to this approach. It cannot replicate 
the detail and insights that good ethnography provides as to how deci-
sions are made, and why particular organisations behave the way they do, 
from their internal workings. But then, there is not yet sufficient interest 
in sectoral approaches to dwell on these problems. These will become 
more significant if the balance of studies (between sectoral approaches 
and individual ethnographies) swings convincingly to the sectoral side; 
that is not yet the case. Therefore, this chapter’s authors urge that more 
attention be paid to conservation NGOs as a sector in anthropology. 
There is much to be learned from greater scope, and comparisons, that 
this approach makes possible.
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CHAPTER 4

Business, Biodiversity and New ‘Fields’ 
of Conservation: The World Conservation 

Congress and the Renegotiation 
of Organisational Order

Kenneth Iain MacDonald

IntroductIon

On 8 October 2008, three days in to the ten-day long World Conservation 
Congress (WCC), the blog Green Inc., hosted on the website of the New 
York Times, ran this lead: ‘This week at the World Conservation Congress 
in Barcelona, James Kantner takes note of a singular sentiment run-
ning through the participants: Conservation is failing because it has not 
embraced the fundamental tenets of business management’. This statement 
is remarkable on several accounts. First, it is inaccurate. Having tracked the 
issue for more than a decade, it is clear that what the International Union 
for the Conservation of Nature (IUCN) and other conservation organisa-
tions label ‘private sector engagement’ is an extremely contentious subject 
within these organisations. Indeed, debate during the Members’ Assembly 
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component of the WCC and the ‘contact groups’ established in relation to 
several motions from members seeking to limit the IUCN’s ‘engagement 
with the private sector’ exposed a definite absence of ‘singularity’.1

More important, Kantner’s piece is notable because it serves to 
communicate two of the primary messages that the conveners of the 
conference—the IUCN Secretariat—sought to put into public circulation: 
(1) That it is time for the conservation movement to seek out and work 
with ‘new types of partners’ (i.e., code for deepening interconnections with 
the private sector), and (2) that the IUCN membership is unified in this 
pursuit.2 That a journalist could identify these markedly political messages 
early on in the WCC meeting is not particularly surprising.3 Indeed, the 
purpose of this chapter is to analyse the role of the WCC as a vehicle 
through which certain actors negotiate a new organisational order, 
reproducing the pseudo-social networks that are beginning to resemble, 
what Peter Haas (1992) and others have called, an ‘epistemic community’; 
such is being directed through interaction among a set of common 
individuals who physically and ideologically migrate across the once well-
defined boundaries separating governmental agencies, nongovernmental 
organisations (NGOs) and the private sector.

A primary point of the chapter is that we can attend to meetings like 
the WCC as instruments that facilitate and reveal the blurring of these 
boundaries, and as sites where the personal associations and ideological 
work necessary for the renegotiation of organisational order are acted 
out. To do so, however, we need effective analytic devices. Here, this 
author builds on recent approaches to analysing the performative aspects 
of governance (e.g., Hajer and Versteeg 2005; Hajer 2006) and suggests 
three such devices: (1) structure, (2) orchestration and (3) spectacle. These 
are used to analyse the WCC as an integral mechanism for achieving a 
renegotiated ‘order’ of conservation with ‘private sector engagement’ 
as a core operational practise. This chapter builds on ongoing work that 
situates the expanding integration of the ‘private sector’ and conservation 
NGOs in relation to neoliberal modes of environmental governance put 
in place over the past 20 years. Then, it highlights the need to study the 
interconnected web of related meetings to gain insight into the structuring 
of institutions and organisations engaged in the governance and the 
practise of biodiversity conservation (MacDonald 2003, 2008).
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‘nature Is our BusIness’: conservatIon, ‘PrIvate 
sector engagement’ and the culture of meetIngs

To understand the rise in the association between private sector actors and 
biodiversity conservation organisations and institutions, it is necessary to 
view modernist biodiversity conservation as an organised political project.4 
There are two important dimensions to this claim. First is the recognition 
that the organisational dimensions of conservation exist as coordinated 
agreement and action among a variety of actors that take shape within 
radically asymmetrical power relationships. Second, the practical expres-
sion of that coordination exists as organised social groups—conservation 
organisations—that have emerged out of specific historical contexts.

Both aspects of ‘organisation’ in this context imply the promotion of 
certain ideological perspectives that are worked out through processes of 
coordinated agreement and implemented through the actions of conserva-
tion organisations. These are by no means exclusive processes. Indeed, the 
actions of conservation organisations are directed through the ideological 
configurations brought to bear on them by the coordinated agreement 
of relevant actors, or what have become known as ‘stakeholders’ and, in 
some cases, ‘partners’. Such individuals, organisations and governments 
help to define what ‘biodiversity conservation’ is and provide the concep-
tual tools, material resources and political permission needed to do the 
work of conservation. This is not a new process.

Historically, conservation has been configured in relation, for example, to 
political projects of colonialism, nationalism and science. The contemporary 
emergence of business, or the private sector, as a major actor in shaping 
contemporary biodiversity conservation is, in many ways, a reflection of the 
coordinating action of global capitalism; its affiliated transnational capitalist 
class; and the need to redefine conservation in ways that accommodate, 
rather than challenge, the dominant ideological and material interests that 
underlie these broad political projects. As ‘the environment’ has turned out 
to be a transnational ideological formation with the popular capacity to 
challenge the interests of capital accumulation, it has become increasingly 
important for these actors to contain the capacity of emerging institutions 
and organisations to delimit and to constrain access to the natural foundation 
of capitalism.

Just 20 years ago, the reputations of conservation organisations would 
have been seriously compromised if knowledge of these ‘engagements’ had 
become public.5 Today, however, the logos of conservation  organisations, 
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such as IUCN, Conservation International (CI), the Worldwide Fund 
for Nature (WWF) and Birdlife International, appear side-by-side on the 
covers of reports or in advertisements, with those of extractive industries 
(e.g., Shell, Rio Tinto, Total and Holcim). Appearing in dissimilar vernacular 
guises—sponsorships, agreements, partnerships—these private sector 
engagements have become almost ubiquitous among conservation 
organisations, and it is increasingly common to see the senior executives of 
larger organisations sharing convention stages and travelling with CEOs of 
companies historically engaged in environmentally and socially destructive 
activities.

Conservation organisations ground their justification for these relation-
ships in their mandate to influence society in ways that result in environ-
mental sustainability. More nuanced perspectives point to the mobilising 
effect of neoliberalism in establishing ‘public–private partnerships’ as fiscal 
cutbacks opened the door for conservation NGOs to expand project-based 
activities; in addition, it encouraged them to turn to private sector actors 
for material and political resources (Poncelot 2004). They also suggest that 
the effect of this ‘engagement’ is far from unilateral, that it has a significant 
effect in restructuring the ideological and organisational orientation of 
conservation organisations, and that it can be seen as an outcome of busi-
ness organisations seeking to control an external institutional environment 
(Levy 2005; MacDonald 2010). Evidence of this shift can be seen more 
clearly in the rise of organisational units inside conservation organisations 
dedicated to establishing, fostering and managing collaborative relation-
ships with private sector interests; social and environmental responsibility 
programmes established within corporate sectors; and incentive programs 
developed at state and suprastate levels to promote the establishment of 
such relationships (MacDonald 2008). These organisational shifts have 
led to an increase in conservation programming focussed on market-based 
conservation incentives, many of them grounded in dubious equations 
between ecological modernisation and sustainable development (Bruno 
and Karliner 2002; Elbers 2004; Frynas 2005).

The speed with which these relationships have travelled from the 
backrooms to the public stage at major conservation events has been 
remarkable, but it has not occurred without resistance. As recently as 2003, a 
plenary session at the World Parks Congress in Durban, South Africa, which 
included representatives from Shell and the International Council on 
Mining and Minerals (ICMM),6 caused vocal protests from the participants, 
leading the IUCN’s Director General, Achim Steiner, to have the audience 
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microphones shut off, presumably in order to quell the protest.7 Supporters 
of ‘Business and Biodiversity Initiatives’ also confronted significant vocal 
opposition at the 2004 World Conservation Congress in Bangkok, although 
this time it was tempered by the willingness of some IUCN members to 
allow the Secretariat to cautiously engage in discussions with the private 
sector. Recognising that the Secretariat was intensifying ‘engagement’ 
with the private sector, member-supported resolutions passed at the 2004 
WCC were worded to ensure that this be done with due regard for the 
principles of transparency and accountability to IUCN members.

Four years later at the WCC in Barcelona, the public presence of the 
private sector had become much more apparent. But then again, the 
voice of protest, at least during the World Conservation Forum, was 
much less apparent.8 This silence is explained in part through ‘promotion’ 
and ‘presence’. In the years between 2004 and 2008, the promotion of 
‘partnerships’ became much more prevalent in meetings, in funding 
programs and in joint publications, and this established a physical presence 
through mechanisms such as secondments of staff between the private 
sector and conservation organisations (e.g., IUCN).9 Following the lead of 
government agencies and programme-defining organisations, such as the 
United Nations (UN), increasing numbers of NGOs had embraced models 
of public–private partnerships in pursuit of their policy and project goals.10 
Even though there is continued organisational resistance to that presence 
among the IUCN membership, the leadership of its Secretariat, and certain 
other actors within the organisation, have assumed the obligation not only 
to defend but also to extend that presence by attempting to legitimate it. 
There are various ways in which this legitimation occurs. In this chapter, 
however, this author makes the case that one primary mechanism is 
through, what Van Vree (1999) has called, the ‘culture of meetings’.

Why Meetings?

To a remarkable extent, and despite their centrality in ‘professional’ life, 
‘field-configuring’ events in conservation—the conventions and con-
gresses where people gather to debate and formalise the direction of con-
servation policy and practise—have escaped the ethnographic lens (but see 
Poncelet 1990; MacAloon 1992; Little 1995; Dahlén 1997; Reed 2001).  
Certainly, emerging concerns over international environmental governance 
and the application of regime theory and analysis over the past 20 years 
has highlighted the importance of international conventions. Nonetheless, 
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to a remarkable degree, this work is empirically distant from the physical 
sites where actual negotiation occurs. In addition, although ethnographic 
work that might act as a guide has begun (e.g., Nader 1972; Rosen 1991; 
Harper 1998; Fox 1998; Riles 2000; Markowitz 2001; Mosse 2001; Lewis 
2003), what this chapter’s author calls the ‘organisation of conservation’ 
remains understudied (MacDonald 2010). What little work that does exist 
is marked by disciplinary and scalar divides.

Typically, much of the work at the ‘community’ level is undertaken by 
anthropologists and geographers, while analyses of how conservation is 
structured through international institutions is seen to be the ambit of 
political science and sociology; this means that those who work in ‘the 
village’ are rarely the same as those who study the ‘international regimes’ 
(Lahsen 2007). This is a worrying phenomenon given the increasing 
capacity of those regimes to shape the ideological and practical work of 
conservation organisations; draw together actors that seek to structure 
those regimes; and, ultimately, to shape ecological dynamics.

The failure of ethnographers to attend to these sites is doubly troubling 
because of the abstract quality of much work in regime theory and trans-
national environmental governance. Rather than attending to questions 
of how the ‘process’ of negotiation or interaction expresses a specific cul-
tural–political history and shapes the outcome of conventions, agreements 
or organisational mandates, regime work is primarily concerned with the 
‘outcome’ and is empirically grounded in textual analysis and representa-
tions of interaction instead of direct observation of those interactions. As a 
result, much work on governance regimes is inadequately contextualised. 
It relies on the disassembling of text and individual memory and helps to 
aggregate institutional facts in centres of accumulation that, much like 
laboratories, are configured around the dominant theoretical perspectives 
of researchers. Nonetheless, this work appears blind to its role in the cre-
ation of institutional facts (Latour and Woolgar 1986).

Within conventional regime analysis, what counts as data, and how 
they are sanctioned, is grounded in the understanding and subsequent 
analytic treatment and representation of institutions or organisations as 
objects. This is far from accurate however; institutions and organisations 
are the dynamic result of intentional interaction among a group of actors 
with diverse interests. They are dynamic social constructions. If we seek to 
understand the effect of institutional or organisational actions, we need to 
pay attention to the events that not only facilitate interaction but also serve 
as instruments that can be used to direct organisational and institutional 
structure (Pulman-Jones 2001).11
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Despite the surprising degree to which regime analysis is divorced from 
empirical settings (e.g., meetings of conventions or organisations related 
to environmental governance), internal critiques have slowly developed. 
Litfin (1994: 177), for example, in advocating what she calls a ‘reflectivist 
approach’ grounded in discourse analysis, notes that dominant approaches 
to the study of environmental governance regimes ‘fail to grasp the 
nonmaterial nature of knowledge-based power; nor do they dig beneath 
the surface to explore the process of interest formation’. She finds similar 
flaws in work on epistemic communities, citing a serious underestimations 
of the degree to which the ‘scientific facts’ introduced to governance 
mechanisms are not divorced from political power but rationalised and 
reinforce existing political conflicts. Liftin’s analysis leads her to conclude 
that all the dominant theoretical approaches to international regime 
analysis neglect the role of intersubjective understandings as the basis for 
international cooperation.12

Vogler (2003: 27) amplifies Lifton’s points by deftly pointing out that 
‘while regimes are social and intersubjective phenomena their contempo-
rary analysis is distinctly positivist—setting up an apparent contradiction 
between ontology and epistemology’.13 In their critiques Vogler and others 
question the analytical capacity of regime analysis—given its intergovern-
mental orientation and positivist bent—to assess and explain the emergence 
of forms of transnational environmental governance in which a diversity 
of actors, with very real material interests in the potential constraining or 
facilitating effect of policy and international environmental law, struggle to 
shape the policy process. Although some work on regime analysis seems to 
have recognised the importance of the subjective quality of institutions and 
institutional facts, they have not grappled with what this means in terms of 
appropriate sites and scales of observation, methodological approaches, the 
constitution of ‘data’, and how that data is sanctioned.

Regime analysis suffers from a failure to recognise that institutional facts 
do not exist a priori but are created through political contest, and their 
separation from the social context in which they were created is only the 
final stage in their creation (Latour and Woolgar 1986). The point here is 
that, in failing to attend to the social relations and controversies involved in 
the reproduction of institutions and organisations, regime analysis plays a 
role in manufacturing institutional facts by effectively separating them from 
the political challenges in which they emerge. Not being present at sites 
where political disputes are acted out means that the trace of associations 
that define these political contests are not seen.
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MacKenzie (2009: 33) and others have noted that this failure to pay due 
attention to these ‘details’ or ‘technicalities’ stems from a scale bias that reflects 
a tendency to divide ‘social’ phenomena into ‘small, “micro” phenomena’ 
(e.g., interpersonal interactions) and ‘big, “macro” phenomena’ (e.g., the 
international system of states), and to think only of the macro as political; 
however, the work of MacKenzie (2009) and Latour (2007) among others 
has also effectively pointed out the dynamics of scale and how ‘micro’ and 
‘macro’ matters can switch positions over a very short span of time.

For regime analysis, then, institutions and organisations are objects of 
study and not sites of study (e.g., Hutton and Dickson 2000). Accordingly, 
they do not pay close analytic attention to the events and meetings that 
give them substance. The scale of analysis, mechanisms of abstraction and 
the failure to interact with and observe real actors engaged in decision 
making and the staking out of positions misses the ways in which such 
positions take shape across time and space, and the formation of associa-
tions that contribute to those positions.14

Attending to these events is important because the emergence of transna-
tional environmental governance, the consequent threat of regulation, and 
the accordant possibility of subordinating some interests in ‘the environ-
ment’ has drawn previously separated actors together into spaces in which 
claims over ‘nature’, and the ideological and material struggles that lie 
underneath those claims, not only become unavoidable but also more read-
ily visible and subject to scrutiny (Latour 2004). Within (and beyond) these 
spaces, actors intentionally seek to give substance to the institutions and 
organisations engaged in environmental governance in ways that express 
that interest. These locales, then, although not necessarily privileged, 
become important sites from which to compile accounts of these interests; 
they are places where the stakes of actors are articulated, where actions and 
associations formed in relation to those stakes become visible, where dissen-
sion within and between groups becomes apparent, and where contestation 
over the shaping of conservation policy and practise becomes clear.

These will not be found in the transcripts of official sessions, or filtered 
through the meta-language of the regime analyst, but by paying attention 
to the asides, by observing associations that are not subject to the official 
record, by noticing the encounters that were not witnessed by interview 
subjects, and by noting the tone of voice that cannot be ‘heard’ in the 
final report. Through being present at the site, analysts can record the 
process of knowledge being translated and observe how it gains traction 
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in relation to specific interests. They witness meaning as it is being made, 
challenged, transformed and translated. In addition, they are exposed to 
the agency of those involved in that process. They are not restricted to the 
archives, whether textual or human, and are in fact better placed to evaluate 
the cogency of any documents.

The point here is that efforts to understand how transnational envi-
ronmental governance is structured in relation to certain interests need 
to attend and attend to the sites in which diverse actors come together to 
debate and produce the structure of the institutions and organisations that 
assume, or are mandated with, the responsibility for that governance. It 
is at these sites where the ideological and material struggles that underlie 
environmental politics are revealed. Besides, we also need to be alert to 
the ways in which the sites (e.g., meetings and events) are malleable social 
phenomenon rather than absolute ostensible mechanisms. Events, such as 
the WCC meetings, are not simply important for what they accomplish, 
but for how they accomplish it. As one of the few scholars to focus on the 
history and evolution of ‘the meeting’, Van Vree (1999) described how 
meetings have come to provide an organisational mechanism and symbolic 
device to effectively regulate social behaviour and emotional life.15 One 
of his key insights is that ongoing meetings help to produce enough per-
manence and cohesion to create an organisational culture in which norms 
of individual and collective behaviour become easily known, learned and 
circulated, and that meetings and the norms they invoke work to minimise 
the instability and uncertainty of random engagements, relegating such 
encounters to the category of awkward incidents.16 Reed (2001: 133) 
commenting on Van Vree’s work adds:

[T]he enhanced power of the transnational intergovernmental organizations 
[from the mid-twentieth century onward] produced a meeting culture around 
the behavioural norms of a professional and business elite. These norms focus 
around more informal nodes of meeting behaviour where self-control and 
self-management are seen to be preconditions for the negotiation and rene-
gotiation of the organizational order.17

Without invoking Foucault, Van Vree (1999: 331) effectively describes the 
disciplining quality of meetings, as learning meeting rules became an 
important component of societal success that instilled the internalisation of 
appropriate meeting behaviour, which he describes as a relatively ‘precise, 
constant and smooth self-constraint of expressions of affect and emotion’. 
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His point here, one that I build on later, is that the ‘culture of meetings’ 
serves to communicate modes of acceptable behaviour so that new ideas, 
circulated by dominant interests, can gain more purchase with minimal 
opposition. This insight helps to situate meetings (e.g., the WCC) and 
their role in what Reed (2001) calls the renegotiation of organisational 
order; for as new actors (e.g., the ‘private sector’) have, for a variety of 
reasons, become central to the organisational interests of conservation, 
it has become necessary to reconfigure the organisational terrain to 
accommodate those interests. In the case of the increasing presence of 
controversial private sector actors in the day-to-day work of conservation 
organisations such as IUCN, we can understand the minimisation and 
containment of dissent; this is possible by paying attention to the ways in 
which meetings and events rely on the disciplined docility that characterises 
‘meeting behaviour’ and can be structured and orchestrated in ways that 
effectively serve to legitimate the renegotiation of organisational order.

Meetings as a New ‘Field’

Although the application of ethnographic methods to conservation is not 
new, the study of conservation events that this author, and others, advo-
cate in this book means reconsidering what we have usually referred to as 
‘the field’. To study conservation as a dynamic political project from an 
ethnographic perspective means bringing spatially and temporally distant 
conferences and meetings within the purview of that ‘field’. This is strange 
ground for ethnographic practise, which has historically sought field sites 
that, while dynamic, tend to endure in time and space, can be revisited, 
and made subject to renewed interpretation. Nevertheless, even though 
events like the WCC are more limited in time and space than conven-
tional field sites, it is an empirical and methodological mistake to assume 
that they are isolated and temporary events. When we think of meetings as 
locales in a ‘translocal’ field—as nodes linked together across space and 
time by associations, common interests, long-term objectives, long-term 
agendas and statutes—the events take on a temporal and spatial durabil-
ity that is obscured by the physical space of the encounter. They extend 
and repeat across time and space, bringing the same and different actors 
together at regular intervals, and their temporal durability creates the abil-
ity to strategise and plan for the events in ways that bring specific actors 
and interests together, introduces new actors to the assemblage—as has 
happened with ‘private sector’ participants in the network of conservation 
meetings—and structures their encounters.
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As an example, preparing for one of the many meetings related to the 
Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD) consumes the time and effort 
of large numbers of people inside government ministries, NGOs, indig-
enous communities, UN agencies, universities and trade associations, 
among other groups. These people may only occupy a common space 
for 10 days every two years, but planning for ‘the meeting’, actions based 
on ‘the meeting’, and negotiations for structuring the next meeting, go 
on and push at the edges of what we typically think of as the temporal 
and spatial boundaries that contain the social encounter of ‘the meeting’. 
There are seasons and cycles of activity that draw people together in ways 
that give life to the meeting but are not constrained to the ‘time frame’ or 
space of the event itself.18

‘Opening’ and ‘Closing’ ceremonies are in fact no such thing; they 
neither ‘open’ nor ‘close’ the meeting for anyone directly associated with 
it. They are symbolic, an adherence to ritual—those ‘civilised norms’ that 
travel through history in the guise of protocol. As anyone who has partici-
pated in meetings knows, ‘the meeting’ is constantly present: preparing 
presentations, following-up on delegated responsibilities, taking on new 
work as a function of ‘the meeting’, establishing networks, generating new 
facts—all of these tasks challenge the bounded quality of ‘the meeting’.

The point here is that durable connections that stretch across time and 
space effectively challenge the idea of a meeting as an encounter that is 
isolated in time and space. This is made clear when the meeting is seen as a 
mechanism through which ideological perspectives can be circulated, gain 
traction and begin to structure both policy and the material practise of 
biodiversity conservation. The WCC, as an example, is an event that lends 
a consistent, if periodic, ability to observe the ideological and material 
struggles central to defining and operationalising the economic dimensions 
of biodiversity conservation—‘making the business case for biodiversity 
and the biodiversity case for business’, as IUCN’s Chief Economist put 
it. Nonetheless, when it is combined with other conservation meetings 
and considered in the context of broader research—in my case, a project 
devoted to an ethnographically informed understanding of the effects of 
neoliberalism on the ideological and material orientation of conservation 
organisations—it becomes a node in a translocal field site. It is one consti-
tuted not simply by individual sites but by the relationships between mobile 
actors who, as they work in advance to plan meetings, come face- to- face at 
meetings, communicate between meetings, and pursue common objectives 
through the mechanism of meetings, and lends shape and coherence to that 
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field site. The ‘field’, in this case, is not neatly delineated and contiguous 
as, say, a ‘village’—in many ways it mimics the rhizomic structure of trans-
national space—but it is just as coherent.

In my work I, in part, have been tracking the ‘associations’19 of people 
who serve as business and biodiversity consultants: (1) their patterns of 
collaboration; (2) the events and objects that organise their work; and 
(3) the partnerships that evolve between particular individuals in relation 
to specific projects. The latter is particularly between those who circulate 
through organisations as consultants and those who I call the anchors—the 
permanent organisational employees who share the ideological perspectives 
and facilitate the access of consultants to organisations and project-based 
financing. Also in this work, it has become obvious that meetings play a key 
role in reproducing and solidifying these relationships. The WCC, then, 
is one in a group of interconnected meetings being ‘followed’—a node 
in a network of events in which people, ideas and objects can be tracked 
to understand the ways in which they are orchestrated and configured 
and to identify the means through which such associations become far-
reaching and durable. Of course, this is an element of the work that goes 
into producing the network. As Hannerz (2003: 206) points out in his 
discussion of multi-sited fieldwork:

[S]ites are connected with one another in such ways that the relationships 
between them are as important for this formulation as the relationships 
within them; the fields are not some mere collection of local units. One must 
establish the translocal linkages, and the interconnections between those and 
whatever local bundles of relationships which are also part of the study.

Hannerz’s point is that ‘the field’ is constituted by the relationships that 
are being followed. As we try to grapple with applying ethnographic meth-
ods to ever more mobile people and ideas that ideologically and mate-
rially shape contemporary biodiversity conservation, it is important to 
focus on organisational actors (e.g., the IUCN) and their position within 
regimes that constitute transnational environmental governance, and on 
those seemingly temporary sites and events (e.g., the WCC). It is neces-
sary, however, to situate those events within a process of longitudinal and 
multi-sited fieldwork that treats policy-setting venues as one node through 
which to understand the formation and extension of associations, the cir-
culation of certain ideological perspectives through those associations, and 
the interlinked material interests that such networks and venues support. 
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This focus pushes research on the regulation and governance of biodiver-
sity conservation to move beyond the abstract and to ground insights in 
direct observations of interaction and mobilisation as they occur.

structure, orchestratIon and sPectacle: 
renegotIatIng the organIsatIonal order 

of the Iucn

Approaching the Meeting

Studying meetings means something more than simply attending sessions 
and analysing the discursive content and intent of the sessions. It means 
situating that content within an analytic frame that better explains the 
composition of the meeting as a political phenomenon designed in 
relation to the, often contested, ideological and material intent of its 
conveners. It frequently is difficult to solicit meaningful statements of 
intent from conveners, which is what makes an ethnographic approach to 
meetings particularly valuable; this is because it provides the capacity to align 
observations of the material structure of the meeting, and the symbolism 
deployed, with participants’ statements in a way that yields insight into 
processes of orchestration.

In what follows I build on observations as a participant-observer at 
the WCC to develop a framework for analysis that provides insight into 
the ways the event can be understood as an instrument to better align 
organised conservation with global capitalism; concepts of ecological 
modernisation that underpin emerging market devices meant to allocate 
biodiversity, conceived as ‘ecosystem services’; and the direct integration 
of the private sector in new forms of environmental management. These 
shifts are not new.

An initial tentative engagement of the IUCN Secretariat with concepts of 
ecological modernisation can be traced to the early 1980s but only became 
prominent in the early 2000s (MacDonald 2008). Dissent within the 
organisation became clearly apparent as the Secretariat began to establish 
mechanisms, such as the Business and Biodiversity Initiative,20 to integrate 
private sector actors within the organisation. Even though there was dissent 
among the Secretariat staff, this was easily stifled through the alienation 
of the dissenting personnel. Nevertheless, dissent within the membership 
quickly became a flashpoint at meetings and took the senior staff of the 
IUCN somewhat by surprise. By 2003 the IUCN had established staff 
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secondment agreements with extractive industries such as Shell. One effect 
of this became apparent during the 2003 World Parks Congress, held in 
Durban, South Africa.21

During the Congress, IUCN Secretariat staff, seconded to Shell, gave 
PowerPoint presentations bearing the Shell logo, encouraging protected 
area managers to establish partnerships with extractive industries; they 
emphasised the resources that the private sector could bring to protected 
area (PA) management, including skills in Geographic Information Systems, 
transportation capacity and ‘human resources’. The goal was clearly to 
encourage fiscally beleaguered PA managers to see the material benefits of 
engaging in access agreements with the extractive sector. Although these 
sessions occurred in small backrooms, a larger plenary panel featured 
executives from extractive industries including Shell, British Petroleum 
(BP) and the International Council on Mining and Metals (ICMM).22 
Following this session audience microphones were ordered shut off 
by IUCN staff as the discussion period began to raise some troubling 
questions about the environmental impacts of these actors and potential 
damage they could cause to the IUCN’s credibility as an environmental 
organisation. In subsequent sessions with the extractive industries, 
audiences were informed that there was no time for questions.

The issue of what the IUCN labels ‘private sector engagement’ also was 
contentious at the 2004 World Conservation Congress in Bangkok. Two 
member-supported resolutions instructed the Director General on how to 
proceed with this engagement and required that it be done transparently 
and in consultation with the IUCN membership. In the intervening four 
years at the 2004 and 2008 WCCs, I had begun to analyse the intensi-
fied process of ‘private sector engagement’ that had acquired a more con-
centrated focus within the IUCN. It was clear from this work that while 
there was an explicit commitment of the Secretariat, with the support of 
the Director General, for more intensified relationships with the private 
sector, much of the membership disputed the Secretariat’s mandate to 
 pursue these relationships. The 2008 WCC marked an opportunity not 
only to ‘track’ the presence of business but also to follow the related asso-
ciations and the tensions within and between the various components of 
the IUCN over ‘engagement with the private sector’ and to observe how 
this tension would be managed in the context of the Congress.

The origins of this work clearly were exploratory but through a com-
bination of participant observation, discussions with key informants, and 
interviews with participants, it became apparent that the WCC served as 
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an instrument in the negotiation of a new organisational order. It was to 
be one that not only sought to legitimate the presence of new conserva-
tion innovations and actors (e.g., conservation finance partnerships and 
extractive industries) but also to serve to translate otherwise weak, unsta-
ble and provisional ties between individual actors into far more durable 
institutional elements of the organisation.23 It likewise became clear that 
the instrumental character of the WCC, as a site where the personal asso-
ciations and ideological work necessary for the renegotiation of organisa-
tional order occurs, could be read through a set of analytic devices that 
build on approaches to analysing the performative aspects of governance: 
(1) structure, (2) orchestration and (3) spectacle (see Hajer and Versteeg 
2005; Hajer 2006).

Structure

Meetings, such as those of the WCC, are built on intent. Organisers envi-
sion objectives and desired outcomes, and they seek to manage these in 
relation to the expectations of their intended participants and a wider 
audience that will look to the WCC for cues on how to understand the 
IUCN’s position within a broader institutional and organisational envi-
ronment. The selection of meeting site, the ability and entitlement to 
attend, the ways in which sessions are organised and designed and the 
spaces in which they are held24—all are a function of decisions made by 
organisers in relation to their objectives. It is clear that each affects the 
ways in which knowledge is legitimated and transmitted, and all shape the 
kinds of interactions that are possible. Paying attention to structure, then, 
is important to understanding the instrumental qualities of organisations’ 
meetings (e.g., the WCC’s).

The organisation of the World Conservation Forum (WCF) is, in some 
ways, not unlike many academic meetings, although it has more of an 
‘event-like’ quality to it. There are opening and closing  ceremonies, for 
example, but otherwise there are standard plenary sessions and long days 
divided into sessions of varying types. During the 2008 WCC there were 
972 ‘events’ according to Jeff McNeeley, the IUCN’s Chief Scientist. 
Of these, discounting social events, book launches and film screenings, 
business- related events made up about 10% of the primary sessions. The 
process for suggesting an ‘event’ was also not unlike that for an aca-
demic meeting. The IUCN Commissions were assigned a certain number 
of reserved slots for Commission-sponsored events, and the Secretariat 
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structured its own events. Otherwise, members were free to submit 
proposal abstracts for ‘Aliance Workshops’,25 ‘Knowledge Cafes’, and 
‘Posters’, and they were asked to justify their proposals in relation to one 
of the Congress’s three themes—‘A New Climate for Change’, ‘Healthy 
Environments–Healthy People’, and ‘Safeguarding the Diversity of Life’.

A committee within the IUCN Secretariat reviewed proposals, and 
session organisers were later notified whether their proposals had been 
accepted. In the case of business-related events, 53% of the successful 
proposals were put forward by corporations, trade associations or busi-
ness support units within the IUCN Secretariat. The remainder originated 
from NGOs and intergovernmental organisations (IGOs).26 Not sur-
prisingly, many of these proposals were submitted by organisations with 
existing ties to the private sector such as the Rainforest Alliance Inc., the 
World Bank, and the World Resources Institute. The substantive pres-
ence of business-oriented sessions during the WCC reflects a fundamental 
ideological shift within the Secretariat, but it also reflects a structural shift 
in the organisation of the event. In 2008, for the first time in IUCN his-
tory, the category ‘partner’ was included in the list of groups qualified to 
submit event proposals for a WCC; this led to the inclusion of events that 
were explicitly organised by private sector actors that were neither IUCN 
member organisations nor Commission members.27

Most of the business-related events fell under the label ‘Aliance 
Workshops’. These, however, were typically organised more along the 
lines of panel sessions rather than workshops, with presenters sitting at 
the front of a large room sharing knowledge or experiences with the audi-
ence. Other events, given the label ‘Knowledge Cafes’, were much smaller 
and typically involved groups of 12 or so people sitting around tables 
arranged in an open hall. Events were heavily descriptive with little analy-
sis or discussion of the relationship between production processes and 
the effects on biodiversity, of the biodiversity outcomes of private sector–
NGO partnerships, or of the application of ‘market-based’ mechanisms to 
conservation.

On the contrary, events were typically performative and celebratory, or 
designed to promote particular projects, initiatives or ‘partnerships’. For 
example, one session with the not-so-cryptic title of ‘Buy, Sell, Trade!’ 
consisted of participants testing the BETA version of an interactive role- 
playing game designed to teach people how to engage in biodiversity off-
set markets. This game had been jointly developed by staff of the IUCN 
Secretariat and the World Business Council on Sustainable Development 
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(WBCSD), under an advisory board of staff from Earthwatch Institute, 
the World Resources Institute, Katoomba Group–Forest Trends, the US 
Business Council on Sustainable Development and Fundacion Entorno, as 
well as several WBCSD member companies (Fig. 4.1).

Another session, entitled ‘Transforming Markets: The Private Sector’s 
Role in Securing a Diverse and Sustainable Future’, did not deal at all with 
the constitution of sustainability or diversity; however, it served largely as a 
green marketing opportunity for the corporate executives invited to pres-
ent, and as a means to promote the nature of partnerships between those 
corporations and the session’s sponsors: the wildlife trade monitoring net-
work (TRAFFIC), the IUCN and the WWF. The session became a vehicle 
for the implementation of mutuality and the promotion of partnerships 
by those already heavily invested in them, rather than a mechanism for 
evaluating the effect of those partnerships (Fig. 4.2).

Similarly, a ‘Knowledge Café’, with the provocative title ‘The Role of 
Corporations in Biodiversity Conservation, Corporate Social Responsibility 

Fig. 4.1 Sessions, such as ‘Buy, Sell, Trade!’, sponsored by the WBCSD and the 
IUCN forestalled debate over issues like biodiversity offsets by focussing participants’ 
attention on specific tasks
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(CSR) or Greenwashing?’, organised by a Spanish environmental consulting 
firm, became a discussion of the means to access private sector organisations; 
it barely addressed ‘greenwashing’ until, toward the end of the session, 
a graduate student observer intentionally asked a seemingly provocative 
question: ‘Isn’t this session supposed to be about “greenwashing”?’ 
(Fig. 4.3). This simple question brought an awkward silence in the group, 
followed by quiet nervous laughter, but not a response to the question. 
Again, the audience was a mixture of NGO and private sector employees 
who were already heavily invested in the promotion of NGO private sector 
partnerships; they seemed reluctant to question the degree to which 
NGO–private sector partnerships potentially threatened the capacity of 
NGOs to claim to be operating in support of the broader ‘public interest’ 
in biodiversity conservation.

In addition to regular sessions, there were also ancillary events. The World 
Business Council for Sustainable Development, for example, hosted two 
of these. One was the ‘Business Night School’ organised by the WBCSD 

Fig. 4.2 Alliance sessions, such as ‘Transforming Markets: The Private Sector’s 
Role in Securing a Diverse and Sustainable Future’, served as a vehicle to promote 
‘private sector engagement’
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because ‘the private sector thought it was important to share some of our 
skills and experience in building bridges with NGOs and with governments. 
We ran 12 sessions … in business basics, communication, partnerships, and 
in business impact …, business-led, business experience- sharing in a very 
successful program’ (WBCSD representative, fieldnotes, October 2008).

There was also a session organised by the ‘Future Leaders Team’, a pro-
gram in which young management trainees of global corporations spent 
four months piloting and testing a tool developed by the World Resources 
Institute (WRI); it was called the ‘Corporate Ecosystem Services Review’:

[A]ll of us took that methodology back into our companies so basically 25 
pilot projects within a four-month period which is …, hopefully, an impor-
tant contribution to the, to the tool itself, and so that, I guess, commer-
cialization of this ecosystems thinking, this ecosystem services thinking can 
happen. So we are very happy to be a part of that. The second part of our 
program involved preparing for the, this World Conservation Forum. And 
so hopefully you guys have seen the video, the ‘Ecosystems: Everybody’s 
Business’ video28 that was prepared by one half of our team. The other half 

Fig. 4.3 Participants in the ‘Knowledge Café’—The Role of Corporations in 
Biodiversity Conservation, Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) or Greenwashing?
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worked on a scenarios planning session, which was run on Tuesday of this 
week. Which really just involved trying to project a vision of the future and 
get people in the room to think about [what kind of] collaboration was 
going to be needed between the social side and governments and busi-
ness. So the tool was scenarios planning and scenarios building, but really 
the objective was to look at the future and how these three groups within 
society would have to interact to get things done. (WBCSD Future Leaders 
Team participant interview, fieldnotes, October 2008)29

Aside from the disturbing way in which this young manager has learned to 
separate ‘the social side’ from ‘business’ and ‘government’, this observa-
tion is insightful for the unintended way in which it reveals a commonality 
that ran through much of the business-oriented sessions of the WCC.

Even though the various types of sessions offered by the organisers were 
intended to mobilise diverse forms of engagement among participants, 
they showed a remarkable tendency to bring together actors and perspec-
tives in ways that facilitated the enactment of coherent discursive configu-
rations. The idea of ‘balance’ achieved by ‘working together’ referred to 
by the preceding young manager was particularly notable, and likely not 
surprising given the ‘team-building’ exercise he had just been through. 
Nonetheless, the exclusion of dissent and the absence of any recognition 
of the ideological basis of struggles over biodiversity conservation that 
were apparent in the work of the ‘Future Leaders Team’ was reflected in 
the remainder of the sessions I attended during the Forum.

During the feedback portion of the ‘Buy, Sell, Trade!’ session, for 
example, people gladly provided suggestions on the performance of the 
game; however, no one raised a substantive question concerning the issues 
that the game eludes to, such as the efficacy of offsets in conserving bio-
diversity. These observations point to the ways in which the artefacts of 
meetings—the use of PowerPoint technology, the arrangement of seats in 
a room, the format within which interaction is structured, the actions of 
a Chair—can act to control the circulation and reception of information, 
encourage the suppression of dissent and encourage the disciplining prac-
tise of self-control. But then again the opportunity for engagement, the 
type of interaction that results, and the possibility of dissent depends, to a 
large degree, on who is in the room. What is more, at the WCC, structur-
ing who was in the room was a highly orchestrated affair.

One of the most notable aspects of the structure of the World Conser-
vation Forum was the difficulty of navigating through the sessions. Unlike 
academic meetings, the presenters in each session were not listed by name or 
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affiliation. Sessions were given titles and locations were provided, but it was 
impossible to know in advance who would be in the sessions and what they 
would in fact be speaking about. There were no abstracts. The sessions, 
however, were lent some structural coherence through their organisation 
into ‘Journeys’. They consisted essentially of thematic subprograms—for 
example, the ‘Markets and Business Journey’, which assembled all the 
individual presentations related to business, ecosystem services and the 
private sector into one coherent program.30

Each ‘Journey’ had ‘Guides’; IUCN senior personnel were responsi-
ble for ‘charting’ the journey and managing a staff who made sure things 
ran smoothly. Two ‘Guides’ were listed for the ‘Markets and Biodiversity 
Journey’—Joshua Bishop, IUCN’s Chief Economist, and Saskia de Koning, 
listed as Advisor, Business and Biodiversity Programme, but actually a sec-
ondee from Shell. The ‘Journey’ in fact was guided by a host of employees 
from the IUCN Secretariat, Shell and the WBCSD, along with independent 
business and biodiversity consultants contracted to help with organisation 
and reporting.31 Notably, however, journeys were not simply disaggregated 
events that pieced together random sessions; they were highly coordinated. 
Besides, it is this coordination, exposed in part through elements of struc-
ture, that provides certain insights into the ways in which events (e.g., the 
WCC) are orchestrated, the outcomes sought through that orchestration, 
and how such orchestration can open windows into the ideological and 
material struggles occurring within the organisation.

Orchestration

Even though a discussion of the WCC’s structure might seem mundane, 
it is in the close attention to structure; the individual events; and the links 
between them, the organisers, and the participants that we find the mark-
ers that begin to outline the contours of association and coordination.32

Furthermore, it is in recognising the connections between events that 
insights into the intent of orchestration become clearer. There is little 
doubt that the coordinators of ‘Journeys’ at the WCC had an intent. The 
‘Markets and Business Journey’, for example, was clearly coordinated by 
people and organisations who had collaborated over the past decade to 
promote the IUCN’s Business and Biodiversity Programme and had served 
as major anchors in the ideological shift occurring within the organisation. 
As Frank Vorhies, a consultant brought in to help coordinate the ‘Journey’ 
and also the first employee of IUCN’s Business and Biodiversity Initiative, 
put it at the ‘Opening of the Business and Markets Journey’:
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What we’re trying to do with this market’s journey, is, we’ve tried to look 
at three sectors as priority sectors for IUCN. And then three issues related 
to the economy. The three sectors are agriculture, tourism, and extrac-
tive industries. … Plus we’re looking at three issues. One of the issues is 
partnerships. The second we call incentives. You might call it measures, 
instruments, regulations. And the third one is indicators. The first one on 
partnerships, we’re looking at ways in which the IUCN community can 
work with business and with business actors. The second one on incen-
tives is the IUCN community working on the regulatory and the voluntary 
frameworks in which businesses operate. For example, international pay-
ments for ecosystem services is being talked about today. The third one 
on indicators is an interesting one for the business journey because how 
can we take the information in the traditional IUCN community, protected 
areas indicators, ecosystem resilience indicators, indicators on the status of 
species, species survival and so on, and use those indicators as instruments 
for, for business to be better in their biodiversity performance. So you see, 
three sectors, three themes of economic indicators, and hopefully if you go 
through some of these events you will come out with a better understand-
ing of how IUCN’s community is and could be addressing conservation 
through addressing market processes, regulation of market processes, busi-
ness practises and business standards, and so on.

What Vohries does not say in this is that the ‘Markets and Business Journey’ 
is also a coordinated exercise, which had been constructed through exist-
ing associations between actors within the IUCN Secretariat, private sec-
tor organisations and government agencies, to extend models of private 
sector engagement and, as such, was specifically designed to draw actors 
together in an effort to generate associations around the innovations he 
describes. A look at the schedule for the ‘Journey’ clearly delineates the 
kind of channelling intended by the organisers, as does the description 
from the journey programme33:

If you seek a better understanding of the challenges and opportunities of 
enlisting business and consumers in biodiversity conservation, join us on a 
journey through the markets!

Throughout the Congress there are many events related to economics, 
markets and business. Our journey takes you to a cross-cutting selection of 
these, focusing broadly on major market sectors and key market tools.

Our journey highlights several events related to agriculture, extractive 
industries and tourism—all of which have significant linkages to biodiversity. 
Our journey also highlights events related to partnerships between conservation 
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organizations and business, new economic incentives and biodiversity indica-
tors for business. These events all profile innovative approaches to using the 
market to conserve biodiversity.

When you need a rest, you can always stop off at the World Business 
Council for Sustainable Development Pavilion and learn more about what 
the WBCSD member companies are doing to improve their environmental 
performance. You can also stop off at the Futures Pavilion where fellow 
travellers will also be congregating to discuss market challenges and oppor-
tunities for IUCN.

In some ways, the concept of ‘Journeys’ is akin to ‘threading’ in online 
computer conferences or forums. They work through sorting ‘posts’ into 
coherent threads to eliminate confusion from competing topics (Kean 
2001). Nonetheless, ‘threading’ relies on the existence of an online archive 
through which users can, after the fact, read within and across threads to 
gain a fuller sense of the ‘discussion’. The same is not true of channel-
ling tactics (e.g., ‘Journeys’). Participants are corporeal and limited to the 
cognitive space of their body. They either attend a session or they do not. 
If they miss a session, there is no archive to which to refer. To the extent 
that ‘Journeys’ are designed to ‘channel’, they orient like-minded people 
along a path of least resistance that allows them to engage with others in 
ways that minimise conflict and dissent. It was obvious in several ways that 
the IUCN leadership anticipated the possible effect of this channelling.

The Director General’s address, for example, just before closing the 
opening plenary, described the conference ‘Journeys’ but encouraged 
people to engage in what she called ‘creative collisions’ and to get out of 
their ‘comfort zone during these days of the Forum’. She continued:

It’s really important to move in between the different streams and the dis-
cussions that arise in them. We depend, IUCN and all of you depend on the 
cross-fertilization of ideas and experiences and solutions that this forum is 
going to offer to you. So, this is the only way that we will save the world, 
change the world, which is really why we’re all here with our optimism and 
energy. (Fieldnotes, Barcelona, October 2008)

Nonetheless, those ‘creative collisions’ were hindered in a number of 
ways. ‘Journeys’ at the WCC had coordinators, they had booths where 
participants could congregate, and they had opening sessions in which 
participants were encouraged to follow the ‘Journey’ schedule and to pro-
vide feedback to the coordinators. Interaction between fellow ‘Journey’ 
members was encouraged.
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Identifying markers were handed out, participants were encouraged 
to follow specific ‘Journeys’ by brochures and events programmes that 
identified the time and location of each relevant event (as opposed to 
the full Congress Programme that was only available online), and they 
were encouraged to socialise in ‘rest areas’ explicitly connected to each 
‘Journey’ (Fig. 4.4). All of this created a tendency for each of the sessions 
to encourage participants to think of themselves as part of a coherent 
group. During the ‘Opening of the Markets Journey’, for example, Saskia 
de Koning gave a markedly different message than the Director General:

[In the Markets and Business Journey programme] You’ll find the high-
lights of the program and the events that we have selected for you; various 
events around markets and business. But, of course, there are a lot more 
events related to this topic. But if you want to see those you have to use 
your guide and find them. The other thing that we have done is we have 
made this button—you can see them—‘Nature Is Our Business’, but what 
we want, is we want to create a community related to markets and business 
so if you might take a pin and have a pin—and you’re more than welcome 
to grab one—and please leave your business card if you can, it would be very 
helpful to us. So that you will find that if you wear this pin you’ll find other 
people who are part of this journey and you’ll be able to recognize them. If 
you need a rest, like you are doing right now, if you want to stop, if you want 
to have a break, come over here and you’ll find people who are interested 
in markets and in business, or over there [pointing to another seating area 
across the Hall] you have the pavilion of the World Business Council on 
Sustainable Development. You’ve probably seen that already. They also have 
people who have an interest in markets and business.

The message here is clear: ‘[W]e have prepared a path for you to follow; 
we have prepared markers that signify an identity, so that you can identify, 
and identify with like-minded people; we have provided space for you to 
socialize with like-minded people; and we want to translate personal ties 
into durable associations that can be sustained after the Congress’. Indeed 
that seemed to be the effect of the ‘Journey’.

Following and observing the ‘Markets and Business Journey’, I consis-
tently found myself in rooms with many of the same people because they 
followed the journey programme from session to session. In the sessions 
I attended, there were little if any contentious comments.34 This was facili-
tated, intentionally or not, by a programme that failed to identify speakers 
or subjects of presentations. Not knowing that a senior executive from, 
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Fig. 4.4 The cover page of the ‘Markets and Business Journey’ suggested a 
reworking of the old English idiom ‘Money does not grow on trees’
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for example, Coca-Cola or Shell was going to be giving a presentation in 
a place at a particular time, simply made it much more difficult to target 
protest, or to challenge claims that they might make during their presenta-
tions. In addition, this absence of dissent made it much easier for partici-
pants in the ‘Journey’ to conceive of themselves as part of a ‘community’.

If we define orchestration as the coordination and the intentional act 
of organising individual elements of larger assemblages such that those 
individual elements work toward a predefined endpoint, then it seems 
clear that the organisational tactic of arranging sessions into ‘Journeys’ 
was an element in a clear strategy of orchestration—a strategy that 
involved coordination over time and space outside of the physical bounds 
of the meeting space, the channelling of interaction and discussion, 
and the scripting of narratives and configuration of space in ways that 
enhanced the likelihood that the desired endpoint would be reached. 
But in a meeting like the WCC, orchestration occurs across scale, and 
it is productive to ask how the ‘Markets and Business Journey’ and its 
coordinating themes, link directly to the broader renegotiation of the 
organisational order of the IUCN that I alluded to earlier.

In some ways, this renegotiation of organisational order is already clear. 
When conservation is treated as organised political practise, the empiri-
cal evidence showing the degree of ‘private sector engagement’ with 
the IUCN Secretariat, the conflict among IUCN members around that 
engagement, and the actions of both the Secretariat and the Director 
General in pursuing new paths of private sector engagement firmly set the 
tone of the Congress before the meeting even convened. From the open-
ing ceremony onward, one after another, in major addresses during the 
Congress, the IUCN’s senior leadership, in their tone as much as in their 
words, sent out the key message of embracing business that James Kantner 
very quickly picked up on in his blog in which others participated:

Julia Marton Lefevre (Director General): If we want to influence, encourage 
and assist the world to change, we can only do so when we work together 
in an efficient and seamless manner, and allow new partners to join us.35

Bill Jackson (Deputy Director General): With biodiversity as our busi-
ness we have new people, ideas, but we also have resources.36

Jeff McNeely (Chief Scientist): We’ve also demonstrated the value of 
reaching out to new partners. Having 7000 people here from many dif-
ferent parts of life has been a very powerful indication of how popular our 
issues are becoming. Following calls from you, our members, to work with 
the private sector, the forum has attracted the expertise, the resources, the 
perspectives from numerous parts of the private sector. …
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Joshua Bishop (Chief Economist): We need to bring in the private sector, 
the consumers, the business community generally to support conservation 
and ecosystem management. And we can’t do it alone[;] we have to work 
together to make this happen.

In these remarks, the senior leadership of the IUCN Secretariat sent a 
coordinated and clear message to the membership and the private sec-
tor regarding both the role of the private sector at the Congress and in 
the future direction of the IUCN.37 To legitimate their engagement with 
the private sector, it is important to the organisation that a clear mes-
sage on the direction they would like to pursue be communicated to the 
membership. But to solicit those new partners, it is also important to the 
Secretariat to convey a sense of a coherent membership that uniformly 
agrees on the direction. This message was also clear in the addresses of the 
IUCN executive, but it was articulated in a more hesitant tone. For Jeff 
McNeely, the WCC was an:

… illustration of the merging of members, commissions, the Secretariat 
and partners. Truly a celebration of the one program approach that we’ve 
all been advocating … different events sort of merged together, they float 
together in a seamless action of ideas demonstrating yet again the essential 
unity of what we all stand for; the importance of not drawing boundaries 
around the work that we do but bringing it all together. Conservation has 
been demonstrated again as a unifying force, not a collection of silos stand-
ing in lonely splendor.

For Bill Jackson, ‘one of the outcomes of nearly every session of this con-
ference was a sense of how the urgency of our situation was no longer seen 
as isolated by geography or gender or class or education. We are all in this 
together’. Julia Marton-Lefevre noted:

[A]s environmentalists, our time has come. The level of awareness is higher 
than it has ever been. And while some just talk green, nobody can ignore 
environmental concerns now. So, in a way, yes, our time has come, but we 
also have to seize this occasion. We can always do better, but let’s recognize 
together that we are moving in the right direction.

Orchestration, then, extended far beyond the sessions and the ‘Journeys’, 
which were to some extent reflective of the internal politics of the IUCN 
Secretariat that saw different units jockey for position and authority. It 
also was reflected in the intentional, prescripted and prescriptive narratives 
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of the IUCN’s senior leaders who sought to communicate the direction 
of the organisation, to set the tone of the meeting, and to establish the 
basis for a ‘new normal’ within organised conservation. The message from 
senior leadership regarding engagement with the private sector was clear 
in their remarks. Yet, for orchestration to gain influence, it requires not 
just an audience but also a stage. It requires the production mechanisms of 
the meeting: the opening ceremonies, plenary addresses, and the welcom-
ing of dignitaries and celebrities. This is the realm of spectacle.

Spectacle

Research on the analytic utility of spectacle and celebrity for understand-
ing the cultural politics of contemporary conservation started in 2010 
(Igoe et al. 2010); it is useful to think of theoretical approaches to specta-
cle in relation to the work being accomplished by the World Conservation 
Congress simply because so much of the WCC is grounded in spectacle 
and performance. Debord (1967), in his original work on the role of spec-
tacle in mediating social relations, made several proposals including the 
following: spectacle imposes a sense of unity onto situations of fragmen-
tation and isolation, and spectacle is an omnipresent justification of the 
conditions and aims of the existing system (i.e., it is an instrument in 
processes of ideological and material domination that conditions people 
to be passive observers).

From Debord’s perspective, the WCC was nothing, if not spectacular. 
The configuration of visual and aural experiences clearly were designed 
to impose a sense of unity on a fragmented audience. The foyer of the 
conference centre was filled with a series of pavilions, each with their 
own speaker’s platform, sitting areas and video screens. Images of nature 
abounded, but so did a prevalent visual message: As participants entered 
the convention centre they looked straight ahead at an image of the globe 
littered with the names of what conventionally are thought of as some 
of the most environmentally damaging companies in the world—Shell, 
BP, Dupont, Newmont Gold, Dow Chemical, Chevron, Mitsubishi. This  
was the pavilion of the World Business Council on Sustainable Develop-
ment. To participants’ right was the visibly trademarked ‘Red List™’ 
printed across the wall of the IUCN species pavilion. To their left was 
IUCN’s Forest Conservation Programme pavilion with a prominent 
banner in the foreground proclaiming: ‘Private–public partnerships can 
achieve sustainable and equitable development’. The mediating signs of a 

 K.I. MACDONALD



 99

renegotiated organisational order set the tone of the Congress even before 
participants set foot in meetings or in the plenary hall.

It was in the plenary hall, however, that the mediating effect of spec-
tacle took over. The first evening of the Congress began with an open-
ing ceremony steeped in references to a feudal past as the presence of 
European Royalty was announced to an assembled audience who were 
then made to wait while they were ‘received’ outside of the main hall. The 
seating of Royalty was followed by a procession of VIPs, set apart by the 
red neck straps attached to their identification badges (to set them apart 
from the green of regular attendees). The ceremony itself made a nod to 
Royal courts of the past as musicians accompanied ‘larger- than-life’ video 
presentations on the main stage, and ‘players’ planted in the audience 
‘magically’ appeared under soft spotlighting to ‘debate’ various ideological  
approaches to what one of them called ‘the environmental crisis that 
we all face’—their voices reeking with earnestness, suspicion, contempt 
and crisis.

Then, tumblers whorled across the stage and acrobats spun gracefully 
as they climbed and wound themselves around five long red cloth ban-
ners hanging from the ceiling. One of these was turned after each per-
formance to reveal a reverse side emblazoned with a word, gradually 
exposing the sequence: SUSTAINABILITY, AWARENESS, EQUITY, 
BIODIVERSITY AND ACTION. Celebrities, such as Mohammed Yunus 
and David Attenborough (by video), and ‘lesser’ figures (e.g., the Spanish 
Minister of Environment) appeared on stage to address the audience, 
assuring them that they were doing essential work.38 In addition to all of 
this, the orchestrated narrative of the organisers lay under the surface: ‘we’ 
are all in this together, ‘we’ must ‘move forward’, ‘we’ must work with 
the private sector.

The next morning’s opening plenary was equally spectacular. Ted Turner 
served as the key celebrity39; an IUCN partnership with Nokia was highlighted 
as a way to use mobile communication technology to engage youth in the 
environmental movement40; and a faux-debate between panelists, moderated 
by a South African television host and former CNN International anchor, 
Tumi Makgabo, was clearly designed to articulate the key conservation 
conflicts as they were understood by the Secretariat leadership. Indeed, this 
‘debate’ is a useful empirical device in an analysis of the work accomplished 
by spectacle. For as much as spectacle serves to mediate, the combined use 
of sound, image and space that constitute spectacle also must be mediated 
and orchestrated.
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In this case, the use of a television host as ‘moderator’ of the ‘debate’ 
was wholly appropriate because the entire event felt like a skilled televi-
sion production, and watching the ‘debate’ unfold on stage was much like 
watching a television program. Indeed, the entire event came off like a talk 
show and likely was intended to. In addition, similar to a television pro-
gram, in which the medium itself defines the limits of interaction, it was 
made clear from the beginning that the audience at the WCC was there 
simply to view. The panelists, prompted by the scripted questions of the 
moderator, could say what needed to be said, and any thoughts or input 
that the thousands in the assembled audience might offer were of little 
value. There would be no substantive debate, the audience members were 
not allowed to engage with the panelists, and the moderator controlled 
the flow and posed the questions. She made this clear from the beginning: 
‘[U]nfortunately, there is no time to open the floor for dialogue but the 
experience on stage is enough to answer any question’.

A structured format had been developed and deviation from that 
‘script’ implied excessive risk to the production quality of the spectacle. It 
also threatened the ordered messaging of a narrated script that ended on a 
very specific note put forward by Achim Steiner, former Director General 
of IUCN and then current Executive Director of UNEP, and Bjorn 
Stigson, President of the WBCSD: ‘[B]usiness is part of the problem and 
part of the solution’. This is a standard line in the rhetoric of business and 
biodiversity engagement that quite obviously obscures diverse ideological 
and material interests between conservation interests and business. But far 
more important is where this line sits in terms of orchestration. This was 
the last message that emerged from the opening plenary, leaving people 
with the role of business in biodiversity conservation on their minds as 
they went off to engage with the rest of the forum.

Here is an example of the alignment of structure, orchestration and spec-
tacle. The panel was positioned to be one of the key agenda-setting items 
of the Congress because it drew most of the participants together in a com-
mon meeting place. Besides, although it had the appearance of a debate, it 
was effectively scripted in a way that privileged the role of business in bio-
diversity conservation as one of the key themes of the Congress. The effect 
of this scripting was reinforced by production practises—the mimicking 
of a television program—that imposed a sense of unity on an isolated and 
fragmented situation by isolating interaction among actors on the stage 
from actors in the audience. This emphasised the performative aspect of 
the ‘debate’, bringing out the latent qualities in an audience accustomed to 
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adopting a docile position when interacting with the medium of television 
or theatre, and assuring greater control over the messages emanating from 
the stage because the audience was precluded both by instruction and pro-
clivity from introducing dissent to the scripted narrative.

Nevertheless, what is particularly striking is that all the large plenary ses-
sions of the Congress were orchestrated in similar ways in which modera-
tors, often the Director General, acted as brokers for the audience—that  
is, transitioning them away from the ‘show’ of the discussion with the help 
of a musical and visual interlude, a commercial and then bringing them 
back in with introductions to subsequent events. Through all of this, the 
audience sat politely, applauded at appropriate moments and exercised the  
self-control and self-discipline characteristic of meeting culture. We, as 
an audience, were part of the spectacle—spectators watching a program, 
consuming celebrity in the guise of ‘expertise’. But more significantly, we 
were—in an environment that encourages passivity and reinforces the 
exercise of self-control and self-regulation—consuming the symbols and 
narratives designed by the conveners to communicate and justify the new 
aims of the organisation and changes in the organisational order.

Structure, orchestration and spectacle, as analytic devices, are obviously 
intertwined. In a world in which image and volume are hypervalued, 
spectacular domination acquires a capacity to convey authority and aids 
in securing legitimacy and position within institutional power relations. 
Meetings, such as those of the WCC, have become, in many ways, a the-
atrical stage on which actors play out roles designed to advocate positions 
that they believe are important in the repositioning of the organisation 
and its ability to secure greater resources. In this world, the legitimation of 
actions and authority increasingly requires spectacle. In addition, organ-
isations like the IUCN strategically use spectacle to attract the attention 
of media, circulate self-representations and, hopefully, their message, as 
well as to secure the interest of the private sector.41 They do so in the 
belief that engaging certain private actors not only will confer legitimacy 
with superordinate institutions (e.g., the GEF and UN agencies) but also 
extend the media presence of the organisation and its capacity to secure 
new ‘partners’.

This is one of the reasons for inviting keynote presenters (e.g., Ted 
Turner and Mohammed Yunus) to speak in an opening ceremony.42 They 
can tell the assembled audience nothing about biodiversity conservation, 
but their presence can communicate ‘importance’ and provide access to 
new sources of material support and the credibility desired by IUCN’s 
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leaders for both personal and organisational reasons.43 Ironically, however, 
the production of spectacle is an expensive proposition and the IUCN 
consistently has trouble securing private sector funds to actually mount 
the WCC. As one consultant put it to this author, a senior IUCN staffer 
came to him in the months leading up to the Congress and confided ‘you 
know we’ve got these two pavilions, climate change and energy and we 
don’t have sponsors for them. We’re in trouble for the Congress. We 
wanted to have these pavilions, and we don’t have any sponsors. Can you 
help? If we brought you in on a contract could you help us with these 
pavilions?’ (Fieldnotes, Bonn, Germany, May 2008).

This relationship between spectacle—designed to secure the interest 
and the material support of the private sector and to communicate the 
message of shifting alliances within the organisation—and orchestration 
needs to be made clear. The orchestrated narrative, one in which IUCN’s 
senior leaders work to convey the impression of a coherent organisation 
with uniform objectives on which all members of that organisation agree, 
is meant to disguise the degree of dissent that exists within the IUCN—the 
ideological and material struggles that take place on an ongoing basis.44 
The point here, however, is that the desire on the part of the Secretariat 
to convey the impression of a union with common purpose, and uniform 
agreement on the means to achieve that purpose, is designed to appeal to 
a corporate model of business management that brooks little internal dis-
sent, especially if it is publicly expressed.

In many ways, that model does not understand the kind of debate 
and ideological and material struggle that legitimately goes on within the 
IUCN, which is, after all, a Union. Rather than read it as a sign of healthy 
participatory engagement in a debate over organisational direction, they 
see it as a symptom of dysfunctional leadership. As one oil executive casu-
ally said to me when I asked him about his impression of the meeting: 
‘IUCN’s a dysfunctional organization, they don’t have their act together’. 
When I asked why he thought this was so, he replied: ‘If they had their 
act together they wouldn’t allow a motion to terminate their agreement 
with Shell’.45

It is this desire to secure and engage ‘new partners’, and to fend off the 
‘risk’ evident in the executive’s remarks, that drives the coordination of the 
script asserting commonality with an IUCN membership, and that fuels 
the (highly energy-consuming) development of spectacular conservation. 
Those IUCN leaders engaged in performance know that they are acting; 
they know that in asserting a commonality, they are engaging in deception. 
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They also know, however, that frank and open debate and the ongoing 
presence of dissent within the organisation does not secure legitimacy with 
those ‘new partners’ they seek to cultivate. From a corporate perspective, 
ongoing dissent within the organisation is considered a risk—a potential 
source of liability and instability—and an ongoing threat to the pursuit 
of organisational objectives. Besides, in a severely restricted funding 
environment in which private funds have become increasingly important 
to conservation organisations, it also has become a significant liability for 
the IUCN (cf., Brechin and Swanson 2008).

Orchestration and spectacle, then, both serve to reinforce the self- 
regulation and self-discipline of conditioned behaviour typical of meeting 
culture and of effectively limiting dissent through the application of struc-
ture. It was no accident that the plenary sessions that brought thousands 
of IUCN members with vast accumulated experience in biodiversity con-
servation together in the World Conservation Forum provided no oppor-
tunity for those members to speak. It was not accidental that the names 
and affiliations of speakers and the times of their presentations were not 
listed in the Congress programmes.

In addition, it was not accidental that the opportunities for those 
members to speak were restricted to random encounters in hallways or 
in meeting rooms during sessions that were organised into ‘Journeys’ 
designed to channel and contain Congress participants. No doubt some 
individuals broke out of these ‘Journeys’ and some sessions did engage in 
substantive debate, but this involved work and added energy as if ‘swim-
ming against the stream’. All these elements of structure and orchestra-
tion required conscious deliberation, decision and intent by actors in the 
IUCN Secretariat and their broader network of associations.

One way, then, of interpreting the WCC is as an expression of the intent 
of the IUCN Secretariat, but that would be a mistake. It is more accurate 
to look at it as an outcome of struggles within and between organisa-
tional actors, including various units and actors within the Secretariat, 
Commissions, the state, and NGO members and actors (e.g., the private 
sector) that see the IUCN as an organisation sufficiently important, either 
as a threat or a resource, that they feel the need to attend to it. That is the 
value of focussing to the WCC as a site and object of study; for as much 
as it can be treated as an important vehicle in organisational change, it 
also serves as an opportunity to witness the development of associations 
and to weigh what was said and acted on by individual actors against later 
representations of the event.
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Given that the WCC can be read as a reflection of struggle within 
the organisation, and that there was substantive evidence at the WCC of 
membership opposition to the way that ‘private sector engagement’ was 
being pursued by the Secretariat, the way in which structure, orchestration 
and spectacle combined to legitimate ‘private sector engagement’ suggests 
that substantial ideological shifts are occurring within the organisation. 
In addition, attending to these changes could provide a greater under-
standing of how the organised political project of conservation is likely to 
unfold in the near future. Much of this was in fact foreshadowed by sec-
tions of the WCC in which it became apparent that spectacular domina-
tion, the same as hegemony, can never be complete.

the IncomPleteness of sPectacle and orchestratIon

Notably, the WCC does contain a component through which it is dif-
ficult, though not impossible, to invoke spectacle, employ orchestration 
and manipulate structure. This is the Members’ Assembly, which is struc-
tured by statute, unlike the Forum, and where discontent, dissent and the 
significant degree of tension between IUCN members and the Secretariat 
become readily apparent. This does not mean that the Secretariat, in 
association with certain members and partners, did not try to use the 
Members’ Assembly to maintain their push for a new organisational order. 
In her opening address, for example, the Director General continued in 
the tone she established during the Forum:

We can take the known path, a familiar and comforting one, where we dis-
cuss and argue among ourselves. Where we do interesting work, raise red 
flags and have a moderate influence. Or we can take the other road, the 
proverbial ‘less-travelled’ one, where we embrace rather than resist change. 
It is a road where we travel with new partners because they represent our 
reality as parts of the society we were set up to influence, encourage and 
assist. It is a road where IUCN builds bridges – not necessarily consensus – 
between diverging interests. It is one where IUCN leads a massive move-
ment, which is the only way to affect the kind of changes needed to save 
the only planet we have. We don’t need to change our mission statement 
in order to achieve this. We just need to realize that progress is not always 
linear; that we have to be smart and strategic in the way we make the case 
for Nature to an ever-widening audience; and that we are so much stronger 
when we work together.
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Nonetheless, the Members’ Assembly is also where members can speak, 
within the rules, and challenge this renegotiation. During the 2008 Members’ 
Assembly the overarching point of contention surrounded a number of 
motions related to the way in which the IUCN Secretariat had engaged 
with the private sector since the 2004 WCC; primary among these was a 
motion to terminate an agreement that the IUCN had struck with Shell.46 
Even though the behavioural qualities of ‘meeting culture’ held during the 
Assembly—with members waiting their turn to speak and demonstrating at 
least minimal respect for the views of others—there was a definite loosen-
ing of self-regulation and self-discipline, particularly in the contact groups 
designed to establish whether consensus could be reached on the text 
of motions.47 Some supporters of the resolution made a clear point that 
although the Secretariat was worried about its reputation with business if 
the motion should pass, it did not seem worried about its reputation and 
obligations to the membership of the Union.

Ultimately, the motion was defeated, even though it secured the sup-
port of more than 60% of the membership. The reason for the failure is 
revealing. The IUCN operates on bicameral principles. One ‘house’ of the 
membership is made up of NGOs, while the other ‘house’ is composed of 
state members. According to statute, for a motion to pass, it must secure 
a simple majority in both ‘houses’. Despite support from some states, the 
‘Shell motion’, as it came to be known, was voted down by a clear major-
ity of state members. In many ways, the failure of this motion encapsulates 
the way in which the WCC exposes to view insights into the renegotiation 
of organisational order within the IUCN that would otherwise be hidden. 
Much of this change is contained in the following simple unwritten state-
ment made by Joshua Bishop, the IUCN’s Chief Economist, at the close of 
the ‘Markets and Business’ Journey, hosted at the pavilion of the WBCSD:

We call this the markets and business journey to remind people that four 
years ago in Bangkok we had a markets and business theme, and even before 
that the business community was involved in IUCN Congresses and General 
Assemblies. And I think I can safely say that it’s probably now a permanent 
fixture; that markets and business are not going to go away in the IUCN 
agenda and are likely to go from strength to strength. (Fieldnotes, Barcelona, 
October 2008)

One effect of the shift in organisational order, which, ironically, also con-
tributes to facilitating even greater change, can be found in the reactions 
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of some members, particularly Friends of the Earth International (FOEI), 
a primary sponsor of the Shell motion. The FOEI withdrew its member-
ship in IUCN shortly after the close of the conference, citing their ‘belief 
and experience that partnerships between transnational corporations such 
as Shell and conservation organizations such as IUCN have a disadvanta-
geous effect on community struggles to protect their environment …’ and 
their disillusionment with a process that allows states to block the vote of 
a majority of the IUCN membership (Bassey 2009). The remarks of the 
IUCN’s Chief Economist and the departure of the FOEI are indicators 
that the WCC is an effective vehicle in the renegotiation of organisational 
order, allowing for declaratory statements and performances of intent and 
achievement that establish ideological boundaries of ‘belonging’ for the 
membership of the organisation. The FOEI withdrawal, however, is also 
a sign that the internal contradictions of organisations (e.g., the IUCN) 
become more apparent and visible through pressures exerted by their exter-
nal environment.48 Among other things, this departure serves as a sign that 
‘the restraints, compromises, and accommodations defining the institutional 
core and rationale’ of an organisation are subject to failure in networked 
organisational forms that can dispense with much of the highly formalised 
systems at the core of bureaucratic organisations (Reed 2001: 142).

concludIng remarks

Conservation typically is treated as ontological, both as practise and as an 
ostensible movement. At sites, such as the World Conservation Congress, 
leaders of conservation organisations insist that this movement is constituted 
by the force of some set of relationships oriented toward a common objective, 
and that it is into this movement and its common aims that others, such as 
the private sector, must be brought. What becomes clear through turning 
the ethnographic lens on conservation organisations and institutions, 
however, is that conservation, in practise, is defined through association—
that is, the association of individuals, organisations, institutions, bodies of 
knowledge and interests—that often becomes most clear in the wake of 
new innovations. In many ways, ‘conservation-in-the- making’ is visible 
only by the traces left as these new associations are being shaped—as the 
implications of innovations for various actors become clear, and as personal 
ties are institutionally reconfigured into more durable associations.

 K.I. MACDONALD



 107

Events constitute the political sites where much of that reconfigura-
tion is rendered legible, such as at the WCCs; where the political future 
of conservation is negotiated; and where struggles over deciding what 
binds ‘us’ all together are acted out. It is where, for example, the tension 
over the articulation of market-based mechanisms of conservation practise 
becomes visible; where it becomes possible to watch the personal social 
ties that have been formed around ‘private sector engagement’ being 
converted into much more durable institutional arrangements. In other 
words, to become, in Bishop’s words, ‘a permanent fixture’, no longer so 
heavily reliant on the vagaries of personal relationships, but written into 
the standard operational practise of the organisation.

This chapter has suggested that this performative work is predicated, 
in part, on the act of meeting and the ways in which meetings serve both 
as sites for the formation of associations and as vehicles that can be struc-
tured, orchestrated, and represented in ways that privilege certain positions 
in renegotiating organisational order and accommodating the presence 
of new actors. In many ways, then, the WCC can be treated as a site in 
the neoliberal restructuring of conservation. Meetings are sites at which 
organisational agency can be seen to work toward achieving and articu-
lating the configuration of new organisational order, and at which the 
interests of capital accumulation receive an unparalleled degree of access 
and consideration in conservation planning and practise. In an effort to 
secure institutional legitimacy, events have succumbed so much to the 
logic and mechanics of spectacular domination that they require the mate-
rial resources of the private sector simply to come into being.

Although these empirical insights are helpful in contextualising the 
organisational and, therefore, the operational direction of biodiversity 
conservation, an equally salient outcome of this work is the way in which it 
reveals ethnographic practise as a useful means to comprehend events (e.g., 
the WCC). This is in addition to the normative behaviour they invoke, as 
a central instrument in the configuration of the organisational order of a 
movement like conservation in relation to dominant political projects, like 
capitalism.49 Because large meetings have become a key mechanism in the 
negotiation of transnational environmental governance, and as the stakes 
in the form of that governance have increased, meetings have become 
sites where struggles over the configuration of biodiversity conservation 
practise play out, and a vehicle that can be used to favor certain outcomes 
in those struggles.
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The work this chapter discusses also situates the WCC as one node 
in a broader field site, the spatial and temporal dimensions of which are 
defined by tracking the relationships that serve as the basis for associations. 
That such meetings are increasingly serving as sites of struggle over con-
servation policy and practise, and have come into being as a function of 
emerging associations, positions them as important sites for ethnographic 
fieldwork. It also highlights a need not to focus on congresses and/or 
conventions as isolated events but as devices in a repertoire of mechanisms 
involved in the formation of associations that subsequently acquire the 
strength and durability to alter organisational order. After all, ideologi-
cal shifts within organisations occur incrementally. Although congresses, 
conventions, conferences and similar events serve as crucial sites to witness 
the interests behind such incremental shifts, the associations that facili-
tate them, and the ways in which meetings can be used as instruments to 
achieve incremental shifts, while creating the impression that these shifts 
are consensus-based, the only way to acquire a comprehensive view of 
this process is to situate events in relation to broader political projects of 
capitalism and the state.

The WCC, nevertheless, was not a ‘neutral’ event constituted in a 
vacuum of agency. It has purpose and intent, assigned by individuals dif-
ferentially situated within, between and beyond the IUCN Secretariat, its 
‘partners’ and member organisations. In addition, there is little doubt that 
the meetings can be interpreted as a reflection of the current configuration 
of ongoing ideological and material struggles within the IUCN and, by 
extension, the conservation ‘movement’. According to one IUCN senior 
staff member interviewed during the Congress, the shift to market-based 
dialogue is dominant in the IUCN’s decision-making bodies; there is sub-
stantial support for ‘private sector engagement’ and market approaches; 
and a group’s visibility and credibility within the IUCN can be enhanced 
by aligning with those decision makers, particularly the Chief Economist 
and staff dealing with markets and businesses.

This is an important insight because it points to the ways in which 
the WCC can be read as an expression of influence and authority not 
just within the IUCN but also between it and more dominant actors 
in its institutional environment (e.g., GEF and UNEP). Recognising 
these translocal relationships and the ways in which associations form in 
those translocal contexts helps to understand their relative influence in 
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biodiversity conservation policymaking. The 2008 World Conservation 
Congress provided a notable window into the consolidation of such rela-
tionships, perspectives and processes and their role in shaping the new 
organisational order of the IUCN; one that situates markets, business and 
private sector actors firmly at the core of the Secretariat, if not the IUCN 
membership.

This chapter’s author does not want to overstate the importance of 
meetings as field sites. There are many locales in which the reconfiguration 
of organisational order might be studied. Long-term fieldwork within a 
conservation organisation, for example, would undoubtedly yield useful 
insights into the interests behind incremental shifts in organisational pri-
orities. The point here is not to privilege any one field site over another, 
but to highlight the ways in which the ethnographic study of meetings 
across time and space offers the opportunity to longitudinally track and 
document the actors, interests and processes involved in the renegotiation 
of organisational order; to identify the ways in which associations that give 
rise to new innovations stretch across a broad range of conservation actors 
and organisations; and, ultimately, to improve the ability to link those pro-
cesses, across scale, with ecological dynamics at particular sites.50

As innovations proliferate in conservation, the boundaries of the ‘move-
ment’ shift and, for some, create uncertainty about their position within 
that ‘movement’—the ‘conservation community’. Questions of belonging 
arise and assertions of crisis are lobbed. Those who once thought of them-
selves as being at the core of effective action, find they are marginalised, 
and those who once thought of themselves as excluded become central. In 
many ways, the introduction of new innovations to conservation organisa-
tions, and the crises of identity they invoke, exposes the degree to which 
those organisations are sites of ideological and material struggle, and the 
idea of ‘conservation’ fraught with conflict. To explain and understand the 
implications of this struggle, it is important to be present as the relation-
ships and associations that have constituted active conservation over the 
past decades shift and reassemble (as they always do); to engage in what 
Latour (2007: 11) calls ‘the costly longhand of associations’; to track the 
processes and actors involved in the reassembly of conservation; and to 
pay attention to events and spaces, such as the WCC, where one can track 
the shape, size, heterogeneity and combination of associations engaged in 
producing new fields of conservation.
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notes

 1. The World Conservation Congress (WCC) is divided into two primary sec-
tions: the World Conservation Forum (WCF) and the Members’ Assembly. 
The WCF is somewhat akin to an academic conference with a variety of 
organised panel sessions and roundtables and is accompanied by a trade 
show of sorts in which conservation organisations and related enterprises 
display their ‘wares’. Following the closure of the Forum, which is open to 
non-IUCN members, the IUCN Members’ Assembly convenes to elect 
new officers, receive reports from the Secretariat and vote on member-
sponsored motions designed to direct IUCN policy and practise. The 
motions’ process also involves the formation of contact groups around con-
troversial motions in an attempt to reach consensus on a final text before 
the motion is put to a vote. Historically, access to the Members’ Assembly 
has been limited to IUCN members and Secretariat staff. But at the 2008 
WCC it was opened to nonvoting observers.

 2. James Kantner is a primary contributor to Green Inc., a blog on NYTimes.
com, the website of the New York Times, and was the sole reporter for the 
Times covering the WCC. Of the eight posts he submitted from the meet-
ing, five related to the role of business in addressing environmental issues. 
Two of those were interviews with the CEOs of Rio Tinto and Shell. There 
were no interviews with conservation or social scientists, and no coverage 
in the Science section of the newspaper.

 3. Of course, there is always the possibility that the narrative was prescripted 
and developed in conjunction with certain WCC participants. Notably this 
emphasis reflects Kantner’s background as the International Herald 
Tribune’s primary correspondent for European Business Affairs and what 
he calls the ‘business of green’.

 4. By ‘modernist conservation’ I mean the policies, programs and projects of 
large international conservation agencies and national governments. This 
is not to assign any priority to this work but to distinguish it from the many 
small-scale conservationist practises that fall outside of this domain.

 5. Notably the willingness to expose these ‘engagements’ is geographically 
variable. For example, an extremely well-known international environmen-
tal organisation, which is open to advertising their relationship with a 
dominant U.S. soft drink manufacturer, is very reluctant to openly pro-
mote it in Europe because of a feared backlash from what it perceives is a 
more ‘radical’ and anticorporate membership base (Fieldnotes, Barcelona, 
Octobrt 2008).

 6. Since renamed the International Council on Mining and Metals.
 7. Steiner has since become Executive Director of the United Nations Environ-

ment Program (UNEP).
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 8. Dissent was much more apparent during the Members Assembly as some 
NGO members accused the Secretariat of having ignored the constraints 
the membership placed on IUCN engagement with the private sector 
through resolutions passed at the 2004 WCC. Several members I spoke 
with at the 2008 WCC claimed that this was evidence that the Secretariat 
did not feel bound by resolutions passed during the Members’ Assembly, 
felt free to pick and choose the resolutions they would act on and those 
they would ignore, and would continue to expand private sector engage-
ment regardless of resolutions adopted by the membership.

 9. This has become common practise at the IUCN, which now has second-
ment agreements with Holcim Cement, Shell and the WBCSD. Indeed, 
one of the organisers of the ‘Markets and Business Journey’ at the WCC, 
who was listed as ‘Advisor, IUCN Business and Biodiversity Programme’ 
is actually a Shell employee seconded to IUCN for two years.

 10. This includes groups, such as the Sierra Club, that, while critical of IUCNs 
agreements with oil companies such as Shell, have established their own 
partnerships with chemical product manufacturers (e.g., Clorox). Notably 
this agreement became an element in a discursive struggle between camps 
at the WCC with supporters of the Secretariat’s position on private sector 
engagement instrumentally referring to the Clorox partnership to question 
the credibility of Sierra Club-sponsored criticisms of IUCN partnerships.

 11. Part of the reason for this failure to grapple with the intersubjectivity of 
institutions stems from the theoretical and methodological ‘path 
dependency’ of the early work in regime analysis (see Young 1982, 1989, 
1994). It is notable that, even as organisational and institutional ethnography 
was becoming prevalent in anthropology and sociology, regime analysis was 
slow to recognise the theoretical and methodological benefits of an 
ethnographic approach to understanding environmental governance. Some 
of the reasons for this can be found in disciplinary policing that accompanies 
‘path dependency’. In her own interview- based work on knowledge 
production in the International Monetary Fund, for example, Martha 
Finnemore felt that some of her colleagues saw her depth-interview 
approach, let alone ethnographic fieldwork, as methodologically radical 
(Finnemore pers. comm. 2004; see Barnett and Finnemore 2004).

 12. Notably in Finnemore’s analysis she continues to adhere to textual analysis 
and to avoid engaging in sites of interaction in which discourse is not only 
produced and deployed, but in which the production of intersubjective 
meaning might be observed. Her focus on intersubjective understanding is 
also problematic as it avoids engaging with the very real social controver-
sies that are involved in the process of negotiating institutional and organ-
isational order, and in analysing how meetings are structured to facilitate 
intersubjective understanding as a mode of masking those controversies 
(cf., Nader 1995)
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 13. Vogler’s work represents the very late coming of regime analysts to social 
constructivist perspectives on nature, again pointing to the constraining 
quality of disciplinary perspectives.

 14. For example, in work that I am undertaking on the Convention on Biological 
Diversity (CBD), being present at a series of meetings and getting to know 
activists and state delegates makes it easier to identify when NGO delegates 
are sitting at the delegates table and acting as advisors to state delegations 
and to track these associations through the process of negotiation. It also 
makes it possible to recognise that the ability of NGOs to structure certain 
state positions is partially a function of a lack of state resources (or interest) 
but also a function of personal  relationships between sets of actors. In my 
case being able to make these identifications has come about by going to 
dinner with these actors, listening and learning about the multiple ways in 
which their lives have connected through space and time; in fact, it has 
helped me understand how the very existence of the CBD called some of 
these relationships into being and drew people together.

 15. Van Vree’s (1999) work focusses exclusively on Europe and North 
America. This is one of its most useful contributions because it highlights 
that meetings, at least as they relate to negotiations over international envi-
ronmental governance, have specific cultural origins and that the interna-
tional negotiating process contains within it very specific traces of European 
political history. The practises and protocols that govern international 
negotiations invoke culturally specific norms revolving around relations of 
authority that are not at all universal, but have spread over time through 
processes such as imperialism and capitalism.

 16. Reflections of this insight abound in popular culture—for example, the 
novels of David Lodge or Jason Reitman’s 2009 film Up in the Air.

 17. One of the most ironic scenes during the WCC occurred toward the end 
of the opening ceremonies when two young environmental protesters 
appeared on stage with a banner opposing the destruction, through urban 
sprawl, of a natural park north of Barcelona. They were quickly rustled off 
stage by security. So, here we had environmental protesters being physi-
cally removed from the stage of one of the world’s largest gatherings of 
people who self-identify as leaders of the ‘environmental movement’. 
Following Van Vree (1999), this removal would have occurred not because 
of their message but because of the way in which it was presented, the 
breach of meeting protocol; in essence the form of the meeting, and the 
coherence of the spectacle (defended by force), superceded the substance 
of the protester’s message.

 18. Riles’s ethnographic study of Fijian bureaucrats and activists (2000) as 
they prepare for the Fourth World Conference on Women in Beijing pro-
vides a richly grounded analysis of the transcendent social life of ‘the meet-
ing’. Thanks to Jessica Dempsey for introducing me to Riles’s work.
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 19. In using the word ‘association’ I am following Latour (2007: 65), who 
does not use the term to mean some formalised collective of individuals 
but to signal ‘the social’, in which ‘social is the name of a type of momen-
tary association which is characterised by the way it gathers together into 
new shapes’ facilitated by effort, intent and mechanisms that work to shift 
weak and hard-to-maintain social ties into more durable kinds of links. It 
is the creation of these durable links—associations rather than social ties—
that we see happening through events like the WCC.

 20. Later renamed the Business and Biodiversity Programme.
 21. The World Parks Congress is a gathering of international actors and organ-

isations involved in protected area research and management. It is con-
vened by the IUCN’s World Commission on Protected Areas (WCPA) 
once every ten years.

 22. Formerly the International Council on Mining and Minerals.
 23. For example, to convert the arrangements reached through the fickle per-

sonal relationships between often-transient staff members and consultants 
in different organisations into a process for codified agreements seen to be 
sanctioned by the organisation’s membership.

 24. With a registration fee that hovered around €400 for most people, the 
WCC is very much a middle-class affair. Aside from the need for an insti-
tutional affiliation to qualify for admission, much of ‘the world’ is excluded 
simply because attendance is beyond their means.

 25. In a nod to the location of the WCC, Aliances, the Catalan word for alli-
ances, was used in the place of workshop.

 26. Notably, only one business-oriented proposal was submitted by a govern-
mental agency.

 27. Previously, the private sector had gained access through events organised by 
units with the IUCN Secretariat. The presence of private sector actors as 
partners at the WCC also represents the ‘taking-of-a- stand’ by the IUCN 
Secretariat in a long-running debate between members and some Secretariat 
staff over a statute prohibiting private sector organisations from becoming 
IUCN members. Most of the NGO members have historically opposed pri-
vate sector membership, while increasing support for it has gained ground 
among Secretariat staff. According to one former IUCN staff member, 
‘What I would argue is when people complained about BP, I’d say “Shit, we 
have the US government as a state member of IUCN so I mean, you know, 
you know, China’s a state member so if we can deal with them, we can deal 
with anybody.” I mean ... you know, there’s no angels on this planet’.

 28. http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-aa-MWP2F4o
 29. What is most notable in this remark was that ‘Future Leaders’ were not at 

the event to learn but to instruct, and to network. What is even more 
notable is the absence of such support to bring other ‘stakeholders’ to the 
meeting to present their perspectives on important issues.
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 30. http://cmsdata.iucn.org/downloads/markets_journey_english_26_sep_ 
2.pdf

 31. In some cases, affiliations were difficult to identify, as a number of assis-
tants were secondees from IUCN to the private sector and vice versa. 
Notably, de Koning, one of the ‘Journey Guides’, was identified as an 
IUCN rather than a Shell employee. de Koning was seconded from Shell 
to the IUCN in February 2008 for a period of two years with the respon-
sibility to ‘build the relationship between Shell and IUCN.’ She had three 
main tasks: ‘i) Assist IUCN in improving its business skills through the 
transfer of appropriate skills from qualified Shell specialists; ii) Assist IUCN 
in developing capacity to engage more effectively with business on biodi-
versity issues; and iii) Support Shell businesses in the identification of bio-
diversity risks to their business and provide help to address such risks 
through links to IUCN expertise and networks’.
http://cms.iucn.org/about/work/programmes/business/bbp_our_
work/bbp_shell/bbp_shellsecondment/. Accessed 8 February 2010.

 32. Being in specific places at particular times is extremely important to iden-
tifying those markers and the difficulty of covering concurrent sessions at 
events (e.g., the WCC) highlights the importance of a collaborative 
approach, as more individuals sharing observations are likely to identify 
more of those markers.

 33. The ‘Markets and Business Journey’ programme can be accessed online: 
http://cmsdata.iucn.org/downloads/markets_journey_english_26_sep_ 
2.pdf . Accessed 10 August 2010.

 34. As an experiment, I intentionally asked what I anticipated would be two 
mildly provocative questions in sessions I attended and felt a slight hostility 
directed at me from both the audience and the panel.

 35. It is widely recognised among IUCN members that ‘new partners’ is code 
for ‘the private sector’.

 36. ‘Biodiversity is our business’ has become a widely used catch phrase among 
Business and Biodiversity Initiatives.

 37. They also are communicating, through a variety of media, their intent to align 
their organisational environment with that of other organisations and institu-
tions engaged in transnational environmental governance (MacDonald 2008).

 38. Portions of this opening ceremony can be seen online: http://www.you-
tube.com/watch?v=Hs4nhph6Y-k . Accessed 9 February 2010.

 39. It was clear that celebrities, such as Ted Turner and Mohammed Yunus, 
had nothing to say about biodiversity, but that was not their function. 
They were there to draw attention to the IUCN; to confer authority on 
the WCC by virtue of their celebrity—much as Royalty represented a sort 
of consecration—and, perhaps most important, to facilitate the personal 
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and organisational objectives of the senior IUCN leadership to acquire the 
kind of access to a transnational capitalist class that can be mediated by 
figures like Turner, Chair of the UN Foundation, and Yunus, winner of a 
Nobel Prize.

 40. Conveniently forgetting to mention that it always has been ‘youth’ that 
have sustained the environmental movement, even in the absence of 
mobile technology. In fact, a case could be made, based on the presenta-
tions made during the plenary that technology is being used as a form of 
material domination to align the message of ‘youth’ with that of the 
(upper) middle-aged folk running large conservation organisations and 
telecommunications firms, thus robbing ‘youth’ of their historically trans-
formative and transgressive potential.

 41. With an ongoing decline in framework funding, and the lack of a public 
profile, the IUCN name has become a point of concern for the Secretariat, 
which has begun to focus heavily on ‘brand identity’. It was notable during 
the Congress that IUCN senior staff made a point of noting that the WCC 
‘attracted over 400 media people and they released some 5000 or even 
more stories and video clips and other things around the world. So we 
actually reach millions of people … who previously had not realized how 
important our work is to their everyday life’.

 42. In addition, there is little doubt that what Debord (1990) called the ‘medi-
atic status’ of figures (e.g., Turner and Yunus) is what the IUCN leadership 
sought to exploit. Their remarks certainly had nothing to offer in relation to 
biodiversity conservation. But that does not matter in a world in which the 
acquisition of that status confers more importance than the value of anything 
an individual might be capable of doing and where that status is easily trans-
ferable to any other domain of knowledge. Listening to Ted Turner, as a 
keynote speaker at the WCC, sadly does not seem strange in a world charac-
terised by the ‘generalized disappearance of all true competence. A financier 
can be a singer, a lawyer a police spy, a baker can parade his literary tastes, an 
actor can be president, a chef can philosophise on the movements of baking 
as if they were landmarks in universal history. Each can join the spectacle, in 
order publicly to adopt, or sometimes secretly practise, an entirely different 
activity from whatever specialty first made their name’ (http://www.
notbored.org/commentaires.html. Accessed 1 June 2001).

 43. When studying organisations, it is important never to lose track of the way 
in which personal aspirations, ambition and desires of organisational lead-
ers shape organisational action, and the degree to which those actions are 
aligned with the interests of the positions to which those individuals aspire.

 44. As simple examples, we might point to the question of various interests 
weighing in on how to define ‘sustainability’, which is said to be at the core 
of the organisation’s mandate, or whether the organisation should revert 
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to the consistent use of ‘nature’ in the place of ‘biodiversity’. Material 
struggles are much more base and revolve around the allocation of funds 
between units and commissions within the organisation; or the apparent 
competition for donor funds between a Secretariat that is largely project-
oriented, and most of the NGO members that rely on donor funding for 
survival.

 45. In a rare display of overt activism, the Secretariat actively resisted the 
motion to terminate its agreement with Shell. This resistance had three 
primary points: (a) termination would cause the organisation to lose reve-
nue of approximately USD1.3 million; (b) it would expose IUCN to 
potential legal ramifications; and (c) it would compromise IUCN’s ability 
to secure future partnerships. The remarks of this oil executive, who was 
not a Shell employee, would seem to confirm the latter belief, at least for 
the oil sector. But they also reveal a striking lack of understanding of the 
organisation in which the Secretariat is meant to service the membership; 
take direction from the membership; and, by statute, cannot prohibit 
members from submitting motions.

 46. Portions of this agreement can be found online but were only uploaded 
after significant pressure from certain IUCN NGO members: http://
www.iucn.org/about/work/programmes/business/bbp_our_work/
bbp_shell/

 47. But even here, Van Vree’s point regarding the constraint of affect and 
emotion was apparent. In one evening contact group created to refine the 
motion calling on the IUCN to terminate its agreement with Shell, about 
50 people had been abiding by ‘the rules’, seeking permission from the 
Chair to speak, identifying themselves before speaking, offering their con-
tributions and yielding the floor. Toward the end of the evening two 
Australian delegates entered the room and began to offer input that, while 
seeming to echo the sentiment of the majority of people in the room, con-
travened the rules that the chair had established at the start of the evening 
and engaged with the substance rather than the mechanism of the motion. 
The response was clear. Murmurs of discomfort among the group were 
summed up by an Australian woman who turned to me and whispered, 
‘where’d the aggro [aggression] come from all of a sudden?’

 48. For example, the IUCNs position in a wider institutional network of neo-
liberal environmental governance that confers legitimacy and provides 
material resources (MacDonald 2008).

 49. That conservation is configured around more dominant political projects 
is not a particularly new insight. There is a wealth of work, for example, 
that situates ‘nature’ and its conservation relative to projects of imperialism 
and nationalism.
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 50. See MacDonald (2006) for an example of the unintended ways in which a 
focus on ‘market-based mechanisms’ in the Global Environment Facility 
affected a small village in northern Pakistan.
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IntroductIon

Tropical forest biodiversity is declining at an alarming rate of more than 1% 
per year, largely because of agricultural expansion into forests (WWF et al. 
2014). Southeast Asian countries, especially Indonesia and Malaysia, follow 
this trend because of the recent surge of the palm oil industries that are 
subsidised by their respective governments (Pye and Bhattacharya 2013; 
USDA 2014). Once a marginal crop in the 1980s, large-scale oil palm plan-
tations are transforming the low land forest landscape in both the coun-
tries. In Indonesia alone, plantations cover 110 thousand square kilometres 
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(sq. km), including 60% for large-scale plantations of several thousand 
hectares each (DGEC 2014). An additional 150 to 270 thousand sq. km are 
under permits for further oil palm plantations (Colchester and Chao 2011). 
Peat land forest areas in both countries are particularly threatened. In 2010, 
plantations covered more than 31,000 sq. km of peat land, with projections 
of between 60,000 and 90,000 sq. km by 2020 (Miettinen et al. 2012).

Large-scale oil palm plantations greatly impact wild species. The planta-
tions host 65% less biodiversity than natural forests. They also contribute 
to forest fragmentation and create an ecological barrier for species 
(Fitzhebert et al. 2008). Mammals are particularly vulnerable because they 
require large territories of several square kilometres for a viable popula-
tion. Mainly because of recent oil palm expansion, orangutan, tiger, ele-
phant and rhinoceros in Southeast Asia have been classified as ‘endangered’ 
or ‘critically endangered’on the IUCN Red List (IUCN 2015). For 
instance, the critically endangered Sumatran Orangutan (Pongo abelli), 
with a current population of 6600 and a habitat of around 8000 sq. km, 
has lost an estimated 90% of its original habitat during the twentieth cen-
tury. This species still is losing about 50 sq. km of its forest habitat each 
year mainly as a result of oil palm plantations (Wich et al. 2011; Ruysschaert 
and Salles 2014). The rise of palm oil production also resulted in 3500 
land conflicts about palm plantations with local communities in Indonesia 
between 1997 and 2009 (Jiwan 2013).

It is within this context that the World Wide Fund for Nature (WWF) 
promoted the establishment of the multi-stakeholder private association, 
the Roundtable on Sustainable Palm Oil (RSPO), the aim of which is to 
produce socially and environmental responsible palm oil. In 2001, the 
WWF approached Western firms with a history of operating in Southeast 
Asia, primarily those based in the United Kingdom and the Netherlands 
(RSPO 2002). Banks and agrobusiness firms in those countries were seek-
ing to secure their long-term supply and to protect themselves from pos-
sible negative environmental campaigns (RSPO 2002). Indeed, their 
major financial institutions (e.g., Rabobank, Standard Chartered) were 
financing the firms converting forest into large-scale oil palm plantations. 
Their main agrobusiness firms were also buying large quantities of palm oil 
from Southeast Asia (RSPO 2002). This included processors (e.g., 
AarhusKarlshamn, AAK), consumer goods’ manufacturers (e.g., Unilever) 
and retailers (e.g., Mark and Spencer and Sainsbury’s). As a prominent 
example, Unilever is the biggest single user of palm oil in the world.
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In 2004, the RSPO was established as an association comprised of all 
private stakeholders within the palm oil supply chain (RSPO 2004). It was 
divided into seven membership categories: (1) palm oil growers, (2) palm oil 
processors, (3) consumer goods’ manufacturers, (4) environmental NGOs, 
(5) social NGOs, (6) banks and/or investors, and (7) retailers. In 2007, the 
members agreed on a standard of production, including social and environ-
mental principles and criteria (RSPO 2007). As the first global standard in 
agriculture in the tropics, it has been replicated for other commodities such 
as aquaculture, agrofuels, cotton, sugar cane and soy.1 As of June 2015, the 
RSPO has more than 1,200 ordinary members (RSPO 2015a) and certifies 
20% of the globally produced palm oil as sustainable (RSPO 2015b).

Despite the rising number of RSPO members and the volume pro-
duced according the standard, lowland natural forest loss is still increasing 
in Indonesia, with 84,000  sq. km in 2012. Between 2001 and 2012, 
Indonesia lost an average 56,000 sq. km of forest per year. Of this loss 40% 
is attributable to large-scale oil palm plantations on peatland (Margono 
et al. 2014). Overall, the RSPO has not been effective in curbing defores-
tation because of oil palm plantations (McCarthy 2012; Ruysschaert and 
Salles 2014; Ruysschaert 2016).

At the same time, the number of conservation NGO members joining 
the RSPO has continuously risen, with a total of 30 conservation NGO 
members at the end of June 2015 (RSPO 2015a). Therefore, this study 
seeks to understand this growing contradiction between an apparently 
ineffective RSPO and the continuous, and even increasing, interest of con-
servation NGOs in this scheme. By understanding the roles and effective-
ness of conservation NGOs with respect to the RSPO standard, the 
research seeks to make sense of this inconsistency.

This chapter takes the position of considering the diversity of conserva-
tion NGOs engaged with the RSPO.  It formulates the hypothesis that 
NGOs are strategic players with clear conservation goals that mobilise their 
scarce resources to achieve these goals (Friedberg 1991). Based on what 
the resources and goals are, NGOs adopt several different roles. NGOs can 
mobilise four broad types of resources to influence the terms of the rela-
tionships to their advantage: (1) expertise, (2) affiliations outside the sys-
tem (e.g., media, government), (3) communication and information, and 
(4) institutional rules within the system (Crozier and Frieberg 1977).

The RSPO’s construction could limit the NGOs’ ability to have an 
impact in three complementary ways. The initial reason would be that 
the institutionalisation forces each individual NGO to adopt a specific 
strategy as their resources are decreasing while RSPO is structuring. 
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Then, the institutionalisation may impede collaboration between NGOs 
using various strategies, whereas this collaboration in fact would be a key 
to getting leverage. Finally, some NGOs may be structurally excluded 
because of their incompatibility with the prevalent capitalistic discourse 
within the RSPO, although their participation is fundamental, both in 
terms of long- term conservation gains and social justice (Fouilleux 2013; 
Pye 2013; Cheyns 2014; Ruysschaert 2016).

the Importance of the nGo effectIveness  
QuestIon to research

So far researchers have demonstrated that the emergence of certifications 
for global commodities, such as those of the RSPO, can be qualified as a 
new capitalist instrument (Fouilleux and Goulet 2012), promoted by 
dominant economic players (Fouilleux 2013; Oosterveer 2014) and major 
NGOs (Cheyns 2012; Escobar and Cheyns 2012; Pye 2013), and operat-
ing at the expense of local people (Ponte et  al. 2011; Fouilleux 2013; 
Cheyns 2014).

These researchers meet the growing political ecologists’ consensus on 
synergistic relationships between the protection of nature and neoliberal-
ism, where the largest conservation NGOs in terms of staff and turn 
over—for example, the WWF or Conservation International (CI)—would 
directly support market expansion (Igoe and Brockington 2007; 
Benjaminsen and Svarstad 2010; Igoe et al. 2010a, b; Büscher et al. 2014). 
The main reason being that the conservation NGOs and capitalist agendas 
are driven by the convergence of networks of interests (Igoe and 
Brockington 2007; Barker 2009; Brockington and Duffy 2010; Igoe et al. 
2010b). This limits the NGOs’ effectiveness because they tend to over-
look local communities (Chaplin 2004; Igoe and Brockington 2007; 
Tumusiime and Svarstad 2011) while maintaining that cultural diversity is 
inseparable from biodiversity conservation (Igoe 2005; Peluso 2012).

Why the NGOs are behaving in such a negative manner from a conser-
vation perspective remains a subject for discussion. One reason seems to 
be the need for fresh financial resources, as these large NGOs are 
 ever- expanding in terms of budget and human resources (Chaplin 2004; 
Barker 2009; Sachedina et al. 2010). As such, the NGOs tend to behave 
as a collection of projects without any clear overarching purpose because 
of a lack of accountability mechanisms (Sachedina et al. 2010) or, worse, 
being enslaved to their donors’ priorities (Chaplin 2004; Barker 2009) 
and their neoliberal agenda (Brockington and Duffy 2010).
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If these findings are to be relevant for the biggest NGOs, it tends to 
overlook the whole range of conservation NGOs (Brockington 2011), even 
though NGOs’ performance in reaching their conservation goals can vary 
considerably depending on the NGO and the region in which it operates 
(Igoe et al. 2010b). As a main consequence, studies tend to fall short of 
solutions aside from the rather populist recommendations to decentralize 
conservation and its finance to the locals (McCarthy 2002; Barker 2009) 
and join the fight against neoliberalism (Barker 2009; Sachedina et al. 2010). 
Despite that, what can NGOs do to better achieve conservation outcomes?

methodoloGy

To analyse the roles and effectiveness of conservation NGOs in the RSPO, 
this research takes a political ecology approach. In other words, it is the 
conjunction of a pattern of interactions made of economic interests (i.e., 
expansion of oil palm plantations for agribusiness), ecological changes 
(i.e., destruction of orangutan rainforest habitat), and political battles 
(i.e., designation of land use and deprivation of local communities of their 
territories) (Gautier and Benjaminsen 2012). As such, the study is firmly 
rooted in an acute conflict on land use allocation between conservation 
NGOs and oil palm growers because of orangutan habitat conversion into 
plantations in the lowland forests of Malaysia and Indonesia. This conflict 
between conservationists and growers takes place against the background 
of the broader issue of denial of forested land of local communities in 
those countries (Peluso 2012). This approach has the advantage of limit-
ing the scope of the study and maintaining a common thread from the 
global context of the RSPO to the local tangible ecological reality and 
social conflict in Southeast Asia.

This study involves access to a wide range of materials. The research 
benefits from in situ observation of the NGOs engaging with the 
RSPO. Indeed, from October 2006 to October 2011, one of the authors 
was a staff member of a conservation NGO that is an RSPO member. This 
provided direct access to information on the specific objectives and the 
resources of the NGOs involved during the RSPO annual meetings, General 
Assembly (GA) and RSPO bodies linked to biodiversity conservation—for 
example, the Biodiversity and High Conservation Values Working Group 
(BHCV WG). This provided firsthand information to detail the ‘playing 
field’, which is how the RSPO functions, and categories (or roles or engage-
ment regimes or strategies) of NGOs based on the resources they mobilise 
and their conservation goals.
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The effectiveness and structural constraints of each of these engagement 
regimes were investigated by conducting 49 semistructured interviews 
from November 2011 to July 2013, which represented 33 institutions, 
including 11 NGOs—that is, Birdlife, the CI, PanEco, Greenpeace 
Indonesia, Greenpeace International, Leuser International Foundation, 
the Sumatran Orangutan Society (SOS), the World Conservation Society 
(WCS), the WWF, Yayasan Ekosistem Lestari and Yayasan Pulau Banyak—
dealing with palm oil. In addition, Internet-based research was under-
taken to obtain publicly available information (e.g., reports, press releases 
and web pages) between 2001 and June 2015 on the RSPO and on all the 
main conservation NGOs engaged with it. This research was comple-
mented by field observations during the European RSPO meeting in 
London in June 2014 and the RSPO annual meeting in November 2014.

arGument

The argument is developed in three parts. First, it describes the ‘playing 
field’—how the RSPO functions formally as an institution. Second, it 
details the four strategies (or roles) of NGOs based on the resources they 
mobilise and their conservation goals: the collaborative, the opposing, the 
opportunistic, and the sceptics. Third, it explains the relationship of each 
of these NGO strategies with the RSPO institutionalising, and how it lim-
its their impact.

How the RSPO Is Formally Functioning

The RSPO’s objective is to promote the growth and use of sustainable palm 
oil (RSPO 2004). Sustainability application is defined in the 50-page guid-
ance document called Principles and Criteria for the Production of Sustainable 
Palm Oil; it details eight principles,2 along with the associated criteria and 
indicators—that is, 5.2 and 7.3, which specifically deal with biodiversity con-
servation. Criterion 5.2 requires growers to conserve rare species, habitats 
and control hunting (RSPO 2013: 27). Criterion 7.3 requires that new 
palm plantings starting from November 2005 onward do not replace pri-
mary forest or high conservation value (HCV) areas. The HCV areas are 
designated as such because of their importance for biodiversity conservation 
or for the local community’s well-being (RSPO 2013: 50).

The choice of criteria and its related indicators resulted from extensive 
negotiations among members with respect to three fundamental rules:  
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(1) inclusive participation from each member category, (2) consensus- 
building in reaching agreements, and (3) transparency during the negotia-
tion process and the decision making. In addition to these rules, debates 
among members were structured by a scientific research-based managerial 
discourse so as to depoliticise any deliberation among them (Cheyns 2012).

Approved at the RSPO General Assembly (GA) of 2007 (RSPO 2007) 
the guidance document was revised in 2013 (RSPO 2013) to strengthen 
its environmental criteria and indicators. Sustainability, therefore, has been 
an evolving concept in which each member category defends its own 
interests. Following the approval of the guidance document, the RSPO 
introduced the category of certified sustainable palm oil (CSPO) to the 
market in 2008. This enabled downstream firms to label the final product 
with a distinctive CSPO trademark.

The RSPO is a system formed with three distinct governing bodies: the 
GA, the Board of Governors (BG) and the Secretariat. In between the 
GAs, the BG provides strategic and operational direction. The BG is com-
prised of 16 members, 4 growers and 2 members each from other 7 mem-
bership categories. The BG members are elected from their specific 
categories during the GA for a two-year term, and there is great stability 
in those BG roles. Since the beginning, a manufacturer of consumer 
goods, Unilever, is the president, the processor AAK-UK is the treasurer, 
and the environmental NGO WWF is the vice president.

The GA is an annual meeting where members can propose new resolu-
tions. Resolutions often seek to interpret the implementation of the guid-
ance document to favour a specific interest, which, for the environmental 
NGOs, is conservation. The GA decision-making process is undertaken by 
casting votes and making endorsements by a simple majority. As a result, to 
pass any resolution, a member must garner support from downstream firms 
(i.e., palm oil processors, consumer goods’ manufacturers and  retailers) 
because they represent about 80% of the RSPO membership (RSPO 2015a).

To implement these decisions, the BG establishes working groups or 
task forces; they are made up of members and function according to RSPO 
core principles. Working groups provide recommendations to the BG on 
how to implement the GA decisions. With a growing number of working 
groups, the RSPO has adopted a formal operational structure, which con-
sists of four permanent standing committees: Standards and Certification, 
Trade and Traceability, Communication and Claims and Finance. Under 
each of these committees, the working groups deal with long-term issues 
and task forces deal with short-term issues.
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The Secretariat manages the logistical aspects of the RSPO, organises 
the yearly roundtable meetings associated with the GA, promotes the 
RSPO worldwide, facilitates the work of the standing committees, and 
implements the GA’s decisions under BG guidance.

The Various Strategies of the NGOs

This study found that conservation NGOs adopt four main forms of 
engagement with the RSPO based on two main criteria: the resources they 
are allocated and the specific objectives they pursue. These categories are: 
collaborative, opposing, opportunistic and sceptic. The criteria to develop 
each of the categories are detailed in Table 5.1.

 Collaborative NGOs’ Strategies and Their Limitations
Collaborative NGOs are RSPO members aiming to protect tropical forests 
through collaboration with the business sector. Usually, these are powerful 
international Western NGOs with headquarters in Europe (e.g., the WWF, 
Zoological Society of London, Wetlands International) or the United 
States (e.g., CI, the World Resources Institute). They abide by the RSPO’s 
overall vision to ‘transform markets to make sustainable palm oil the norm’ 
(RSPO 2012: 8). This vision is similar to the WWF’s Market Transformation 
Initiative Strategy, which showcases how NGOs can influence the overall 
communication strategy of the RSPO (WWF 2012).

This type of NGO invests a considerable amount of human and finan-
cial resources, working within the RSPO system to reform the oil palm 
sector. The programme director of one of these international NGOs men-
tioned that ‘we have a number of people working full time on palm oil in 
Singapore on finance, in Indonesia and Malaysia on producers, in China 
and India, and across Europe and in the US on [pursuing] … business and 
industry engagement’.3

These resources are channelised toward four broad lines of actions to 
influence the RSPO system and reach conservation goals. First, they aim to 
create rules in the RSPO that support their conservation goals. In practise, 
this means putting forward the RSPO GA’s decisions that force growers to 
implement the guidance document to the benefit of conservation (see sec-
tion later about analysing of GA decisions regarding biodiversity and green-
house gases). Even though conservation NGOs makeup less than 3% (or 30 
individual members) of all RSPO members, the RSPO GA adopted most of 
their decisions because of the support from several downstream firms. These 
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firms support the NGOs’ decisions not only because they reduce reputation 
risks but also because they do not bear the cost of implementing decisions 
that are supported by growers alone.

Second, they take strategic positions within the RSPO. They are a part 
of the RSPO GB (i.e., CI, then World Resources Institute and WWF) to 
influence RSPO functioning. They also participate in the working groups 
and task forces. In those working groups, they hold strategic positions as 
cochairs—for example, the World Resources Institute for Biodiversity and 
Global Environmental Centre for the working group on peat. This inter-
nal lobbying by collaborative NGOs is often overlooked because such 
political manoeuvring happens far from the focus of public attention. As 
explained by a former BG member: ‘WWF being inside the organisation 
was very critical, as I perceived them when I was a member of the board. 
They were not at all not criticising the companies, … but are very critical 
inside the organisation, pushing for criteria’.4

Third, the NGOs commonly use scientific facts. Because collaborative 
conservation NGOs are made up of scientists, they value the science-based 
arguments within the RSPO. As an example, the Zoological Society of 
London (ZSL) states that it is important ‘to ensure that emerging policies 
and good practice guidelines aiming to promote sustainable production 
are based on the best possible science’ (Persey et al. 2011: 6). As such, 
they provide scientific expertise on topics such as biodiversity (e.g., ZSL), 
satellite mapping (e.g., World Resources Institute) and greenhouse gases 
(e.g., CI and Wetlands International).

Fourth, NGOs widely campaign to raise public awareness, creating 
external pressure for RSPO members to fulfil their commitments. To 
avoid name and shame tactics, they use collaborative techniques consisting 
of benchmarking diverse RSPO members, comparing commitments and 
encouraging them to get certified (WWF 2013). As developed later, the 
mobilisation of these four resources has been an effective technique to 
challenge RSPO norms, but it also has led to some structural constraints.

Limitation of the Collaborative Approach to Conserve 
Biodiversity Areas
The RSPO has developed the HCV concept to conserve areas the most 
important to biodiversity or human well-being. Its definition and applica-
tion are subject to intense discussion between growers and conservationists 
that have opposite opinions regarding land use. For growers, conservation 
areas are thought to be underutilised profit spaces. They seek to limit the 

 D. RUYSSCHAERT AND D. SALLES



 131

size of required conserved areas within their concessions. In contrast, the 
NGOs consider low land areas as rich in exceptional tropical biodiversity. 
According to this interpretation, oil palm plantation extensions must take 
place in already degraded areas because ‘there is enough non-forested land 
suitable for plantation development to allow large increases in production’ 
(Fitzherbert et al. 2008: 545; Persey et al. 2011; Ruysschaert et al. 2011). 
Conservationists tend to maximise the designated conservation areas well 
beyond primary forests, including degraded land (RSPO 2010).

To implement the HCV concept, in other words to define the criteria 
and indicators attached to it, the RSPO Biodiversity and Technical 
Committee (BTC) was created in 2009. It quickly became clear, however, 
that this committee had significant scientific information gaps on tropical 
biology. A representative from this committee summarises the situation: 
‘[S]ometimes, it is not clear at all. Frankly, why is biodiversity important? 
It is not at all obvious to demonstrate. A lot of science is needed’.5 Indeed, 
research remains inconclusive about tropical biodiversity conservation. 
Results depend on the species and the level of organisation (e.g., genetic, 
species or ecosystem) studied. Some reports show the importance of frag-
mented forests, others of the continuous forest (Benedick et  al. 2006; 
Struebig et al. 2008; Edwards et al. 2010; Struebig et al. 2011).

As a result, this temporary committee was institutionalised as the 
Biodiversity and HCV (BHCV) working groups. Its aim now is ‘to pro-
vide strategic and technical support’ to the RSPO (RSPO 2015f: 1), 
underlining the lasting nature of knowledge gaps. It met 25 times between 
April 2009 and January 2015. The BHCV’s formal structure is comprised 
of 12 RSPO members. Two environmental NGOs hold seats in the group, 
one of them being cochair (ZSL, then World Resources Institute), and a 
grower holds the other seat. In addition, many other NGO members par-
ticipate as observers at each meeting, accounting for more than a quarter 
of the participants (10–20).

The institutionalisation of the BTC into a permanent working group 
reflects the ongoing and irreducible tensions between conservationists and 
growers. There are constant information gaps in science and the illusion 
that full scientific knowledge could arbitrate the divergent interests is sus-
tained. As a result, on one hand, collaborative NGOs seek to consolidate 
information to support conservation; on the other hand, growers decide 
which areas can be conserved on their concessions in a pragmatic manner, 
stating that full knowledge is not yet available. Paid by the grower, evalu-
ators tend to designate the HCV areas in a ‘subjective’ and ‘arbitrary’ 
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manner (HCV 2007: 2), reducing the areas to conserve to the most valu-
able biodiversity areas. In particular, this dependency can lead the auditors 
to omit secondary or degraded areas because ‘… the value and perfor-
mance of these kinds of forest have little meaning in terms of wildlife and 
[the] environment’ (RSPO 2010: 16). This is the type of reasoning that 
the Sumatran Orangutan Society and the grower PT Sisirau opposes. As 
explained by an SOS’s representative, ‘this member was clearing orang-
utan habitat, … but claimed it wasn’t good quality forest’.6

Limitation of the Collaborative Approach to Conserving  
Primary Forests
With the structural knowledge gap on biodiversity impeding conservation 
NGOs to mobilise scientific information effectively, they turned their 
attention to the implementation of Criterion 7.3. This criterion requires 
preserving primary forest or HCV within the plantations after November 
2005. The criterion reduces growers’ room for interpretation because it 
gives a clear-cut end date and specifies which type of forest to conserve.

Nevertheless, primary forest areas are difficult to delineate in practise. 
In addition, the 2005 date was subject to interpretation. Indeed, the cri-
terion was agreed to at the RSPO GA in 2007 as part of the overall agree-
ment on the guidance document for members who seek to certify 
plantations. Growers consider that date relevant only when certification is 
foreseen. They argue that the RSPO founding members were not requested 
to follow these requirements in the beginning. They also add that some 
RSPO growers could have taken over other non-RSPO growers who may 
have clear-cut primary forest.

As one grower explained: ‘We had understood that this 2005 rule 
applies to existing plantations, when we were starting something, we are 
responsible from the moment where we manage the plantation, not 
before’.7 To clarify these points, the RSPO GA decision endorsed the 
WWF’s proposal of ‘New Planting Procedures’ in 2008, jointly tabled 
with New Britain Palm Oil, one of the largest oil palm growers in the 
world.8 The decision requested growers to preserve primary forest regard-
less of whether it is seeking certification or not. It came into force in 
January 2010, despite growers attempts at the 2009 GA to postpone it on 
the grounds of practical feasibility.

To consider growers’ liability, the RSPO BG set up a Compensation Task 
Force in 2010 as a subunit of the BHCV WG for an initial period of one year, 
with the aim of providing guidance to the Board of Governors. Four years 
later, in May 2014, the task force provided a ‘voluntary’ guidance document 
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(RSPO 2014: 12). This document seeks the ‘continuous improvement’ of 
each grower’s particular situation, refusing to expel or suspend them 
(RSPO 2014: 1).

At these meetings, the NGOs put forward arguments based on scientific 
evidence. They utilised satellite technology as a method of measuring 
destroyed primary forests or those of HCV.  Still, NGOs were unable to 
impose their findings for two main reasons. Science-based decisions con-
tinue to be problematic. A grower at this task force meeting summarises the 
issue by stating: ‘There is still a lot of work. Coming up with a satellite imag-
ery analysis method that can be implemented and credible is difficult’.9

Equally important, the negotiating rules (e.g., inclusive participation and 
consensus-building) must be respected, which means that the application 
needs to be for all growers and adapted to each. This in turn has two impli-
cations: growers’ liability should increase overtime, reflecting the changing 
rules within the RSPO; and the mechanism needs to give enough incentive 
for the grower to participate. In other words, the grower would take actions 
to rehabilitate the forest and not to clear-cut it and pay for its destruction.

The discussions over Criterion 7.3 demonstrate irreconcilable views. 
For the growers, ‘November 2005 is absolute rubbish in the long-term 
and for the moment it is carved in stone’10; for the conservation NGOs, 
this date was indeed a nonnegotiable. Conservation NGOs have heavily 
invested in task force meetings by providing scientific evidence and partici-
pating physically. They seek to establish an adequate compensation mech-
anism that would definitively forbid primary forest conversion after 2005. 
On the opposite side, few growers have participated, blocking advance on 
the principles fundamental to RSPO’s functioning. This leads to the para-
doxical situation, in which primary forests can still be cut, even if their 
preservation is mentioned in the RSPO guidance document.

Limitations of the Collaborative Approach to Mobilise  
Climate Arguments
Experiencing difficulty mobilising scientific arguments to preserve biodiver-
sity and primary forests, the NGOs sought to protect biodiversity by advanc-
ing the climate change agenda. They have been able to do so because of the 
massive release of greenhouse gases (GHG) from the trees and peat when 
establishing oil palm plantations within tropical forests. Destruction of these 
forests to establish plantations releases massive amounts of greenhouse 
gases. The first research on greenhouse gas emissions from peat in Indonesia 
revealed striking figures: Indonesia is third in greenhouse gas emissions 
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globally, behind China and the United States (Hooijer et  al. 2006). An 
RSPO member explains that the climate agenda is a powerful argument 
to save peat land areas from destruction: ‘When you hear about the 
greenhouse gas emissions’ study by Deltares, this is an exemplary study, 
in my view. This proves by A to B that we really cannot do anything on 
peat lands’.11

The large amount of GHG comes from two sources: the trees and the 
peat. Regarding the trees, the conversion of tropical natural forests into oil 
palm plantations releases carbon dioxide because tropical forests store 
above ground around 190,000 kg of carbon per hectare, while oil palm 
plantations store only around 40,000 kg per hectare; this means that the 
difference, or about 150,000 kg of carbon per hectare, is released as GHG 
when natural tropical forest is converted into an oil palm plantation. Even 
more important is the carbon dioxide released from the peat. This comes 
from the fires to prepare the land and the oxidation from the dry peat 
resulting from establishing the necessary drainage channels for the planta-
tions (Agus et al. 2013).

At the RSPO GA in 2008, Wetlands International put forward the deci-
sion ‘A Moratorium on Palm Oil from Tropical Peat Lands’ that requested 
the ‘cessation on any further development of palm oil on tropical peat 
lands/ (Wetlands International 2008: 1). The RSPO BG refused this sub-
mission arguing that it had been modified at the last minute after the due 
date for submission. It also prevented the submission of the original deci-
sion saying that: ‘The RSPO [should] adopt that palm oil produced on 
peat lands be henceforth considered unsustainable until proven otherwise’ 
(RSPO 2008: 33). Using procedural rules, the RSPO BG had found a way 
to avoid clashes between growers and conservation NGOs.

Instead of the decision, the RSPO BG put forward the core collabora-
tive rules within the RSPO and established the Working Group on 
Greenhouse Gases. The working group, composed of the different mem-
bers’ categories, had the goal of finding a practical means to reduce GHG 
emissions by the next GA in November 2009. Facilitated by a Dutch con-
sultant, the group was not able to conclude its work because there was no 
agreement on greenhouse gas emissions, and because the process was felt 
to be a kind of neocolonialism.

During the next RSPO GA in 2009, Wetlands International put for-
ward a new proposal, the ‘Establishment of a Working Group to Provide 
Recommendations on How to Deal with Existing Plantations on Peat 
Lands’. Growers were initially against it. The representative from the 
Malaysian Palm Oil Association felt that ‘the resolution is just to get 
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growers to stop planting oil palm on peat after one or two cycles [which 
is 25 or 50 years]’ (RSPO 2010: 27). Only after Wetlands International 
ascertained that this would not be the case, a large majority of the grow-
ers adopted the decision.12

To implement the decision, the RSPO BG established Working Group II 
on Greenhouse Gases, which met six times between March 2010 and May 
2011. It is composed of 30 members (12 from the Executive Board and  
18 other RSPO members) and is cochaired by an environmental NGO 
(Conservation International, then the WWF) and one grower, the Malaysian 
Palm Oil Association (MPOA), then Wilmar. On paper, this body brings 
together all the RSPO membership categories. In reality, environmental 
NGOs (i.e., CI, the Global Environmental Centre, Wetlands International 
and the WWF) and growers13 from Indonesia and Malaysia dominate the 
working group. It established the Working Group on Peat to specifically 
deal with the tremendous impact of peat on oil palm plantation. The work-
ing group is cochaired by an environmental NGO (Global Environment 
Centre) and a research institution (Indonesian Palm Oil Commission) 
linked to the Indonesian Ministry of Agriculture. It gathered six growers 
from Indonesia and Malaysia,14 five environmental NGOs,15 four research 
centres,16 the HBSC Bank, and the Finnish agrofuel company, Neste Oil.

Working Groups I and II on Greenhouse Gases and the Working Group 
on Peat have been subject to intense debate between conservation NGOs 
and growers. This reflects their fierce opposition to each other’s conserva-
tion goals. Conservation NGOs advanced scientific published research on 
greenhouse gases. Growers challenged them on the grounds that they are 
generalities, far from describing the specific realities at the plantation level. 
Indeed, at the local level, GHG emissions depend on at three parameters: 
drainage canal depth, number of years of operation and fertiliser dosage.

As one scientist summarised: ‘We find a relationship with the depth of 
the canal and the carbon emission, but it changes over time. In the first 
few years you have high emissions, and with time it settles on different 
relationships. In the long term, it settles with low emission with a peat 
depth of 40 cm or lower’.17 To fill this scientific knowledge gap on GHG 
emissions linked to oil palm, NGOs, especially Conservation International, 
have undertaken some research from the RSPO. In 2013, the RSPO pub-
lished its findings. But, they are not authoritative as some results are con-
tradictory as a result of the various methodologies used (Killeen and Goon 
2013). Therefore, the conservation NGO leading the publication has put 
out a call for more research instead of advocating for immediate action 
(Killeen and Goon 2013).
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Additionally, growers argued that management principles at the core of 
RSPO functioning must be respected. Each grower needs to establish its 
GHG reduction initiatives on a voluntary basis to ensure long-term eco-
nomic viability of the plantation. Indeed, each grower faces specific cir-
cumstances—that is, the state of development of its 25-year plantation, 
the prospect to extend it onto new peat land areas, the relative area of the 
plantation on peat compared to the total oil palm plantation area, and the 
plan for its conservation efforts.

After four years of negotiations, during their April 2013 GA, the RSPO 
agreed on a new guidance document that takes into account a specific 
focus on GHG. The document mentions ‘to reduce’ (RSPO 2013: 32, 
Criterion 5.6) and ‘to minimise’ (RSPO 2013: 56, Criterion 7.8) green-
house gases emissions. Collaborative NGOs that were heavily involved in 
this process expressed their satisfaction with the results of these negotia-
tions because they were able ‘to strengthen wording on GHG and peat 
lands and avoid … high carbon stock land’.18 The reality, however, is that 
without tangible objectives and a clear deadline, producers can postpone 
any effort in the name of feasibility. Consequently, to implement these 
new GHG criteria, RSPO established yet another working group—the 
Emission Reduction Working Group.

 Opponent NGOs’ Strategies and Their Limitations
Opponent NGOs seek to protect tropical forests though a no deforesta-
tion commitment. These are powerful Western NGOs, among them 
Greenpeace and Friends of the Earth. They do not consider the RSPO as 
a credible means to produce sustainably. As an example, the Greenpeace 
report, Certifying Destruction, explains why companies need to go beyond 
the RSPO commitment (Greenpeace 2013). Opponent NGOs use the 
RSPO as a platform to expose bad practises in the supply chain. They are 
not RSPO members to avoid legitimising the organisation.

Opponent NGOs mobilise considerable resources to influence the 
RSPO to their advantage. First, they can mobilise (scientific) expertise, by 
investigating and establishing evidence against prominent growers who 
breach RSPO rules (e.g., Wilmar, Golden-Agri Resources). Second, with 
their close relationship to the media and the public, they can undertake 
aggressive campaigning that targets key RSPO members using a wide 
range of media tools (e.g., the video Nestlé Killer) or fact sheets such as 
‘How Unilever Suppliers Are Burning up Borneo’. Because they are not 
RSPO members, opponents cannot create RSPO rules or take strategic 
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positions within it. For that reason, opponent NGOs benefit from the 
work of collaborative NGOs that can put forward decisions and hold stra-
tegic positions within the RSPO.

The strategic collaboration between the opponent and the collabora-
tive NGOs began when Greenpeace made a public case against the 
Malaysian grower United Plantation that had breached the rules to imple-
ment the RSPO guidance document (Greenpeace 2008). In response to 
the case, the WWF put forward a resolution on new planting procedures 
at the 2008 GA. The decision forces growers to engage in public consulta-
tion for all new plantation permits, which are the state authorisations to 
plant oil palm on long-term governmental lease. Growers must publish 
the key information on their plantations’ plan on the RSPO website for a 
duration of 30 days and need to include a map with the coordinates, a 
summary of the environmental impact assessment, and a summary of the 
development plan. With this resolution, opponent NGOs have had access 
to far more information on the RSPO growers. Accordingly, they could 
file many more cases against RSPO growers; as of April 2015, 50 cases had 
been brought to the RSPO (RSPO 2015c). The rising number of cases 
were new opportunities for the collaborative NGOs, especially Oxfam 
Novib and Sawit Watch. They could influence the RSPO to set up a formal 
grievance system open to members and nonmembers.

At first glance, collaborative and opponent NGO strategies generated a 
virtuous circle that strengthened the grievance system, facilitating the 
work of the opponent NGOs to identify new cases. Nevertheless, the sys-
tem puts the burden on opponent NGOs, as they must sustain their claim 
through the slow procedure, often lasting for about two years for each 
case, because of the participatory and consensual approach within the 
RSPO. In addition, these NGOs can only focus on some specific cases, 
pooling their resources where it will have the greatest political impact. 
Indeed, growers are powerful actors with wide technical, financial and 
political resources.

Growers can turn low-income local communities against NGOs by 
compensating them for the land loss. They also can use comprehensive 
marketing strategies with a dedicated communications department 
(Wilmar 2011; GAR 2011). This can discredit an NGO-led international 
campaign. As a result of these constraints, opponent NGOs acknowledge: 
‘We are targeting the big one to make that big move. You know that we 
have been campaigning on XXX … and it’s because they are the biggest 
one, and then the biggest threat’.19
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 Opportunistic NGOs’ Strategies and Their Limitations
The opportunistic NGOs are those RSPO members that seek to protect 
specific species and their habitat. Operating in Indonesia and Malaysia, 
they mainly focus on the Sumatran Orangutan (e.g., PanEco and SOS) 
and the Borneo Orangutan (e.g., Borneo Orangutan Society, Hutan and 
Orangutan Land Trust). Their financial and human resources are rather 
limited, but they benefit from a long-term scientific expertise with com-
prehensive knowledge about the field.

Initially, the opportunistic NGOs were rather unpredictable in the 
RSPO because they adopted opponent or collaborative strategies depend-
ing on the situation. Behaving as collaborative NGOs, they put forward 
several decisions during the RSPO GA to preserve specific territories, 
including cultivating palm oil on degraded land (PanEco in 2006), con-
serving the Tripa peat swamp forest (PanEco in 2008), conserving the 
Bukit Tigah Puluh ecosystem (SOS in 2009), and conserving nonprimary 
forest (SOS in 2010). In the GAs, opportunistic NGOs can be very hard 
on the RSPO system. PanEco’s resolution on Tripa stated that ‘we request 
the RSPO to adhere to the credibility of its role and drastically improve its 
efficiency by implementing an effective mechanism to control bad prac-
tices of the palm oil industry’ (RSPO 2008: 39).

Remarkably, opportunistic NGOs also have put forward GA decisions 
of a much boarder scope than the SOS decision of ‘Transparency in 
Plantations Concession Boundaries’ adopted in 2013. This decision 
requests growers to provide the coordinates of each of its concessions, 
allowing NGOs to monitor what is happening on the ground in real time 
through remote sensing. They also actively participate on the various bod-
ies that the RSPO has established to deal with biodiversity-related deci-
sions (e.g., the BHCV WG and Compensation Task Force). Unlike the 
collaborative NGOs, however, they do not take strategic positions as 
cochairs but provide more scientific research-based evidence as partici-
pants. Behaving as opponent NGOs, so-called opportunistic NGOs also 
file complaint cases against RSPO members, produce fact-finding evidence 
and seek media exposure.

Changing their role to get the most impact, opportunistic NGOs are 
unpredictable within the RSPO. By institutionalising, the RSPO dramati-
cally reduced the possibility for opportunistic NGOs to change roles. 
Growers successfully submitted the decision, ‘Preserving the Integrity of 
the Standard Setting Process in RSPO’, at the 2010 General Assembly. 
This decision forbids opportunistic NGOs from putting forward decisions 
that support their specific agenda. In addition, the RSPO created the codes 
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of conduct, one for all their members and another for the BHCV WG 
members; these codes limit opportunistic strategies (RSPO 2015d, e). The 
BHCV WG Code of Conduct requests that the member’s ‘participation 
reinforces positive public image of the RSPO’ (RSPO 2015e: 1), and it 
details a section about confidentiality for members in the working group. 
In other words, the Code of Conduct prevents opportunistic NGOs from 
adopting an opponent strategy or from collaborating with opponent 
NGOs, if the discussions as collaborative NGOs within the BHCV WG do 
not veer to their advantage.

As a result of the RSPO’s institutionalisation, opportunistic NGOs have 
to choose between a collaborative and an opponent strategy, both limiting 
their impact on the RSPO.  Involved with the RSPO for more than 10 
years, most of these NGOs tend to adopt a collaborative strategy, some-
times reluctantly. For example, SOS continued its membership despite 
announcing their departure from the RSPO in November 2014.

 Sceptic NGOs’ Strategies and Their Limitations
Sceptic NGOs seek recognition of the communities’ right to land and 
therefore conserve biodiversity and forests. Indeed, local communities 
have sustainably managed those biodiversity rich forest areas that are 
now threatened by oil palm plantations (Putri 2010). These sceptics are 
mostly operating in the producing countries with long-term social and 
environmental agendas (e.g., the WCS, the Leuser International 
Foundation, Sawit Watch, Whali, Forest Peoples Programme). Most of 
them are not RSPO members, expect for Forest Peoples Programme and 
Sawit Watch, which is a network of 40 social and environmental 
Indonesian NGOs (Jiwan 2013).

As the main sceptic NGO, the RSPO member, Sawit Watch, used three 
main avenues in the RSPO to reach its goals. First, it put forward GA 
decisions, such as ‘The Need for a Task Force on Smallholders’, at the 
GA2, cosigning them with international NGOs, producers and down-
stream firms. Second, it held the strategic position of representative of the 
social NGOs at the Executive Board to influence the implementation of 
these decisions. Third, it maintained strategic relationships at the grass-
roots level, facilitating the participation of the locals in the RSPO. Local 
participation took three forms: They brought violation cases of the RSPO 
standard against growers to the complaint’s panel, they expressed their 
views at the RSPO annual meeting, and they organised mass protests dur-
ing the annual meetings for those weak on RSPO standards for social 
issues (Parker 2013).
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Despite the anecdotal achievements of getting the minority voice heard 
during the roundtable meetings, this strategy did not achieve its goals. 
The prevalent management discourse within the RSPO process discred-
ited this land rights-based argument (Cheyns 2014). The RSPO’s institu-
tionalisation strengthened this structural problem over time by widening 
the discursive gap. By adopting this discourse, collaborative and opponent 
NGOs also marginalised the sceptic NGOs and their conservation agenda 
within the RSPO system.

It is, therefore, not a surprise that Sawit Watch gradually lost interest in 
the RSPO scheme. As a main consequence, it left the RSPO Biodiversity 
Group in 2012. Only Forest Peoples Programme has remained firmly 
active, focussing on the Free, Prior and Informed Concerned (FPIC) indi-
cator of the guidance document (Cholchester and Chao 2014). If applied, 
the sceptic NGOs believe that the FPIC could be a powerful tool to get 
locals their rights to land recognised as on oil palm areas.

In conclusion, sceptics tend to avoid links with the RSPO because of 
their inability to influence it to truly include land rights issues. The RSPO 
tends to become secondary in their overall strategy. The sceptics distrust 
this initiative that diverts their limited resources. Working closely in the 
field, sceptics do not believe the RSPO can deal with the underlining 
sociopolitical–economic roots of forest destruction such as the lack of 
local land rights recognition, the high short-term economic return, the 
lack of law enforcement, and the promotion of the large-scale agricultural 
model. They remain highly sceptical in regard to the sudden conversion to 
the sustainability agenda by all the big producers. A representative of one 
of the NGOs summarises the general feeling: ‘I have told you since the 
beginning. It’s a waste of time [the RSPO]. It’s pure brain washing.  
I haven’t seen any of these oil palm people taken to court’.20

concludInG remarks and perspectIves

The research discussed in this chapter demonstrates the importance of tak-
ing a political ecology approach and considering the diversity of NGOs’ 
engagement with the RSPO. As strategic players with clear goals mobilising 
their limited resources, conservation NGOs use four broad strategies (or 
roles) to make conservation gains: Collaborative approaches seek to change 
the system from within by providing scientific research-based information, 
holding strategic positions and creating rules; opponent NGOs remain out-
side the RSPO while using it as a platform for public campaigns; opportu-
nistic strategies focus on conserving geographical areas, adopting either 
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collaborative or opponent strategies to reach their goals; finally, those adopt-
ing the role of the ‘sceptic’ take a rights-based approach to conservation by 
working with local communities to stop oil palm plantation expansion.

Within these strategies, conservation NGOs play a vital role in strength-
ening biodiversity conservation within the RSPO. This includes the adop-
tion of many GA decisions; the creation of a comprehensive complaints 
system; and the BHCV WG, a Compensation Task Force and a Working 
Group on Greenhouse Gases. All these rules and entities help to strengthen 
the RSPO standard and the provisions for its implementation.

Nevertheless, the RSPO system has largely failed to support NGOs in 
reaching their initial conservation goals. The ongoing mobilisation of 
NGO resources and responses from other players, especially growers and 
downstream actors (e.g., processors, manufacturers, retailers), has co- 
constructed and institutionalised the RSPO in such a way that it constrains 
NGOs. This limits NGOs’ options, preventing them from reaching their 
initial goals. As such, NGOs have obtained only some very minor conser-
vation outcomes. Three additional reasons for this were found. The initial 
reason is that institutionalisation forces each individual NGO to keep to a 
specific strategy while their resources are decreasing whereas the RSPO is 
structuring. Then, the institutionalisation impedes collaboration between 
NGOs using various strategies, while this collaboration is key to getting 
leverage. Finally, sceptic NGOs are structurally excluded because of their 
incompatibility with the prevalent capitalistic discourse within the RSPO, 
while their participation is fundamental both in terms of long-term con-
servation gains and social justice.

Conservation NGOs are directly responsible for this situation. Indeed, 
the RSPO system tends to promote a collaborative strategy that uses sci-
entific research-based managerial discourses with a focus on technologies 
such as remote sensing. Collaborative NGOs fully engage in providing 
scientifically based information on biodiversity loss, deforestation or cli-
mate change. Still, those NGOs are never able to provide all the needed 
information. There are always some measurement uncertainties at the 
local level. In addition, the fundamental consensus-building rule itself 
promotes the market logic (Büscher 2008). Indeed, each agreement in a 
working group is incomplete with ongoing adjustments of the means and 
goals (McCarthy 2012).

As such, the working groups that conservation NGOs have succeeded in 
establishing evolved into long-term institutions. They digest NGO criti-
cism through a science-based management process (Boltanski and Chiapello 
1999). As a result, the RSPO still allows biodiversity loss, deforestation and 
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GHG emissions. Having contributed to reinforcing the RSPO system for 
more than 10 years, collaborative NGOs seem to have no other option 
than to unconditionally promote the RSPO.  For instance, in 2013, an 
NGO advocated in favour of the RSPO guidance document endorsed at 
the 2013 GA despite its flaws: ‘On balance the new P&Cs [Principles & 
Criteria] are not the end point but a step on the way to transforming the 
industry and as such, I think we should support the revisions [of the guid-
ance document] and encourage others to do so’.21

Opponent NGOs initially cooperate with collaborative NGOs to expose 
bad practises of RSPO members and to reinforce the RSPO complaints 
system. Nonetheless, opponent NGOs can focus only on specific cases 
against the largest RSPO growers by pooling their limited resources where 
it will have the greatest political impact. As a result, opponent NGOs can 
only play the role of external supervisor, a role normally given to the state, 
without having the financial and coercive power of the state. Opportunistic 
NGOs initially use collaborative or opponent strategies within the RSPO 
to protect specific geographical areas. With the RSPO’s institutionalisa-
tion, however, they are forced to choose between the two strategies 
because new RSPO rules force all members to promote it. Reluctantly, the 
NGOs tend to select the collaborative strategy.

Finally, NGOs adopting the role of the sceptic seek recognition of local 
land rights but their requests are marginalised and not taken into consid-
eration within the RSPO system. They tend to leave the RSPO, even 
though land rights, and more broadly local issues, are a fundamental mat-
ter of concern for biodiversity conservation. The NGOs are also unable to 
get leverage on the RSPO from developing collaborative strategies 
between different NGO categories. This is because the RSPO has adopted 
two formal codes of conduct, one for its members and one for the BHCV 
WG, that force all RSPO members to adopt only collaborative strategies.

In summary, by analysing NGO strategies relative to the RSPO and the 
main actors’ agendas, and how NGOs participate or oppose based on their 
own motivations, this research expands our understanding of why conser-
vation NGOs obtain meagre conservation outcomes. In the case of the 
RSPO, it results from the growing gap between the intent (the initial goal 
of NGOs) and the allowed actions in an always more constrained environ-
ment. What appear as ‘alliances’ (Igoe et al. 2010a: 486) between growing 
markets and conservation may be experienced by the NGOs as their only 
possible choice, or at least the most feasible one.

Yet, what can the NGOs do to get better conservation outcomes? One 
option would be for NGOs to clearly focus on their initial conservation 

 D. RUYSSCHAERT AND D. SALLES



 143

objective by mobilising additional resources in a constrained system. 
Another option would be to collaborate on a collective conservation or 
human rights objective with other NGOs using diverse strategies in order 
to get some leverage (Ruysschaert 2013). At the field level, sceptic NGOs 
could support local communities to regain recognition of their land rights. 
Along the supply chain, collaborative NGOs could focus on transparency 
and traceability. The World Resources Institute with its Global Forest 
Watch and ZSL with its Sustainable Palm Oil Platform (ZSL 2015) are 
already actively participating in this. At the consumer level, opponent 
NGOs could expose the bad practises of main players (e.g., producers, 
traders, financial institutions) by using information that has been made 
available by collaborative NGOs. Finally, opportunistic NGOs could ben-
efit from the work of the other NGOs and apply it to specific territories.

To test whether the NGOs would benefit more from focussing on their 
specific objective or from collaborative strategies to get an impact, 
researchers should conduct a more detailed institutional ethnographic 
study of a selection of NGOs (Larsen 2016), which is beyond the scope of 
this chapter. An ethnographic analysis of the NGOs involved in the Palm 
Oil Innovative Group (POIG) may be a promising avenue (POIG 2013). 
The POIG brings together several proactive RSPO growers and NGOs 
from the four engagement strategies: the WWF (collaborative), Greenpeace 
(opponent), Forest Peoples Programmes (sceptics) and SOS (opportunis-
tic). The POIG members commit to respecting both human rights and to 
‘no deforestation’, which includes the preservation of all peat lands and 
forests above a certain carbon stock threshold.
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notes

 1. Aquaculture Stewardship Council, Better Cotton Initiative—BCI, 
Roundtable on Sustainable Biofuels—RSB, Better Sugar Cane Initiative—
Bonsucro, Roundtable on Responsible Soy—RTRS.

 2. (1) Commitment to transparency, (2) compliance with applicable laws 
and regulations, (3) commitment to long-term economic and financial 
viability, (4) use of appropriate best practises by growers and millers, (5) 
environmental responsibility and conservation of natural resources and 
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biodiversity, (6) responsible consideration of employees and of individuals 
and communities affected by growers and mills, (7) responsible develop-
ment of new plantings, and (8) commitment to continuous improvement 
in key areas of activity.

 3. Environmental NGO interview, 20 April 2012.
 4. Retailer funding member RSPO, 10 December 2012.
 5. Interview, 28 November 2011.
 6. SOS interview, 18 March 2012.
 7. Grower interview, 13 February 2012.
 8. Sime Darby, the largest oil palm grower in the world, bought New Britain 

Oil Palm in March 2016.
 9. Grower interview, 13 February 2012.
 10. Grower interview, 13 February 2012.
 11. Interview, 18 November 2011.
 12. Votes were 95 for, 4 against, 22 abstentions.
 13. Three growers from Indonesia (PT Smart, Musim Mas, Gapki) and three 

from Malaysia (IOI, Kulim Bernhard, Sime Darby, Wilmar).
 14. Indonesian growers (PT Indonesia Plantations, Asian Agri Group, GAPKI, 

PT Smart) and Malaysian growers (United Plantations, Sime Darby).
 15. Conservation International, Wetlands International, WWF International, 

WWF Malaysia, and WWF Indonesia.
 16. Palanka Raya Indonesia University, Parum Agricultural Soil Survey, Delft 

Hydraulics, Leicester University.
 17. Research Institute interview, 10 November 2011.
 18. Interview, 28 November 2011.
 19. Interview, 23 November 2011.
 20. Interview, 19 November 2011.
 21. E-mail to all NGOs regarding RSPO vote on the new P&C, 9 April 2013.
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IntroductIon

Neoliberal Conservation and Its Critics

In the last two decades, the field of biodiversity conservation has increas-
ingly been characterised by the use of market logic (MacDonald 2010b; 
Büscher et al. 2012; Pirard 2012). Even though so-called ‘market-based 
instruments’ (MBIs), such as ecotourism, taxation and subsidies, have 
existed in conservation practise for quite some time, new instruments, 
such as payments for ecosystem services (PES), biodiversity derivatives 
and offsets and mitigation banking, have recently become more wide-
spread (Landell-Mills and Porras 2002; Pattanayak et al. 2010; Arsel and 
Büscher 2012). Market-based instruments can be defined as mechanisms 
that attribute a price to nature (Pirard 2012), although their links to true 
markets are sometimes questionable (Pirard 2012; Muradian et al. 2013). 
Increasingly, MBIs are used in conservation because there is an expectation 
that they will deliver: (1) efficiency through the use of the market to inter-
nalise externalities (Brockington and Duffy 2011), (2) an economic ratio-
nale for conservation that decision makers understand (Daily 1997; Pearce 
and Barbier 2000), (3) new funding sources (Ferraro 2001; Balmford and 
Whitten 2003; Wunder 2007), and (4) potential “win–wins” by addressing 
both biodiversity conservation and poverty alleviation (Pagiola et al. 2005).

Market-based conservation practise has resulted in new and altered 
relationships between conservation organisations, the public and private 
sectors and local people (Sandbrook et al. 2013b). Mainstream environmental 
policy initiatives, including the study by ‘The Economics of Ecosystems and 
Biodiversity’ (TEEB) (TEEB 2010), the UN Environment Programme’s 
‘Towards a Green Economy’ report (UNEP 2011), the Convention on 
Biological Diversity’s ‘Strategic Plan for Biodiversity 2011–2020’ paper 
(CBD 2010), the EU Biodiversity Strategy to 2020 report (European 
Commission 2011), and the UK’s Natural Capital Committee document 
(www.naturalcapitalcommittee.org); these all promote the use of market- 
based instruments to conserve and manage nature.

Many biodiversity conservation organisations have increasingly pro-
moted the use of markets and have formed partnerships with private sector 
actors (Igoe and Brockington 2007; MacDonald 2010b). These practises 
represent a departure from conservation norms that were prevalent up 
until two decades ago, when mainstream conservation organisations were 
more likely to embrace “values, approaches and missions that were deeply 
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incompatible” with private sector interests (MacDonald 2010b: 515) 
and to espouse alternative perspectives challenging neoliberal capitalism 
(Harvey 2003).

This neoliberal turn in conservation and the presumed win–win claims 
advanced by such perspectives have been the subject of criticism from within 
the social science community (Igoe and Brockington 2007; Arsel and 
Büscher 2012). Neoliberal conservation is defined as an “amalgamation of 
ideology and techniques informed by the premise that natures can only be 
‘saved’ through their submission to capital and its subsequent revaluation in 
capitalist terms” (Büscher et al. 2012: 4). Such scholars see this trend as part 
of the wider political economic process of neoliberalisation (McCarthy and 
Prudham 2004; Igoe and Brockington 2007; Castree 2008)—the expansion 
of markets into increasingly broad areas of society over the last few decades 
(Sandel 2012). Given that neoliberal conservation “privileges as a solution 
the very structures and processes of neoliberal capitalism that produce the 
socio-ecological damages it seeks to redress” (Büscher et  al. 2012: 14), 
critical social scientists question whether capitalist market mechanisms can 
resolve environmental problems (Igoe and Brockington 2007; Storm 2009).

Specifically, critical social scientists interrogate the process by which 
neoliberal conservation commodifies nature and question the outcomes of 
this process, which some have dubbed “Nature™ Inc.” (Arsel and Büscher 
2012). Castree (2008) argues that neoliberalism does not so much entail 
deregulation as require reregulation to reduce complex ecosystems into 
tradable commodities. This commodification process creates new types 
of value (Arsel and Büscher 2012) and facilitates new avenues for capital 
accumulation (Schurman and Kelso 2003; Harvey 2006). In addition to 
the moral critique of whether nature should be reduced to tradable com-
modities, scholars question the outcomes of this commodification process, 
which can result in privatisation (Heynen and Robbins 2005), social and 
economic displacement or exclusion (Brockington 2002), and the potential 
for elite-capture of newly available benefits (Igoe and Brockington 2007).

Further, McAfee (2012) argues that even though much attention has 
been focussed on the technical and institutional obstacles to implement-
ing market-based approaches to conservation, this has detracted from 
the ways in which winners and losers are actively produced through the 
exchange process of markets. Indeed, the act of trading itself has signifi-
cant redistribution consequences (Vira 2002). Thus, scholars argue that 
instead of creating synergistic growth and win–wins, the neoliberalisation 
of nature could result in winners and losers and potentially a reduction in 
biodiversity conservation effectiveness (Vira 2015).
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The Circulation of Ideas Within Epistemic Communities

The critiques advanced by social scientists regarding neoliberal conser-
vation seem to have had little impact on conservation professionals or 
decision makers. Büscher et al. (2012) observe that neoliberal solutions 
among conservationists seem to be the result of a consensus and seem 
not to be subjected to internal dissent. They propose that this lack of 
dissent is because neoliberal conservation functions as an ideology that 
has become socially (and ecologically) embedded through the generation 
of hegemonic governance structures and practises (Büscher et al. 2012). 
They write, “as an ideology it needs to be believed in; its central tenets 
should not be questioned” (Büscher et al. 2012: 15). Thus, they propose 
that critical perspectives, when voiced among conservation professionals, 
are not just ignored but also are actively suppressed or ‘muted’ in various 
ways, including through “the disciplining force of denial or disregard” 
(Büscher et al. 2012: 21).

Peck (2011) calls such a phenomenon, where various forms of evi-
dence are ignored and policies reflect the strategies of those with certain 
interests, the result of ‘fast policy’. He notes that in such contexts, what 
appears to be pragmatic policy learning is in fact policy replication operat-
ing within specific ideological parameters, with a ‘push’ toward particu-
lar solutions among policy entrepreneurs and decision makers (Peck and 
Theodore 2010b). These authors write that “there can be no doubt that 
canalized forms of transnational policy learning … embedded within tight 
ideological parameters—are playing heightened roles in animating” vari-
ous policy landscapes (Peck and Theodore 2010b: 206).

The trend toward market-based practise in biodiversity conservation 
could be the result of shifting perspectives among conservationists as a 
‘community of practice’, led by a similarly tight set of key decision makers. 
A community of practise (Lave and Wenger 1991; Wenger 2000) is defined 
as a “collection of people who engage on an ongoing basis in some com-
mon endeavor” (Eckert 2006: 683) and who share practises reflecting their 
collective learning (Wenger 2000; Eckert 2006). As a result, they develop 
shared ways of addressing recurring problems. Nonetheless, how do collec-
tive strategies within a community of practise shift and evolve? Who drives 
and decides what types of knowledge and tools are embraced or rejected 
within a community? Wenger (2000) and Peck and Theodore (2010b) 
refer to this process as an ‘alignment’ that coordinates perspectives, inter-
pretations and action. Indeed, Peck and Theodore argue that such align-
ment comes from dense expert networks and epistemic communities of 
practise that “serve and sustain” policies (Peck and Theodore 2010b: 207).
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Haas corroborates this link between alignment and epistemic commu-
nities, which he defines as “networks of knowledge-based experts” (Haas 
1992: 2) who play key roles in articulating and framing problems and 
potential solutions within their particular communities. According to 
Haas (1992), such communities defer to these ‘knowledge elites’ who 
shape strategies and thinking within the community, resulting in the com-
munity of practise learning new patterns of reasoning and behaviour.

The propagation of ideas within epistemic communities usually involves 
close personal connections, shared ideologies and repeated interaction 
in a variety of settings. As such, international conference meetings and 
the geographic co-location of professionals are both examples of settings 
where such propagation and alignment of ideas could occur. Indeed, 
MacDonald (2010a) argues that high-profile meetings within the biodi-
versity conservation community provide important ‘fields’ for social and 
cultural reproduction; in other words, “moments when conservationists 
come together as a tangible (as opposed to imaginary) global community 
to reaffirm their values and beliefs” (Büscher et al. 2012: 18). This is also 
the case with geographic co-location.

Examined through the lens of this scholarship, one explanation for 
the increasing dominance of market-based interventions in conservation 
could be the emergence of an epistemic community, actively promoting 
the adoption of such approaches during the last two decades. Holmes 
(2011) suggests that such a community, a ‘transnational conservation 
elite’ that shares, replicates, amplifies and promotes ideas about market- 
based solutions to the conservation community, is emergent; however, 
he does not provide empirical evidence indicating the existence of such a 
transnational conservation elite.

Methods

This chapter uses Q methodology to empirically investigate perspectives 
on the role of markets in conservation among members of two distinct, 
but potentially overlapping, conservation communities. It does so by 
comparing the results of an earlier Q study conducted with delegates at 
the December 2011 International Congress for Conservation Biology 
(ICCB) in Auckland, New Zealand—hereafter referred to as ‘the ICCB 
study’ (Sandbrook et al. 2013b)—with new data collected using the same 
Q methodology instrument with staff members of conservation organisa-
tions based in and around Cambridge, UK—hereafter referred to as ‘the 
Cambridge study’.
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For this comparative study, we conducted semistructured interviews 
using Q methodology. The Q methodology increasingly has been used in 
the field of social science research on conservation (Sandbrook et al. 2013a) 
to study conservationists’ subjective values and perspectives (Mazur and 
Asah 2013; Rastogi et al. 2013; Sandbrook et al. 2013b), as well as being 
used more and more in environmental research (e.g., Robbins 2000, 
2006; López-i-Gelats et al. 2009; Brannstrom 2011). We employed the 
same Q methodology survey as the Sandbrook et al. (2013b) ICCB study, 
with 17 professionals working for conservation organisations located in 
and around Cambridge, UK, in February and March of 2013. We then 
conducted a direct comparison of the perspectives represented in both the 
ICCB and Cambridge datasets.

The city of Cambridge has one of the largest clusters of biodiversity 
conservation organisations and researchers in the world1; many are linked 
through the Cambridge Conservation Forum (CCF),2 the Cambridge 
Conservation Initiative (CCI),3 and the University of Cambridge 
Conservation Research Institute (UCCRI).4 A number of staff of CCI 
member organisations are now housed together in a new campus building 
that serves as the hub for CCI (Stokstad 2016). This research included, 
but was not limited to, conservation professionals who were employees 
of conservation organisation partners of the Cambridge Conservation 
Initiative and affiliated with the University of Cambridge Conservation 
Research Institute.

The organisations with employees that took part in the interviews rep-
resent the various types, sizes and focusses of conservation organisations 
that exist in Cambridge. The Cambridge conservation community is made 
up of global intergovernmental organisations (IGOs) such as the United 
Nations Environment Programme World Conservation Monitoring 
Centre, the International Union for the Conservation of Nature, and the 
International Whaling Commission; internationally focussed, large biodi-
versity conservation organisations and networks such as Flora and Fauna 
International and Birdlife International; and much smaller conservation 
NGOs with a more limited remit and geographical focus.

The larger conservation organisations in Cambridge have more than 200 
employees at their organisational headquarters, with partners and  networks 
across more than 100–150 countries; their annual operational budgets are 
on the order of USD40–50 million. Those at the other end may have less 
than five employees and correspondingly smaller budgets. Many employees 
have Masters degrees (or equivalent) or PhDs. The Cambridge organisations 
represent what might be thought of as ‘mainstream’ conservation practise, 
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and do not include any organisations associated with radical opposition 
to market-based conservation. Many individuals from the Cambridge 
conservation community (typically those who are more senior members of 
larger conservation organisations) interact with other members of the global 
conservation community through participation in conferences, knowledge 
platforms and global convention meetings, as well as through employment 
mobility.

Nevertheless, the Cambridge conservation community also includes 
networks and initiatives, developed over approximately the last 15 years, 
that are designed to facilitate frequent interactions between conservation 
professionals, conservation science researchers and critical social scientists. 
Therefore, Cambridge-based conservation professionals and scientists 
might be more exposed to critical thinking on markets and conservation 
than is the norm in other contexts. The research for this chapter, there-
fore, sheds some light on whether this slightly unusual cluster of individu-
als and organisations reproduces or departs from the patterns observed at 
a gathering of conservation professionals at ICCB 2011.

Q Methodology

To undertake this research, we used Q methodology, a method used to 
quantitatively study respondents’ subjectivity and first-person viewpoints 
(Watts and Stenner 2012). This methodology statistically measures the 
extent to which opinions and viewpoints are shared between respondents 
(Watts and Stenner 2012). It combines the qualitative study of perceptions 
with statistical analysis, revealing key qualitative viewpoints and allowing 
them to be understood at a high level of quantitative detail (Watts and 
Stenner 2012). Q methodology is designed to support the identifica-
tion and disaggregation of “currently predominant social viewpoints and 
knowledge structures relative to a chosen subject matter” among a rela-
tively small group of respondents (Watts and Stenner 2012: 42). Thus, the 
methodology “supports an understanding of the detailed composition of 
positions, making it suitable … to understand the perspectives of conser-
vation professionals” (Sandbrook et al. 2013b: 235).

Q methodology begins by requiring respondents to arrange statements 
drawn from a literature review of the subject onto a grid, as shown in 
Fig. 6.1. These statements are known as the ‘Q set’. We used the same 34 
statement Q set developed and used in the ICCB study to enable comparison 
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−4 (disagree
most

strongly)

+4 (agree
most

strongly)

−3 −2 −1 +1 +20 +3

Fig. 6.1 Design of the Q methodology grid used

between the Cambridge and the ICCB data (Table 6.1). This Q set was 
originally developed by Sandbrook et al. (2013b) using a literature review 
and the authors’ extensive interactions with conservation practitioners and 
organisations. It was designed to include statements across a continuum of 
perspectives on market-based approaches to conservation, and it was piloted 
with two respondents to ensure a balanced sample of statements across a 
range of perspectives (Sandbrook et al. 2013b).

The Q set of statements included statements about “ethics, pragmatism, 
ideology and local impacts” as well as a range of perspectives on market-based 
conservation (Sandbrook et al. 2013b: 11). To be appropriate for a Q study 
the statements in the Q set needed to be familiar to all respondents and to 
cover the range of views present within the respondent community.5 Based 
on the authors’ knowledge of the Cambridge conservation community we 
felt that the statements developed for the ICCB study met this criterion.

Participants

This Q survey was conducted with employees of conservation organisa-
tions located in and around the city of Cambridge. Participants included 
both those who worked for large international conservation organisations 
and smaller and for more locally focussed conservation organisations. 
All the organisations from which staff members were interviewed were 
involved to some extent in market-based conservation activities. Although 
the majority of participants were senior employees at the top of their 
organisational hierarchies, two respondents were mid-career profession-
als. Eleven were male and six were female. All but two participants were 
citizens of Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development 
(OECD) countries.
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Data Collection: The Interview

Data were collected from semistructured, face-to-face interviews with par-
ticipants in quiet locations away from other people. At the start of the 
interviews, participants were promised anonymity and asked to share their 
personal views, as opposed to the views of their organisation. After briefly 
explaining the project and the Q methodology, respondents were asked to 
complete the Q survey, in which they sorted the set of 34 printed state-
ments onto a standard distribution grid (see Fig. 6.1). Participants sorted 
statements over a relative range, from “strongly disagree” (−4) on one 
side of the grid to “strongly agree” (+4) on the other. This distribution 
grid required respondents to rank statements relative to other statements, 
indicating which statements they believed were the most important. 
Statements were shuffled so that they were presented in a different order 
to each respondent.

As the sorting took place, respondents were encouraged to explain the 
rationale for their choices of placement for each statement. In cases where 
respondents had questions about a statement, a limited explanation of its 
meaning was given in a way that sought not to introduce bias. After the 
survey was finished, respondents were asked to explain their reasoning 
behind statements they chose for the two extremes and for the statements 
in the middle of the distribution grid. This qualitative data helped in under-
standing the meaning and significance of participants’ choices beyond each 
participant’s sort. We took notes during the interviews as respondents 
explained their decisions for ranking certain statements, including verbatim 
quotes for the qualitative component of the data collection. These state-
ments and quotes were then used to interpret and corroborate the results.

Even though participants were encouraged to follow the normal distri-
bution of the grid, eight participants did not arrange their grid like this. 
Whereas having participants respond within the normal distribution is  
a practical way of encouraging them to prioritise statements relative to 
others, it is not essential for use of the method, as even unequally distributed 
statements reveal their relative level of agreement about each statement in 
relationship to the others (Brown 1980; Watts and Stenner 2012).

Q Data Analysis

The results of the Q survey, called Q sorts, were input into the PQMethod 
Software, which is specifically designed for Q methodological analysis. The 
software analysis requires three statistical steps: (1) correlation, (2) factor 
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analysis and (3) standard factor score computation (Watts and Stenner 
2012). Correlation measures the degree of agreement between any two 
Q sorts and denotes their similarity in a correlation matrix. Factor analysis 
then searches for patterns of association between the measured variables 
in the matrix and reduces them into a small number of highly correlated 
viewpoints, called ‘factors’ (Watts and Stenner 2012). These factors then 
undergo ‘rotation’, which refers to the software plotting identified factors 
on a three-dimensional correlation matrix and rotating (e.g., moving or 
adjusting) the matrix to identify and eliminate sorts that are significantly 
associated onto more than one factor, therefore distinctly defining no fac-
tor. This analysis results in each factor identifying a subset of respondents 
within a Q study who rank-ordered the statements in a similar way, dis-
playing similar perspectives about the provided statements.

For the Cambridge study, we used the software to rotate two, three 
and four factors and looked at the results. Ultimately, we decided to use 
and interpret the three-factor result, using two common decision-making 
criteria (Watts and Stenner 2012). First, we applied the Kaiser-Guttman 
criterion, which states that the Eigenvalue of a factor should be greater 
or equal to 1.00 (Watts and Stenner 2012). Second, we accepted Factors 
One, Two, and Three because they were the only factors that had two or 
more Q sorts that loaded significantly on each, a common criterion for 
factor selection (Watts and Stenner 2012).

During the rotation process, the PQMethod ‘flags’ specific Q sorts that 
are representative of particular factors. It then generates a ‘typical’ Q sort, 
which represents an ideal-type composite version of all Q sorts flagged for 
that factor. Data interpretation is then done by examining these ideal-type 
Q sorts alongside the qualitative data. Although not all Q studies include 
qualitative data, doing so allows for richer interpretation of the results 
and confirmation that the factor interpretation fits the views expressed by 
respondents during their interviews.

Narrative descriptions are then written to explain the perspectives 
defined by each factor. These descriptions, supported by direct quota-
tions from respondents, are presented as results. It should be noted that 
the interpretation of Q results is a somewhat subjective process (Eden 
et al. 2005), and comparing factors between Q studies is still experimen-
tal, though some published studies have done so (e.g., Tuler and Webler 
2009). We chose to do a direct, side-by-side comparison of the idealised 
factors of both the ICCB and Cambridge datasets to identify points of 
similarity and difference.

 INVESTIGATING THE CONSISTENCY OF A PRO-MARKET PERSPECTIVE… 



164 

results

Points of Consensus Among All Factors from Both Studies

All respondents from both the ICCB and Cambridge studies held a 
limited set of core beliefs, as evidenced by their similar ranking of five 
statements in the ideal-type sorts, suggesting a common recognition of 
some limitations of markets as conservation tools in both theory and 
practise (see Table  6.1). They collectively believed that biodiversity 
is worth conserving for its multiple values (statement 10), and that 
conservation choices are ethical and political, not solely economic 
(statement 26). Respondents from both studies recognised a fundamental 
difference between markets for traditional commodities and markets for 
ecosystem services (statement 16). They also recognised the potential for 
adverse consequences in the use of markets in conservation, including the 
possibility for exploitation (statement 30).

There was one statement that respondents from both studies did not 
express a strong opinion on, with relatively neutral responses. This state-
ment was: “the expansion of market-based conservation has nothing to do 
with neoliberalism” (statement 20). Most Cambridge respondents (16 out 
of 17) asked (during their Q sort interview) for a definition of neoliberal-
ism when they encountered this statement. Sandbrook et al. also noted in 
their ICCB study that there was a lack of familiarity among their respon-
dents with this term (Sandbrook et al. 2013b).6 When asked, interviewers 
from both studies provided participants with a general definition of neo-
liberalism that sought not to introduce a bias; however, given respondents’ 
relative unfamiliarity with the term, it is not surprising that this statement 
did not attract strong views.

Indeed, it is interesting to note that the lack of recognition of this term, 
which is fairly dominant in the critical literature on markets and conserva-
tion, does lend weight to the argument that mainstream conservation prac-
titioners and researchers are not engaging with these critiques (Sandbrook 
et al. 2013a). This raises the question of how to engage practising conser-
vationists with the latest critical social science literature on conservation, 
and how social scientists can better communicate and disseminate their 
research to conservation professionals.
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Factor One: Stability Across Both Studies

There was a high level of similarity between Factor One in each study. 
Respondents associated with this factor expressed support and enthusiasm 
for the use of market-based interventions in conservation. In comparing 
Factor One between the two studies, 13 statements were ranked exactly 
the same on the distributional grid, 17 statements were ranked within one 
integer of difference, and only four statements (out of a total of 34) were 
ranked by more than one integer of difference (see Table 6.1). Seven of 
the 12 respondents from the ICCB study were associated with Factor One, 
including two senior employees of large international conservation organ-
isations, one government advisor and four academics, of whom two were 
conservation scientists and two were economists. Likewise, 7 of the 17 
respondents from the Cambridge study were associated with Factor One, 
including four senior employees from large international conservation 
organisations, a senior employee from a mid-sized international conserva-
tion organisation, a senior employee of a local conservation organisation, 
and a senior employee of a national conservation organisation.

The collective group of respondents that were associated with Factor 
One were the least sceptical of any group about potential negative effects of 
markets in conservation. In terms of impacts on local people, respondents 
associated with Factor One saw little downside to engaging with mar-
ket-based conservation. They disagreed that market-based conservation 
denies poor people access to natural resources (statement 32) and with the 
notion that market-based conservation increases inequality (statement 29).  
Instead, they saw potential for market-based conservation to create local 
incentives to support conservation (statement 33) and provide livelihood 
opportunities for the poor (statement 31). In terms of conservation out-
comes, respondents associated with Factor One were indifferent to the idea 
that “there is a risk that in a market, artificial substitutes may become more 
competitive than nature at providing services” (statement 27). They were 
somewhat indifferent to the statement: “Markets have no way of dealing 
with unpredictable properties of ecosystems, and this makes them danger-
ous for conservation” (statement 23) and strongly disagreed with the idea 
that “conservation partnerships with the private sector are undermining 
conservation outcomes” (statement 15). This group saw little downside in 
turning to markets.

Unlike respondents to other factors, respondents associated with Factor 
One disagreed with the notion that markets are too unpredictable to be 
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used for conservation (statement 11). More strongly than respondents 
associated with other factors, these participants believed that “putting a 
price on nature does not detract from all the other reasons to value it” 
(statement 25).

Respondents associated with Factor One in both studies saw the use of 
markets in conservation as a realistic and necessary tool. They distinctively 
believed that markets provide both a large (statement 2) and sustainable 
(statement 3) source of funding for conservation, and clearly believed that 
sufficient funding to reverse biodiversity loss could not be raised through 
any method other than markets (statement 4). Respondents associated 
with this factor held a strong belief that markets can be restructured suf-
ficiently to deliver conservation outcomes (statement 17) and saw mar-
kets as potentially helpful in delivering conservation outcomes. They were 
also the only group to agree with the statements: “Conservationists should 
embrace market-based capitalism, not fight against it” (statement 8) and 
“Conservation organisations should promote the economic valuation of 
nature” (statement 21).

Respondent 227 (from the Cambridge study) saw the framing of biodi-
versity in economic terms as beneficial, explaining that “the conservation 
community has struggled to express the value of ecosystems. And what 
we’re seeing is that the economic camp is helping lead us into another way 
of valuing nature”. Respondent 15 said: “[I]f we turn our back on mon-
etising nature, we are missing a huge opportunity to embed conservation 
into our society”. Likewise, Respondent 28 said:

[W]e used to be combative and confrontational, presenting to the rest 
of the world capitalism as the cause of the decline in biodiversity. Now we 
are moving into a much more mature frame of mind that says collabora-
tion. Let’s try to solve these problems together. Let’s take what money, 
wealth, and capitalism can do at face value and help it do the right thing 
to make the world a better place.

Only four statements from the comparative Factor One sorts were 
ranked with more than one integer of difference. The Cambridge Factor 
One respondents agreed more firmly with the statements: “Biodiversity loss 
is primarily driven by market-based capitalism” (statement 9: Cambridge 
study, +2; ICCB, 0) and “Decision makers understand monetary values, so 
conservation should be framed in these terms” (statement 13: Cambridge 
study, +3; ICCB, +1). In the case of statement 30, “market-based con-
servation transactions are voluntary, so there is no possibility for exploita-
tion”, the ICCB study participants disagreed more strongly (Cambridge 
study, −2; ICCB, −4).
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The largest amount of disparity between Factor One respondents from 
the two studies was their ranking of statement 14: “Those who oppose 
market-based conservation are not living in the real world” (Cambridge 
study, +1; ICCB, −2). This statement was met with verbal scepticism by 
many of the respondents, some of whom questioned the validity of such 
a statement in a research setting, despite being reminded that Q method-
ological research is based on understanding subjective opinions. We felt 
the statement was perhaps too ambiguous for participants to interpret—
many said “it depends what you mean by the real world”; this may have 
been the reason for such a disparity in ranking of this statement between 
the Factor One-associated respondents from the two studies.

Various Sceptical Perspectives Within the Remaining Factors

The level of stability between the Factor One idealised sorts was not seen 
when comparing the remaining factors of the ICCB and Cambridge stud-
ies. Even though the remaining factors were distinguished from Factor 
One on several key points, each portrayed differently nuanced variations 
of caution and scepticism toward the use of markets in conservation.

Collectively, respondents associated with the remaining factors were 
not swayed by the rationale that markets provide large (statement 2) or 
sustainable (statement 3) sources of funding for conservation. Instead, 
they rejected this funding rationale. Respondent 26 (Cambridge Factor 
Two) said:

I don’t think that markets are providing a large source of funding for the 
right kinds of conservation, … and the jury is still out on whether markets 
provide a sustainable source of funding. Sufficient funding hasn’t happened 
so far [for conservation], so why should it now?

Respondent 14 corroborated this point saying, “no evidence will support 
that markets provide a sustainable source of funding for conservation. We 
are miles away from that”.

Those associated with the remaining factors differed from Factor One 
in that they gave a positive ranking for the statement: “Markets are too 
unpredictable to be used for conservation purposes” (statement 11). These 
respondents felt that because markets have no way of dealing with the 
unpredictable properties of ecosystems, it makes them dangerous for con-
servation (statement 23), while respondents associated with Factor One 
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from both studies were rather indifferent to this concern. Respondent 23 
(Cambridge Factor Three) explained:

We tend to place values on ecosystems and species based on what is pre-
dictable. But we know that a lot of ecosystem processes can be unpredict-
able. Markets cannot handle things that are unpredictable. We cannot totally 
depend on markets, because we need mechanisms for dealing with surprises.

Beyond these points of collective disagreement with Factor One, the 
remaining positions continued to be unique in character across both studies. 
Each expressed a different, nuanced perspective of caution and scepticism 
toward the use of markets in conservation. Sandbrook et  al. defined the 
ICCB study’s Factor Two as having “ideological scepticism of the underly-
ing rationale for market-based conservation” (2013b). Details of Factors 
Two and Three in the Cambridge study are given in the following sections.

Cambridge Factor Two: Evidence-Oriented Market Sceptics

Respondents associated with the Cambridge study’s Factor Two were 
sceptical of markets in conservation based on a perceived need for more 
evidence. Six respondents were flagged for the Cambridge Factor Two. 
This group included two senior employees from a large international con-
servation organisation, a senior and mid-level respondent from two large, 
international conservation organisations, one senior respondent from a 
national conservation organisation, and a senior employee of a small inter-
national conservation organisation.

Respondents associated with the Cambridge Factor Two believed strongly 
and distinctly that “more evidence is needed on the impacts of market- based 
conservation before we go too far” (statement 24). Respondent 26 explained 
that “a lot of people are announcing that partnerships with the private 
sector are the way forward in conservation, but there is not a lot of evidence 
behind it”. Respondents soundly agreed that “biodiversity loss is primarily 
driven by market-based capitalism” (statement 9) and were sceptical that 
markets could be restructured sufficiently to deliver conservation outcomes 
(statement 17) They worried  about the unpredictability of markets 
(statement 11) and were concerned that “there is a risk that in a market, 
artificial substitutes may become more competitive than nature at providing 
services” (statement 27).
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Like the ICCB Factor Two, those associated with the Cambridge Factor 
Two disagreed somewhat with the rationale that “decision makers under-
stand monetary values, so conservation should be framed in those terms” 
(statement 13). Instead, respondents felt that decision makers understand 
more than just economic arguments, and that conservationists do not nec-
essarily have to cater to economic rationales for their arguments to be rec-
ognised. Respondent 16 said: “I don’t think it’s true that decision makers 
are only moved by the economic argument. Decision makers are moved 
by all sorts of reasons. It’s a myth that they are only swayed by markets”. 
Respondents did not think efficiency was a good reason to engage with 
markets in conservation (statement 5). Respondent 16 said: ‘I don’t think 
the concept of efficiency applies to biodiversity’.

Cambridge Factor Three: Social Outcome-Focused Realists

The ICCB study yielded two factors, while the Cambridge study yielded 
three factors. Respondents associated with Cambridge Factor Three saw 
the potential for the use of markets in conservation to benefit local people 
but were sceptical about the ability of markets to deliver biodiversity con-
servation outcomes. Three respondents were associated with this factor, 
including a senior employee of a small international conservation organisa-
tion, a senior employee of a small national conservation organisation, and 
a mid-level employee of a large international conservation organisation (its 
senior employees interviewed were flagged to either Factor One or Factor 
Two). When we ran a two-factor solution for the Cambridge study and 
compared it to the final three-factor solution, one of these respondents 
was flagged for Factor One in the two-factor solution, whereas the other 
two were flagged for Factor Two in a two-factor solution. This suggests 
that Factor Three is made up of hybrid viewpoints from both Factors 
One and Two from the Cambridge study. Indeed, Factor Three reveals 
a pragmatism for using markets that was reflected in both the ICCB and 
Cambridge studies’ Factor One, together with a scepticism toward the 
ability of markets to deliver certain outcomes, which was reflected in the 
Cambridge Factor Two.

Respondents associated with Factor Three saw utility in using market- 
based conservation to create incentives for local people (statement 33) 
and believed that “market-based conservation provides livelihood oppor-
tunities for the rural poor” (statement 31). Although respondents associ-
ated with this factor saw the potential of markets to deliver positive social 
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outcomes, they recognised that social outcomes are context-specific and 
dependent on how market-based conservation initiatives are implemented. 
For example, unlike Factor One respondents, these respondents saw the 
possibility of markets having negative social impacts in places with limited 
experience with the market economy (statement 28). They also believed 
that even though market-based conservation is voluntary, this does not 
negate the possibility for it to be exploitive (statement 30). Respondent 19 
said that “markets could go both ways. [They] could increase or decrease 
inequality”; respondent 23 agreed:

[F]or a market to operate successfully, all actors need access to all informa-
tion. Unfortunately, many people in local communities have limited infor-
mation. If this is the case, if you introduce a market system, the local people 
end up losing out. But if the distribution of revenue is well done, the issue 
of inequality should not arise.

Even though those associated with this factor saw the potential for posi-
tive social impact from market-based conservation, respondents associated 
with it were less optimistic about the ability of markets to deliver biodi-
versity conservation outcomes. Like Factor Two, respondents linked to 
Factor Three strongly agreed that “there is a risk that in a market, artificial 
substitutes may become more competitive than nature at providing ser-
vices” (statement 27). Respondent 27 said: “[S]uppose something comes 
along, product B, that’s made very cheaply. Then the [ecosystem service] 
market would slump and we’d lose all traction. Markets have unpredict-
able slumps that are scary”. Respondent 19 said: “I think markets are very 
risky, as we’ve experienced with the economic downturn. You should never 
rely on markets to solve the biodiversity problem”.

Respondents associated with this factor seemed to be looking beyond 
markets for other means to conserve biodiversity. This was the only group 
that strongly disagreed with the idea that “market-based conservation is 
preferable to other forms because it is conditional on performance” (state-
ment 6). This factor was also the only more sceptical factor with respon-
dents who disagreed with the idea that “markets are most effective for 
conservation when they are directly linked to the delivery of conservation 
outcomes” (statement 7). These responses suggest that Factor Three par-
ticipants do not believe that market-based conservation is the most prefer-
able or effective means of doing conservation, either despite or because 
this form of conservation is sometimes linked to the delivery of conserva-
tion outcomes. Their disagreement with statements 6 and 7 implies that 
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this group is sceptical of the ability of markets to deliver on conservation 
outcomes, and believe that other methods of conservation may be more 
effective and better at ensuring biodiversity outcomes.

Interestingly, the wariness of those associated with Factor Three about 
the ability of markets to deliver conservation outcomes does not come 
from a feeling that there needs to be more evidence, as the Factor Two 
perspective suggested. On the contrary, Factor Three was the only fac-
tor across both studies where respondents disagreed with “we need more 
evidence on the impacts of market-based conservation before we go too 
far” (statement 24). Respondent 19 said, “we could keep going for more 
evidence. But in the end, we just need to do something”.

Factor Three respondents did believe, along with Factor One, that 
“decision makers understand monetary values, so conservation should 
be framed in those terms” (statement 13). This statement postulates 
how decision makers behave, and although respondents agreed with this 
description, they did not agree with this statement on normative terms or 
approve of its reality. Respondent 23 explained that “politicians would pre-
fer that conservation is conveyed in messages that are easier to understand. 
When you convert ecosystem services into [economic] values, this tends to 
convey a stronger message than if you just asked them to put money into 
something that they don’t understand”. Likewise, respondent 19 said: 
“I agree quite strongly that decision makers understand monetary values. 
I don’t think they know what biodiversity actually means”. However, sig-
naling their disapproval with this reality, Factor Three is the only factor in 
which respondents convey disagreement with the idea that conservation-
ists should embrace market-based capitalism (statement 8).

dIscussIon

This comparative study found a pro-market perspective that was consis-
tent across both study groups, and three fragmented and more critical 
perspectives that differed across the study groups. Although some positive 
perspectives in each study group might have been expected given the rise 
of MBIs across the conservation community, the consistency of the state-
ments that loaded onto the pro-markets Factor One across both studies 
is remarkable given that Q methodology is a sophisticated tool capable of 
uncovering highly detailed and nuanced subjective value positions (Watts 
and Stenner 2012). This result lends support to the suggestion that, 
although sampled in very different geographies, the individuals aligned 
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with Factor One in both studies were in fact members of a single transna-
tional epistemic community, with a shared way of thinking about the role 
of markets in conservation.

In contrast to the consistency of Factor One, the other factors identified 
were distinct in character both within and across the two studies: Factor 
Two from the ICCB study was different in character than the Cambridge 
Factor Two, and the third factor that emerged from the Cambridge study 
offered an additional critical perspective toward the use of markets in 
conservation. This tension of perspectives over the use of MBIs in con-
servation existed not only between members of different conservation 
organisations, but between staff members within the same organisation. 
This occurred even within organisations that have advocated and adopted 
market-oriented conservation activities. The lack of consistency in these 
factors across the two study groups suggests that the individuals aligned 
with these factors belong to a more fragmented discursive community, in 
contrast to the result for Factor One in both studies.

Why might we find a shared, supportive perspective on the role of 
markets in conservation among conservationists sampled at different 
times, on opposite sides of the globe? One possibility is that those hold-
ing these views have been exposed to a consistent and influential set of 
global communications that have promoted this view, such as the 2010 
‘The Economics of Ecosystems and Biodiversity’ study (TEEB 2010), or 
the Convention on Biological Diversity’s ‘Strategic Plan for Biodiversity 
2011–2020’ (CBD 2010). To our knowledge, no equivalent critical com-
munication on the role of markets in conservation have been as influential, 
or similarly promoted, among conservationists.

A second possibility is that some of the individuals we sampled actively 
participate in transnational networks and events within which such ideas 
are created and circulated.8 Participants in such networks might be 
expected to be more senior within their organisations because it is usu-
ally senior staff who attend the conferences and conventions central to 
the operations of such networks (Campbell 2010; MacDonald 2010a; 
Büscher 2014; Campbell et al. 2014). To investigate this possibility within 
our study’s data, we examined the relationship between each respondent’s 
relative seniority within each’s conservation organisation, the relative size 
of the organisation, and the individual’s association with each factor. One 
pattern that emerged was that senior-level respondents from large, inter-
nationally focussed conservation organisations were associated with the 
pro-market Factor One (Table 6.2). Likewise, respondents who loaded 
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onto the more sceptical factors in both studies tended to hold mid-level 
positions or work for smaller, national or more locally focussed conserva-
tion organisations. This pattern was apparent even among employees of 
the same conservation organisations within our sample.

Given the scope of this study, the authors acknowledge that we are 
unable to say whether this retrospective observation on seniority exists 
outside of our sample. In particular, the Q methodology study design does 
not allow inferential conclusions to be drawn, regarding for instance the 

Table 6.2 Respondents by seniority, organisation size and factor

Study Number Size of organisation Respondent’s rank 
in organisation

Respondent’s 
factor flag

ICCB 1 University Mid-level 1
ICCB 2 Large/Int’l Senior 1
ICCB 3 Large/Int’l Mid-level 2
ICCB 4 University Mid-level 1
ICCB 5 Large/Int’l Mid-level 2
ICCB 6 Large/Int’l Mid-level 2
ICCB 7 Large/Int’l Senior 1
ICCB 8 n/a n/a 1
ICCB 9 Large/Int’l Mid-level 2
ICCB 10 Small/Local Mid-level 2
ICCB 11 University Mid-level 1
ICCB 12 University Senior 1
Cambridge 13 Large/Int’l Senior 1
Cambridge 14 Large/Int’l Senior 2
Cambridge 15 Large/Int’l Senior 1
Cambridge 16 Large/Int’l Senior 2
Cambridge 17 Large/Int’l Senior 1
Cambridge 18 Large/Int’l Senior 2
Cambridge 19 Large/Int’l Mid-level 3
Cambridge 20 Large/Int’l Mid-level 2
Cambridge 21 Large/Int’l Senior 1
Cambridge 22 Medium/Int’l Senior 1
Cambridge 23 Small/Int’l Senior 3
Cambridge 24 Large/Int’l Senior n/a—did not 

flag
Cambridge 25 Small/Local Senior 1
Cambridge 26 Small/Int’l Senior 2
Cambridge 27 Small/Local Senior 3
Cambridge 28 Medium/National Senior 1
Cambridge 29 Medium/National Senior 2
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relationship between association with factors and the demographic char-
acteristics of the sample. These initial empirical data, however, do provide 
some support for Holmes’s proposed epistemic community (2011)—a 
‘transnational policy elite’—promoting ‘fast’ neoliberal conservation pol-
icy (after Peck and Theodore 2010b). The expression of a nearly identical 
perspective about market-based approaches in conservation across individ-
uals in senior positions within two distinct conservation networks suggests 
that there is a consistent and apparently durable pro-market perspective 
that exists and persists among elite conservation professionals from diverse 
geographies. This might be sharpened into ‘alignment’ (Wenger 2000; 
Peck and Theodore 2010a) at various points of overlap within the con-
servation community’s transnational policy networks, and at events (e.g., 
international conferences) where such transnational elites come together 
(MacDonald 2010a).

In contrast to Factor One, the more sceptical perspectives found in Factor 
Two of the ICCB study, and the distinct Factors Two and Three from the 
Cambridge study, were nonuniform and lacked the alignment seen in the 
pro-market Factor One. This points to the fragmented nature of dissent 
within the conservation community among those who are more sceptical 
toward the dominant thinking about neoliberal conservation. These more 
sceptical factors, primarily voiced in our small and  non- representative sam-
ple by mid-level conservation professionals and those in smaller, nationally 
or regionally focussed conservation organisations, provide some empirical 
substance to the suggested fractured nature of less dominant ideas, which 
lack the alignment of an actively promoted perspective.

Further, in examining the perspectives represented by these less domi-
nant factors, it should be noted that each sceptical factor was sceptical 
primarily on the grounds of inconclusive evidence (Cambridge Factor 
Two), on-the-ground pragmatism (Cambridge Factor Three) or cau-
tious pragmatism merged with a scepticism about whether markets are 
too unpredictable and problematic to be applied to conservation (ICCB 
study, Factor Two). In other words, despite being warier of market-based 
approaches, all the more sceptical factors represented viewpoints of sup-
port for the deployment of market-based policy under certain conditions.

Thus, even within the sceptical factors across both studies, we found no 
factor representing a critique that comes close to the perspective of critical 
social scientists studying the use of MBIs, despite the Cambridge respon-
dents being part of a geographically co-located conservation network that 
includes such critical scholars. Indeed, the lack of familiarity with the term 
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‘neoliberalism’ among all participants corroborates this point. It would be 
very interesting to conduct similar research among the epistemic commu-
nity of critical social science scholars writing about neoliberal conservation 
to establish whether a globally shared critical perspective on the role of 
markets in conservation exists among them, along the same lines as the 
consistent Factor One we identified among conservationists.9

The absence of strongly critical viewpoints among the conservationists 
in our study groups could be the outcome of what Büscher et al. (2012) 
have called the ‘disciplining of dissent’ within neoliberal conservation 
ideology. This could happen in two ways. First, despite the study par-
ticipants being asked to express their personal viewpoints, they may have 
been reluctant to express critical views that are counter to the pro-market 
perspective that has so much momentum. Second, people with critical 
views may be absent from mainstream conservation research and practise 
organisations because they are not hired in the first place.

concludIng reMarks

This comparative study identified a strikingly consistent pro-market per-
spective surrounding the use of MBIs in conservation among two groups 
of conservation professionals, in two different contexts where conserva-
tion professionals convene. The similarity of this pro-market perspective 
corroborated the observation that the adoption of a particular neolib-
eral, market-led approach to conservation exists and persists within the 
broader biodiversity conservation community. The evidence also supports 
a growing body of research that suggests that pro-market and neoliberal 
approaches to conservation are embedded within the thought processes of 
some decision makers and staff of conservation organisations. This finding 
also lends some support to the proposed existence of a transnational con-
servation elite (Holmes 2011) that supports these developments. Second, 
this research corroborates earlier findings that pro-market perspectives 
in conservation are not altogether uncontested. Our comparative results 
show that the consistency of pro-market perspectives was matched by 
fragmented sceptical perspectives among other conservation professionals. 
The additional critical perspectives that emerged in the Cambridge study 
validates the ICCB study’s findings that there is some tension in the way 
that conservationists think about markets (Sandbrook et  al. 2013b), as 
well as a plurality of perspectives in the ways that conservationists value 
nature (Sandbrook et al. 2011).
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The Q methodology offers the ability to quantitatively study subjec-
tivity, allowing detailed comparison of perspectives. Although taking a 
comparative approach to Q studies is relatively new, this approach allows 
for further exploration into the perspectives of conservation actors and 
professionals across diverse conservation organisations and networks. This 
study, and future studies in this area, could be supplemented by other 
Q study designs, like the one followed by Rastogi et al. (2013), that use 
online surveys to measure the popular approval of viewpoints identified 
by Q. Further research could continue to explore the indications we have 
reported here regarding the influence of seniority and the extent to which 
leaders within large, internationally focussed conservation organisations 
circulate pro-market perspectives.

notes

 1. Cambridge Conservation Initiative: Transforming the landscape of biodiversity 
conservation. http://www.conservation.cam.ac.uk/. Accessed 12 February 
2014.

 2. Cambridge Conservation Forum. http://www.cambridgeconservationforum.
org.uk/. Accessed 12 February 2014.

 3. Cambridge Conservation Initiative: Transforming the landscape of biodiversity 
conservation. http://www.conservation.cam.ac.uk/. Accessed 12 February 
2014.

 4. University of Cambridge Conservation Research Institute. http://research-
institute.conservation.cam.ac.uk/. Accessed 12 February 2014.

 5. Even though we thought that all the statements would be familiar, given 
Sandbrook et al.’s 2013 testing of the Q sort in the original study, we actu-
ally found this not to be the case. One statement, which focused on the term 
‘neoliberalism’ was unfamiliar to the Cambridge study  participants. Indeed, 
this was a discovery of an ill-designed study question that ended up solicit-
ing a response that was illuminating (see our discussion in the Results sec-
tion of the chapter).

 6. Although the term ‘neoliberal’ is not commonly invoked in biodiversity 
conservation conferences or email lists, promoters of market-based conser-
vation “effectively associate the central elements of neoliberal conservation 
without using a single related word” (Igoe and Brockington 2007: 435). 
Büscher and Dressler (2007) call this a ‘discursive blur’.

 7. Note that all respondents from each study were given a unique number, as 
shown in Table 6.2, so as to not confuse respondents across both studies. 
Respondents 1–12 are from the ICCB study, while respondents 13–29 are 
from the Cambridge study.
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 8. Such network events include the IUCN’s World Conservation Congress and 
the Society for Conservation Biology meetings (see MacDonald 2010a).

 9. Such research could potentially be conducted at critical social science events 
such as “Grabbing Green” or the “STEPS: Resource Politics” conferences.
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IntroductIon

In recent years, an expanding literature on neoliberal conservation has 
examined the changing nature of conservation governance (Igoe and 
Brockington 2007; Brockington and Duffy 2010; Arsel and Buscher 
2012). In particular, it has identified how conservation nongovernmental 
organisations (NGOs) (1) have increased in number, size and impor-
tance; and (2) how market-based mechanisms increasingly are used to 
save biodiversity. This chapter examines the relationship between markets 
and NGOs in the context of neoliberal conservation, focussing on how 
and why conservationists have engaged with markets to save biodiversity. 
This engagement has taken various forms, from providing advice to busi-
nesses to promoting market-based instruments and approaches, such as 
payments for ecosystem services and ecotourism, to intervening directly 
in property ownership—for example, by buying land for conservation 
(Igoe and Brockington 2007; Robinson 2012).
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The literature has identified a range of opinions within conservation 
NGOs about why they should engage with markets. At one end of the 
spectrum some conservationists, particularly those associated with the so- 
called New Conservation (e.g., Peter Kareiva, former chief scientist at the 
Nature Conservancy), argue that markets and corporations can be a force 
for good for conservation, and they are enthusiastic about their potential 
(Lalasz et al. 2011; Kareiva et al. 2014; see also Wynne-Jones 2012). Not 
only are they seen to bring forth greater funding for conservation, but also 
to produce new innovations that allow conservation to harness and redi-
rect market forces to save biodiversity.

Another example of such a position would be that of philanthrocapital-
ist conservationists, who argue that conservation organisations are the 
most effective when they reason and act like businesses (Holmes 2012). 
For example, the Wildlife Conservation Network (WCN), based in Silicon 
Valley, tries to apply the same techniques of venture capitalist investment 
used to fund technology start-ups to finance conservation organisations, 
supporting what it calls conservation entrepreneurs. The WCN argues:

Like their counterparts in business, successful conservation entrepreneurs 
are creative, action-oriented and dare to try different strategies. Their pas-
sion and commitment to wildlife preservation compels them to undertake 
conservation projects in areas the mainstream considers too risky, too ardu-
ous, or too formidable … [who] maximise the value of every dollar invested 
in conservation. (quoted in Holmes 2012)

A different, less enthusiastic position is that engaging with markets is a 
necessary evil. The argument here is that because we live in a market-based 
society, where markets are used to determine all kinds of processes in our 
contemporary lives, then conservationists cannot ignore markets but must 
engage with them because they are the dominant power force (Robinson 
2012; see Holmes 2010). A variation of this position, explored within this 
chapter, is that conservationists should engage with markets to save nature 
from markets. Much like the martial art of Jujutsu, in which combatants 
attempt to use the forward momentum and force of their opponents to 
eventually destabilise and defeat them, this position might argue that con-
servationists ultimately should use markets in natural resources to save 
natural resources from markets.1

Understanding why conservation NGOs are engaging with markets is 
important for two broad reasons. First, it can provide key insights into 
how neoliberal conservation operates. Within the literature on neoliberal 
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conservation, there are two divergent positions on why conservation and 
capitalism have become more entangled. Those approaching the issue 
from a political economy position have argued that this entanglement has 
emerged because capitalist actors see the environment as a new frontier for 
extracting surplus capital—conservation is just the newest way of making a 
profit (Castree 2008a; Büscher et al. 2012).

Others approaching it from the perspective of NGO politics—particularly 
relationships between NGOs, donors and corporations—have argued that 
the turn has been led by a wish among NGOs to get access to the right 
political arenas, money and other tools to undertake their work; that is, the 
use of markets is another, more powerful way of ‘doing’ conservation 
(Corson 2010; Holmes 2010). These approaches and ideas are not incom-
patible or contradictory, but the combination of broad trends in capitalist 
accumulation and the decisions made in individual NGO boardrooms and 
donor organisations that indicate the complex and multifaceted nature of 
neoliberal conservation.

Second, understanding conservation NGOs can provide key insights 
into which kinds of policies and approaches emerge in the context of neo-
liberal conservation, particularly how ideologies and perspectives (e.g., the 
New Conservation) may translate into actual day-to-day practices and 
their effects on nature and people. Asking how and why conservation 
NGOs are engaging with markets requires a consideration of the links 
between the position and the strategy of an NGO, as decided in its board-
room, and the implementation of these positions on the ground in spe-
cific conservation projects. This is a necessarily messy process because the 
simplified ideas of strategy documents are implemented on the dynamic, 
heterogeneous and unpredictable society living near a protected area (PA) 
or ecotourism project.

neolIberalIsm, conservatIon and nGos

Neoliberal approaches to conservation have greatly increased the role of 
markets and NGOs in saving biodiversity. A key feature is that the state has 
‘rolled back’ from direct involvement in saving biodiversity. Instead, it has 
‘rolled out’ new mechanisms and structures that have allowed markets to 
take a key role in saving biodiversity (Peck and Tickell 2002; Castree 
2008b). For example, states are rolling out structures for payments for eco-
system services, biodiversity offsetting and other market-based  instruments 
or programmes in which private sector ecotourism or hunting operators 
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are put at the centre of a conservation strategy. Although market-based 
instruments and strategies long have had a place in conservation, they have 
never been so varied, with many new forms (e.g., payments for ecosystem 
services) emerging in recent decades, nor so common, nor have they been 
accompanied such triumphalist rhetoric (Igoe and Brockington 2007; 
Brockington and Duffy 2010).

The NGOs, donors, philanthropists and corporations promote a dis-
course in which (1) capitalism and conservation are seen as complemen-
tary, not contradictory; and (2) market-based solutions can be found that 
benefit conservation and local people and global, national and local econ-
omies, so long as they are designed appropriately (Brockington and 
Duffy 2010). Here, nature often is understood in economic terms as ‘nat-
ural capital’ but tacitly and implicitly framed through the lens of neoclas-
sical economics (Büscher et al. 2012). An interesting reflection of the lack 
of deeper reflection on the type of economics being used by conservation-
ists is that, even though the term ‘neoliberalism’ is commonplace in the 
social science literature on conservation, it is entirely absent from the lexi-
con of conservation professionals in Blanchard et al.’s study (2016).

Ultimately, such neoclassical framings are not just rhetorical but also 
affect the kinds of funding and partnerships that emerge from thinking 
about nature and economics in a certain way; thus, the framing of the 
relationship between economics and nature has a real-world effect on the 
kinds of projects and policies that emerge (Fisher and Brown 2014). This 
is evident especially in the Chilean data we discuss later, where conserva-
tionists and policymakers talk about economics and nature generally, but 
also where they have particularly narrow ways of understanding the econ-
omy, and nature’s role in it.

A second key feature of neoliberalism is that NGOs have become larger 
and more influential. As states have rolled back from day-to-day interven-
tions in biodiversity conservation, they have rolled out mechanisms (or 
left political vacuums) that allow NGOs to replace the state’s role in con-
servation. At the same time, large international NGOs have successfully 
positioned themselves with policymakers in government and donor agen-
cies as the only actors capable of conserving biodiversity on a transnational 
scale, given that endangered species do not respect national boundaries.

As Hrabanski et al. (2013) note, a key part of NGOs’ influence is their 
role as policy entrepreneurs, transferring ideas developed in one place and 
context to another. They argue that NGOs are particularly strong policy 
entrepreneurs in countries where the state is weak, leaving a vacuum for 
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NGOs to provide policy (see also Mbembé 2001; Igoe and Fortwangler 
2007; Igoe et al. 2010). It also is possible that they could be especially 
influential in countries where the state is unwilling, not necessarily unable, 
to engage in biodiversity conservation, principally highly neoliberal con-
servation where the state has substantially rolled back.

The net result of this is that conservation NGOs have become more 
powerful and influential at all levels of conservation in recent decades, 
from global-scale negotiations to local-scale day-to-day politics of imple-
menting conservation projects, and the methodologies and field sites used 
by those studying NGOs has changed accordingly. This is not to say that 
their power is never contested or constrained, but that there is a general 
trajectory in which their influence has grown in recent years.

Bringing these features together, it is clear that international NGOs are 
increasingly engaging with market mechanisms, and this may be driving 
their global spread (Brockington and Scholfield 2010). Although some 
individual NGOs have longer histories of using markets, there has been an 
expanding of this type of engagement. Conservation conferences have 
moved from discussing valuing nature as a means of justifying conserva-
tion, such as through ecotourism, to discussing paying for nature, such as 
through marketised offsets (Brosius and Campbell 2011). Increasingly, 
NGOs are taking over the running of nominally state-governed PAs, 
financing and governing them using market tools such as ecotourism 
(Igoe and Brockington 2007; Holmes 2012).

This chapter considers a more extensive engagement between markets 
and NGOs, where some are purchasing land themselves to establish pro-
tected areas. Several NGOs have moved from seeing ecosystem services as 
a metaphor to a resource to be monetised. Since the late 2000s, conserva-
tion–business partnerships have been advocated and presented in leading 
conservation conferences as an essential and largely uncontested part of 
conservation (MacDonald 2010). Dissent within conservationists against 
neoliberalism is not very visible within many key policy conferences 
(Büscher et al. 2012). This may because it is an ideology embedded in the 
dominant structures of conservation (e.g., international agreements, 
international NGOs and other key players), and the techniques and 
approaches that dominate—ecotourism for one (Büscher et al. 2012).

A complimentary argument is that while leading ‘elite’ (Holmes 2011) 
actors in conservation, the key thinkers and decision makers in NGOs, 
government and international agencies may be in favour of neoliberal 
approaches. This view may not be shared by the broader constituency of 
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conservationists outside of this narrow but powerful group. Recent 
empirical analyses of the varied discourses on markets among conservation 
professionals provide some support for this idea (Sandbrook et al. 2011; 
Blanchard et al. 2016). Additionally, it may be that the leadership in con-
servation NGOs may be suppressing dissent. For example, MacDonald’s 
(2010) study of the International Union for the Conservation of Nature 
(IUCN) World Parks Congress shows how the IUCN presents its rela-
tionship with business as a productive, tension-free collaboration, and it 
stage manages conferences so that dissenting voices are actively excluded.

Whereas, there may be some dissent within the pages of conservation 
journals (e.g., the contrast between Soule 2013 and Kareiva 2014) and 
conferences, these are arenas dominated by academics and few key deci-
sion makers attend or read their publications. Furthermore, even though 
some voices in these debates may express concern over the integration of 
capitalism and conservation, very few use concepts originating in the social 
science literature on neoliberalism (e.g., see Blanchard et al. 2016).

The cases in the empirical literature demonstrate several rationales for 
why NGOs have engaged with markets, corresponding to various points 
on the scale between being enthusiastic about the benefits of using mar-
kets, to engaging with them as a necessary evil to the Jujutsu approach. 
First, engaging with markets has had the effect of broadening the con-
stituency for conservation. Discourse analysis of conservation profession-
als has shown that some view the use of market tools and market metaphors 
as a useful way of accessing key decision makers; of speaking the language 
of donors and politicians; and, ultimately, of making them consider con-
servation as a useful and worthwhile activity (Sandbrook et  al. 2011; 
Fisher and Brown 2014; Blanchard et al. 2016).

A pessimistic variant of this is Robinson’s (2012) argument that conser-
vation NGOs should engage with businesses and markets because they are 
so dominant, even if the more likely impact of engagement is a reduced 
negative impact on the environment rather than a more positive conservation 
outcome. Other examples in the literature have shown that conservation 
NGOs sometimes conceive of farmers and other rural inhabitants as ratio-
nal market actors, and therefore conservationists must engage with the 
rationality of market mechanisms (e.g., payments for ecosystem services) if 
they want to influence these people’s behaviour and thus environmental 
impact (Wynne-Jones 2012). Yet, using market mechanisms to regulate 
people’s behaviour does not just reflect that NGOs consider that these 
rural people frame their lives in terms of market exchanges and economic 

 G. HOLMES



 187

rationality, but also that the NGOs themselves are happy to frame their 
own intervention in these same terms.

In other examples, conservation NGOs’ interventions using market 
mechanisms have the effect, intended or otherwise, of creating market 
subjects of the people affected (Dressler et al. 2013; Doyon and Sabinot 
2014). In other words, by forcing market-based conservation on them, 
NGOs turned locals into something more closely resembling rational mar-
ket actors than the people were prior to the intervention (see Fletcher 2010). 
In an argument somewhat resembling the Jujutsu argument, whale- 
watching enterprises and the NGOs who support them present it as pro-
conservation capitalism displacing anticonservation capitalism in the form 
of whale hunting. By using markets to give economic value to whales as 
tourist resources, they can undermine the economic value of whales as a 
hunting resource, although this belies the economic complexities of why 
hunting declined, which was entirely incidental to the rise of whale tour-
ism (Neves  2010). Whale-watching operators are eager to argue that 
whale watching is a means to bring about the end of hunting, by providing 
an alternative, and using this to shut down arguments about the ecological 
impact of whale watching. Both whale hunting and whale tourism turn 
whales into commodities and fetishise their ecological impact, hiding the 
negative effects.

The following section explores how conservation NGOs in southern 
Chile, particularly those associated with private PAs, have considered how 
and why they should engage with markets. It is based on detailed interviews 
with 47 key actors in NGOs and related organisations (e.g., government, 
ecotourism operators) operating in the region.

The section begins by outlining why Chile presents a useful case study 
for understanding the relationship between capitalism and conservation. 
It then explores the story of private PAs, particularly their emergence and 
diversity, focussing mainly on those owned and managed by national and 
international NGOs, as well as the ongoing attempts to create conserva-
tion easements in Chile. Through subsequently exploring the reasons for 
the emergence of these trends, the following section illustrates how the 
emergence and shape of Chile’s private conservation initiatives reflects a 
kind of conservation Jujutsu, using the market to save nature from the 
market.
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Why chIle?
Chile is an ideal place to begin exploring the relationship between markets 
and NGOs. During the military dictatorship of Augusto Pinochet 
(1973–1990), Chile saw a series of economic and political reforms with 
the aim of realigning the entire economy and society, initially according to 
Weberian principles, and then, under the guidance of Chicago School 
economists, along the lines of monetarist neoclassical economics. As a 
result, Chile is arguably the first truly neoliberal economy. These reforms 
have become deeply entrenched so that although ostensibly centre-left 
governments have been in power for much of the period since the return 
of democracy, there have only been extremely modest retreats from the 
principles and approaches of the Pinochet-era reforms (Valdés 1995; 
Murray 2002).

The environment and natural resources were particularly affected. The 
export of natural resources, mainly agricultural produce, copper and for-
estry products, were seen as the key to Chile’s economic growth and were 
greatly incentivised. Key parts of the natural resource economy, such as 
forestry plantations, were greatly subsidised (Niklitschek 2007; Klubock 
2014). Regulations were significantly reduced, and even in the democratic 
era, environmental impact assessments have been more about facilitating 
and approving development rather than controlling it (Tecklin et al. 2011; 
Latta and Aguayo 2012). Property rights were restructured to facilitate 
large-scale exporters at the expense of domestic small-scale producers.

State land holdings were privatised, individual land rights strengthened 
at the expense of collective land rights, and restrictions on foreigners hold-
ing land almost entirely abolished (Valdés 1995; Murray 2002). In a con-
text where the state is unwilling to eagerly engage in conservation, and 
where natural resources are overwhelmingly viewed in monetary terms, 
there is a vacuum for both NGOs and private actors to become involved 
in conservation, and a situation in which market-based approaches may be 
treated by and large favourably.

Although many analyses consider that the process of neoliberalisation 
involves NGOs and other civil society actors taking roles previously allo-
cated to the state, this is not the case in Chile. Here NGOs were sup-
pressed during the military dictatorship, including environmental NGOs, 
and Chile emerged into the 1990s with a weaker and diluted conservation 
NGO sector compared to other countries (Carruthers 2001).
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the rIse and rIse of PrIvate Protected  
areas In chIle

Private protected areas, those governed not by states or communities but 
by private actors, such as NGOs, corporations, individuals, families or 
cooperatives, began to emerge in southern Chile immediately after the 
return to democracy, although some were created under the dictatorship. 
The key actor was the United States (US) clothing entrepreneur Douglas 
Tompkins, who, after retiring from business, began purchasing tracts of 
land in southern Chile; in 1994 he declared the creation of Parque 
Pumalin. It is approximately 275,000 hectares and is one of the world’s 
largest private PAs. The park is located at the northern edge of Chile’s 
southern Patagonian area. Tompkins had had a long association with 
southern Chile and had conducted several mountaineering expeditions to 
the region in the 1960s. His declaration of the area as a park generated 
immediate controversy. It stretched from the Argentine border to the 
Pacific Ocean, effectively bisecting the country, raising questions about 
whether it was a threat to national sovereignty as well as a barrier to creat-
ing roads and other infrastructures between the southern and central 
regions2 (Humes 2002; Holmes 2014).

Tensions over sovereignty were particularly acute given the long- 
running tensions with Argentina over the location of the border, and the 
political context of a country only recently emerging from military rule. 
Furthermore, although Tompkins saw his actions as like those of other 
wealthy entrepreneurs purchasing land for conservation in the US (see 
Jacoby 2001; Fortwangler 2007), such wild land philanthropy was unprec-
edented in Chile, so much so that his motivations were questioned by the 
public and by politicians. These concerns were exacerbated by the opaque 
manner by which Tompkins had purchased the land—that is, using a series 
of intermediaries ostensibly to avoid sellers raising their prices.

Among those who took his conservation intentions at face value, there 
were concerns that he was locking up Patagonia’s natural resources, which 
should be used to further the development and expansion of the regional 
and national economy (Holmes 2014). This resulted in an agreement being 
signed between him and the then-president in which Tompkins promised 
to refrain from purchasing more land in the region and to allow nationally 
important infrastructures to cross Pumalin3 (Nelson and Geisse 2001).

This agreement clashed significantly with the encouragement and free-
dom given to all other foreign buyers interested in purchasing Chile’s 

 CONSERVATION JUJUTSU, OR HOW CONSERVATION NGOS USE MARKET... 



190 

natural resources, as part of the neoliberal economy and the focus on 
natural resources-led growth. The agreement was annulled shortly after 
its signing, and Tompkins subsequently purchased much more land in 
Chile and neighbouring Argentina, including slightly expanding Pumalin; 
however, this reflects that the political and public hostility to private PAs 
continues to this day in Chile.

Although, as explored later, this has abated substantially in recent years, 
such hostility has constrained the activities of private protected areas in 
Chile, particularly in their attempts to get government recognition and 
support (Holmes 2015). An illustration of this hostility is that, although 
the 1994 Base Law of the Environment—the key piece of post- dictatorship 
environmental legislation—includes a clause that the state should recog-
nise and encourage private conservation efforts, no such recognition or 
incentives were forthcoming until proposals were put to Chile’s parlia-
ment in 2014.

In subsequent years, more than 300 private PAs have been established 
in Chile, covering approximately 1,607,000 hectares, equivalent to 2.12% 
of Chile’s land mass; remarkably, almost all these are located in southern 
regions (Holmes 2014, 2015). Foundations controlled by the Tompkins 
family created protected areas covering 45.5% of the area under private 
conservation. Large areas dominate—the 10 major private PAs constitute 
41% of the total area conserved by private actors. Nonetheless, overall 
Chilean private protected areas could be defined by their heterogeneity 
(Tecklin and Sepulveda 2014). They vary greatly in size, from a few dozen 
hectares to more than 300,000 hectares. The PAs are held by a variety of 
owners such as individuals, universities (that use them as research sta-
tions), NGOs, cooperatives and businesses (Holmes 2015).

Many of the smaller areas owned by individuals or families have no 
business activities and are purely for conservation or family recreation pur-
poses; others have limited commercial activities (usually tourism-related) 
to partially offset the cost of running the areas. Several larger PAs seek to 
make a profit. Some sites aim to combine tourism activities with real estate 
projects, creating limited developments set within a larger protected envi-
ronment. Some are supplementing these with other income schemes, such 
as selling carbon credits on the voluntary market, based on reforestation 
of the properties with native trees. These enterprises emerged in the late 
2000s and have been evolving and developing diverse income streams in 
an attempt to successfully combine conservation and capitalism (Holmes 
2014, 2015).
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A dominant theme has been real estate because land in southern Chile 
has been seen as a safe and profitable investment, increasing steadily in value 
during a time of global economic turmoil. One interesting example of this 
is the Huilo-Huilo Biological Reserve, a 60,000 hectare property dedicated 
to forestry; however, in the face of declining wood extraction, it has been 
transitioning into a private PA using tourism and limited real estate devel-
opments to generate income. In addition to companies for whom private 
protected areas are their main business, forestry enterprises own and man-
age some small PA properties as part of their sustainable forestry certifica-
tion schemes and corporate responsibility programmes (Holmes 2015).

Several small Chilean NGOs also have established small private pro-
tected areas, mostly less than 1000 hectares in size, although one extends 
to 7500 hectares. The most significant property owned by a Chilean NGO 
is Parque Tantauco (118,000  hectares) in the Chiloé Archipelago. This 
property had been used for a series of failed forestry ventures; the Tantauco 
reserve was established in 2005 by Chilean airline and banking billionaire 
Sebastián Piñera through his NGO Fundación Futuro. He was an extremely 
well-known businessman who later served as Chilean president from 
2010–2014. This property is significant in several ways. The park was the 
first very large private PA established by a Chilean national. It was explicitly 
inspired by the Tompkins model, and Doug Tompkins’s wife attended the 
opening of Tantauco.

As such, the creation of Tantauco represented the changing political 
acceptability of private PAs, and the Tompkins family, among many 
Chileans and the Chilean political elite. Tantauco has had minimal com-
mercial activity beyond a token entry fee and is funded almost entirely by 
Fundación Futuro, which is financed entirely by Piñera. There are indica-
tions that other wealthy Chileans may be purchasing large tracts of land in 
the far south for conservation, although details of these projects have yet 
to emerge (de la Fuente 2010).

There are two properties owned by large international NGOs, and both 
owe their origin to crises in the forestry sector. The first of these, the 
Valdivian Coastal Reserve (60,000  hectares), was established in 2005. 
Originally a property owned by a forestry company, the area and its sur-
rounds were considered a priority area by The Nature Conservancy and 
other conservation NGOs because of its high levels of endemic  biodiversity, 
and the threats posed by forestry activities and infrastructure develop-
ments, particularly proposed new roads. As the company that owned the 
property entered bankruptcy, a coalition of NGOs led by TNC, but with 
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some financing and other assistance from both WWF and Conservation 
International (CI), formed to purchase the land at auction to create a 
protected area. Approximately 10% of the property is planted with exotic 
eucalyptus, and on maturation, this will be harvested and sold; the pro-
ceeds will be used to start a trust fund to finance the area. Through this, 
the intent is for the reserve to be self-financing (Holmes 2014).

To the far south, on the island of Tierra del Fuego, Karukinka National 
Park (275,000  hectares) was originally purchased by a US company, 
Trillium, with the intention of sustainably logging the native forests 
through careful long-rotation harvesting. The project proved too difficult 
and entered bankruptcy in 2002. Ownership passed to the creditor, the 
investment bank Goldman Sachs. Goldman Sachs initially entered discus-
sions with TNC regarding the future of the site—Henry Paulson, Goldman 
Sachs’s then chairman, was simultaneously the vice-chair of the Conservancy; 
however, at that point The Nature Conservancy was under significant criti-
cism over its financial affairs following a series of investigative reports in the 
Washington Post (summarised in Stephenson and Chaves 2006).

Instead, Goldman Sachs donated the property to the Wildlife 
Conservation Society (WCS); Henry Paulson’s son was a trustee of the 
WCS at the time. Karukinka has tried to self-finance its activities through 
a combination of a trust fund, seeded by donations by Goldman Sachs and 
a large personal donation by Henry Paulson, and through carbon credits 
from the substantial peat reserves on the property, although the latter 
plans have yet to materialise (Holmes 2015).

Recently, there have been some developments in attempts to get legal 
recognition for private PAs. In an example of ‘policy entrepreneurship’ 
(Hrabanski et al. 2013), The Nature Conservancy has led efforts to import 
a variant of conservation easements, which would allow landowners to vol-
untarily put permanent restrictions on what kinds of land use are permissi-
ble on their properties. A present vulnerability in private protected areas is 
that their conservation status depends on the willingness and ability of their 
current owners to conserve land; however, such easements would ensure 
that conservation efforts have a lifespan beyond current owners. Although 
a bill to create easements was introduced to Chile’s parliament in 2014, the 
proposal is not a high political priority and has yet to pass into statute.

Some concern was raised by conservative politicians that such easements 
would lock up natural resources that should rightfully be used for eco-
nomic growth. As a reaction to this, The Nature Conservancy and others 
promoting easements have been careful to cultivate cross-party support by 
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arguing that easements and conservation are apolitical. As such, they can 
argue that easements do not challenge neoliberal arguments about eco-
nomic growth or property rights.

There are multiple reasons for the emergence of private PAs. A key factor 
attracting Tompkins and some other investors, and a key factor in explain-
ing why private conservation is disproportionately found in southern 
regions of Chile, is that the landscape aesthetics of snow-capped volcanoes, 
blue rivers and dense green forest are immensely attractive. Second, trends 
in land prices are very important. In southern regions until recently, prices 
were very low and properties very large, making it easy to purchase immense 
tracts of land relatively inexpensively; for example, it is rumoured that the 
purchase of Pumalin cost Tompkins some USD20 million. Thus far, prices 
have been increasing, rising in Patagonia by 115% between 2006 and 2011 
(Jose Tapia and Muñoz 2012), making land purchases a sound investment 
for wealthy and middle-class individuals with an interest in conservation. 
The financial models of the for-profit private PAs, with their emphasis on 
real estate development, make use of this concept of property as a secure 
investment. There are several real estate agents who specialise in sales of 
large properties in Patagonia, for conservation and other purposes.

Third, private individual efforts to conserve are preferred because there 
is little confidence in other conservation routes, such as collective action or 
campaigns to tighten environmental regulation, although this is beginning 
to change because of high-profile environmental crises (Sepúlveda and 
Villarroel 2012). Such regulations in Chile during the dictatorship and the 
first two decades of democratic rule have been characterised as market-
enabling, facilitating the exploitation of natural resources for businesses 
and large infrastructure projects rather than focussing on regulating nega-
tive impacts or preventing harmful developments (Tecklin et al. 2011).

A consequence of this structure, which lacked strong central regulations, 
was that environmental protection devolved into individual environmental 
impact assessments, meaning that environemntalists fought a series of local 
battles over the assessment of individual projects rather than fighting national 
issues (Sepúlveda and Villaroel 2012). In addition, government policy on 
the environment is set by a narrow group of bureaucrats, politicians and 
business representatives that is difficult for outsiders to penetrate (Tecklin 
et al. 2011). As such, environmental campaigns have found it difficult to 
access key decision-making arenas and change discourses and policies.

One exception was the campaign to create conservation easements—
this only had its success because those behind it could use their personal 
connections with senior figures in corporate law firms and chambers of 
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commerce. The situation may be changing, particularly as high-profile 
campaigns and scandals have led to public pressure on the failures of envi-
ronmental regulations and the impact of large infrastructure projects 
(Sepúlveda and Villaroel 2012). Finally, and perhaps most important, even 
as there may be barriers to collective action or focussing on regulation, 
there are also other measures that make individual action, particularly pur-
chasing land, much easier in Chile than in other countries. The neoliberal 
reforms of the dictatorship, and their continuation in the democratic era, 
have created a situation where private property rights are sacrosanct, with 
very low levels of corruption, as well as minimal restrictions on foreign 
land ownership. These measures, introduced to allow national and foreign 
buyers to purchase land to extract natural resources, also have allowed the 
purchase of land to conserve natural resources.

The breadth of private conservation initiatives in Chile reflect a broad 
range of views on the merits of using markets to make conservation pay for 
itself. Some, such as Tompkins and their NGOs, are staunchly against such 
an approach—the operations director of Pumalin commented in an inter-
view that ‘I think that the goal of self-financing is absurd, because in order 
to self-finance a national park it would have to be Disney world. There 
isn’t a park in the world that’. Nevertheless, others see markets, capitalism 
and profit as complementary—one business operating a private PA has as 
its slogan ‘for profit conservationists’. All of them, however, are buying 
nature on the open market to save it from other market actors, even if not 
all of them are subsequently selling nature to save it (see McAfee 1999).

There are no direct or indirect subsidies or other measures that give 
conservationists an advantage compared to other actors when purchasing 
property—they must merely be the highest bidder. The Valdivian Coastal 
Reserve, Tantauco, and several less important properties owned by smaller 
NGOs and less-wealthy individuals were purchased to prevent them from 
being acquired by forestry companies, either preemptively or in response 
to forestry firms’ bankruptcies and crises. In the case of Karukinka, 
Goldman Sachs came under pressure from some shareholders and other 
actors to sell the land to another forestry company rather than to donate 
it for conservation. Those NGOs and other actors that purchase land for 
conservation in southern Chile are practising conservation Jujutsu by 
using market structures intended to facilitate the exploitation of natural 
resources to instead protect and conserve them.

The strength of NGOs and conservationists should not be overstated 
here. Their Jujutsu is a reaction to the political economy in which they are 
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operating, an attempt to exploit it for their purposes, rather than domi-
nating and creating these same circumstances in the way that businesses 
can. They have fewer political connections; have fewer financial resources; 
and own much less land than the forestry, hydroelectricity and fisheries 
sectors that exploit natural resources (Holmes 2014). They must con-
form, at least in public, to the dominant discourses of economic growth 
based on exploitation of natural resources as part of their bid to get public 
legitimacy and political support for campaigns such as the introduction of 
easements. For information on conservationists engaging with markets to 
broaden the constituency for conservation, see Fisher and Brown (2014).

Conservationists note that the political class believe that economic 
growth is paramount and that conservation is antigrowth. One prominent 
owner of a private PA noted in an interview that ‘they [the political class] 
very much believe in the economy drives everything, and conservation is, 
… they haven’t got into this new paradigm where conservation is a neces-
sary part of growth. They still believe that conservation is against eco-
nomic growth, you either conserve or you grow’. Thus, rather than 
campaigning on the intrinsic value of conservation, politicians feel that 
they have to emphasise its economic value. Another prominent individual 
in the private protected area sector in an interview noted:

[When] you speak to politicians, who generally assess things as economists, 
you have to compete directly with these values. So, a forestry company will 
say, ‘listen, I can support GDP with so many millions of dollars, or the local 
economy with so many millions of dollars’, and the conservationists  say 
‘I support three little frogs by conserving them’. So, sadly, you need to enter 
this logic of saying ‘I conserve water worth so many millions of dollars.

Conservationists are embracing markets (through private land purchasing) 
as the best way to do conservation, embracing the Jujutsu approach as the 
most feasible means of conserving biodiversity, given the circumstances, 
although only some of them have enthusiastically grasped markets and 
established a significant amount of market-based activities (e.g., through 
ecosystem services, ecotourism, controlled real estate or land speculation). 
As such, these could be considered as advancing the commodification of 
natural resources; extracting profit from nature; and incorporating it in 
global circulation of capital, as does forestry, fisheries and other primary 
industries. Nevertheless, the majority of private protected areas do not 
seek to make a profit and instead are intending to slow down or limit the 
capitalist exploitation of natural resources, even though their success in 
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doing so may be rather limited (Holmes 2015). Buying land for conserva-
tion does not fundamentally undermine the causes of natural resource 
degradation, mainly attributed to the expansion of lightly regulated pri-
mary industries, but it does limit their reach in certain places.

Furthermore, private PAs in Chile can only offer more than other land 
uses where they are able to do so, itself a reflection of the demand for the 
land from natural resource industries. Thus, private protected areas may 
be located in places of relatively low threat. Tantauco and Karukinka were 
places where forestry enterprises had struggled, perhaps because they are 
less than optimal places for the prevailing forms of forestry (Tecklin and 
Sepulveda 2014). Pumalin is located on marginal land, with steep inclines 
and remote terrain, limiting the possibilities for forestry.

Several owners of private PAs stated that they purchased the land for a 
relatively low price because the previous owners struggled to make money 
from farming on the sites. There are very few private protected areas in the 
central regions of Chile, where demand from the agricultural sector keeps 
land values high. As such, private PAs could be considered to be providing 
a limited challenge both to the incorporation of Chile’s natural resources 
into global circulation of capital and to the loss of its biodiversity.

concludInG remarks

We should expect a level of complexity when exploring conservationists’ 
engagement with markets. Conservation is not homogenous and individ-
ual NGOs are not homogenous. A variety of views for why conservation-
ists should engage with markets, and why markets should engage with 
capitalism are to be expected. There are two main explanations for the rise 
of neoliberal conservation: (1) as capitalism looks to nature as a new fron-
tier for generating surplus and (2) as conservationists turn to market-based 
tools as the most effective means to save biodiversity in a market- dominated 
world. In Chile, both are visible: conservation (through ecotourism and 
carbon trading) is just another way of making money from the natural 
resources of southern Chile, alongside forestry and fisheries, while conser-
vationists are using markets, particularly on private land, as a pragmatic 
way of saving nature in a strongly neoliberal country. The latter is more 
visible than the former, but both have been facilitated by the reforms of 
the Pinochet era (Holmes 2015).

At one end of this pragmatic view lies the Jujutsu position, which seeks 
to use markets (private land purchasing) to gain control over natural 
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resources and conserve them either by reselling in conservation-friendly 
forms, such as payments for ecosystem services (e.g., Karukinka), or going 
further and removing them from additional involvement in global capital-
ist circulation (e.g., Pumalin).

It is possible to imagine that the Jujutsu approach of pragmatically 
engaging with markets to undermine conservation-unfriendly markets in 
natural resources could be a viable conservation approach when land is 
economical, leaving an opportunity for conservationists to step in. 
Southern Chile has been a resource frontier in recent decades, rapidly 
driving up land prices and limiting the opportunities for conservationists, 
making Jujutsu progressively more difficult with time. There is some evi-
dence that private interventions have been more effective than state inter-
ventions, with private PAs more likely to protect endangered habitat than 
state protected areas (Pliscoff and Fuentes-Castillo 2011). Nonetheless, 
private protection may not be providing significant benefits to humans.

Many, particularly the Tompkins properties, are focussed on wilderness 
protection, with little evidence that there is potential for something 
directed toward immediate human benefits. Indeed, there are several con-
flicts between local communities and private PAs, although it is unclear 
whether these are more prevalent than conflicts with state protected areas, 
and they are certainly rarer than conflicts with natural resource extractors 
such as forestry companies (Holmes 2014).

The large, powerful big international NGOs (BINGOs) are involved 
only in private PAs in Chile by accident, not necessarily as part of a wider 
global strategy. Karukinka became a private area owned by the WCS only 
as a condition of a donation, not necessarily because it was the Society’s 
preferred option. The Valdivian Coastal Reserve was a reactive strategy; 
while the WWF had long sought to conserve the area, it only created a PA 
as a reaction to a bankruptcy, not as a planned solution. Indeed, the 
WWF’s constitution prevents it from owning large amounts of land for 
conservation. Few NGOs globally engage in private land conservation 
because it is expensive, difficult and controversial (Holmes 2013). Instead, 
these large NGOs are much more enthusiastic, at least at the leadership 
level, about neoliberal forms of conservation and the potential for solu-
tions, which work for capitalism and for nature, than the Jujutsu approach 
to undermine markets in nature (Brockington and Duffy 2010).

Despite this, it is worth using the concept of Jujutsu conservation when 
analysing trends in neoliberal conservation. Doing so makes it possible to 
analyse the rationale and tactics used by conservation organisations in 
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detail as they engage with markets, rather than just relying on broad-brush 
theoretical approaches to capitalism as a way of explaining the roots of the 
trends observed.

notes

 1. I am indebted to Mike Mascia for the comparison between markets in con-
servation and Jujutsu.

 2. Even to this day, there are no continuous roads between sparsely populated 
Chilean Patagonia and the central provinces where the majority of the popu-
lation reside. Travellers must go by sea, air or travel by road via Argentina. 
The poor infrastructure is because the low and dispersed population in the 
southern region makes such an infrastructure a poor investment, and 
because the steep and seismically active terrain provides an extreme engi-
neering challenge. Parque Pumalin is one of several gaps in connectivity.

 3. Parque Pumalin is in two discontinuous segments. The property bisecting 
Pumalin was originally owned by a Chilean university (Pontificate University 
of Valparaiso) that were put under political pressure not to sell to Tompkins, 
and a Chilean buyer was sought, particularly among utility companies that 
might want to build an electricity infrastructure to connect the southern 
regions, with their immense hydroelectricity potential, to the central regions 
and power-hungry mines of the north. In an ironic development, ownership 
of the property was transferred to a foundation controlled by the university 
and by a Chilean utility company, later bought out by a Spanish-Italian con-
glomerate, and the area was declared as a private protected area. The prop-
erty, like Pumalin, is a private PA owned by a foundation controlled by 
 foreigners, precisely the situation that the presidential intervention was 
intended to prevent.
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IntroductIon

Nongovernmental organisations (NGOs) have become key actors in the 
design and implementation of environmental conservation initiatives 
around the world. The NGOs’ representatives can be found seated at the 
table at international conferences deciding on the fate of tropical forests, 
at national-level dialogues designing national environmental action plans, 
and at local levels implementing community-based conservation initia-
tives. Although there is no agreed-on definition of ‘NGOs’, they are nei-
ther state nor private sector institutions, but work for the public good in 
environmental conservation and/or the social development sector 
(Brockington and Scholfield 2010). The NGO world includes interna-
tional giants, such as the World Wide Fund for Nature (WWF), which 
enjoys diplomatic status in a number of countries, and the International 
Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN) with a membership that 
includes national governments. However, the NGO world also includes 
countless small organisations with limited budgets working in local com-
munities in the developing world (Brockington and Scholfield 2010).
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International NGOs often partner with multilateral, bilateral and private 
donors including the World Bank, United Nations agencies (e.g., the UN 
Development Programme), and national country governments to imple-
ment their programmes. These NGOs also work as service providers for 
donor institutions, international organisations and governments that 
recruit them to assist in designing and/or implementing environmental 
policy. Likewise, smaller, local NGOs work to execute their own initiatives 
and projects, often with donor funding; and they also work as service pro-
viders recruited by larger NGOs, donors, international organisations and 
governments to assist with service delivery at the local level. Both conserva-
tion and development sector NGOs have become adept at local service 
delivery, so much so that some have opined that they could even be 
recruited to replace local government authorities as the substantive repre-
sentatives of local people (UNDDSMS and UNDP 1996).

This chapter thus examines the strength and limitations of NGOs as 
the political representatives of local people. Although it acknowledges 
that NGOs are broadly divided into development sector NGOs and 
conservation sector NGOs (Brockington and Scholfield 2010), it is 
based on a study of conservation sector NGOs. It presents an analysis of 
the role of conservation NGOs in local environment and development 
initiatives informed by the theory of political representation (Pitkin 
1967; Manin et  al. 1999; Mansbridge 1999; Saward 2006, 2008; 
Urbinati and Warren 2008; Rehfeld 2011; Montanaro 2012). The 
chapter proceeds through a case study of the involvement of Nigerian 
conservation NGOs in the country’s programme on reducing emissions 
from deforestation and forest degradation with the added goals of con-
serving and enhancing forest carbon stocks and sustainably managing 
forests—Reducing Emissions from Deforestation and Forest Degradation 
(REDD+, hereafter Nigeria-REDD).

Nigeria is a federal republic with 36 states and a government based in 
Abuja, its federal capital territory. The country’s REDD+ Programme has 
its origin in the June 2008 Cross River State Stakeholders Summit on the 
Environment hosted by the state’s governor, Senator Liyel Imoke, in 
Calabar, the Cross River State capital (CRS 2008). Cross River State 
(CRS) includes about 50% of Nigeria’s primary tropical forest and is the 
home of the Cross River National Park (CRNP), the largest tropical forest 
protected area (PA) in Nigeria (Oyebo et al. 2010). The Cross River forest 
is also home to the critically endangered Cross River Gorilla (Gorilla 
gorilla diehli) and other endangered primates of global conservation value 
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(Nuesiri 2003; Oates et al. 2004, 2007). At the CRS Summit, influential 
local actors led by the Calabar-based NGO Coalition for the Environment 
(NGOCE) recommended that the governor ban commercial logging in 
the state and opt for carbon forestry (Nuesiri 2015).

Governor Imoke accepted the carbon forestry recommendation and 
proceeded to ban commercial logging in the CRS; in October 2009 he 
attended a REDD+ capacity-building workshop hosted by the Katoomba 
Group (an international NGO promoting carbon forestry) in Ghana. In 
November 2009 he requested that the Nigerian Federal Ministry of 
Environment (FME) join the UN-REDD, and in December 2009 he 
attended the Fifteenth Conference of the Parties (COP 15) in Copenhagen 
where he requested support for Nigeria to design a REDD+ readiness 
programme. In March 2010, the UN-REDD approved Nigeria’s mem-
bership and in October 2011, at its Seventh Policy Board Meeting, granted 
Nigeria USD4 million to design a REDD+ readiness programme. Nigeria-
REDD therefore has a state-level programme with the Cross River State as 
the pilot location for forestry activities and a national-level programme for 
policymakers (FME 2012; Nuesiri 2015).

Research methods for this study included ‘grey’ and published litera-
ture review and semistructured interviews held during field work in the 
summer of 2012 and 2013 in Nigeria. The researcher interviewed a total 
of 125 participants drawn from local communities, Nigeria-REDD, 
UN-REDD and local NGO staff. Research methods also included three 
focus group meetings with personnel from three NGOs (one local, one 
national, one international), and participant observation while attending a 
meeting of the Akamkpa Council of Chiefs to which this researcher was 
invited for a question-and-answer session about REDD.

This chapter is organised as follows: ‘Political Representation’ is a 
review of political representation theory. It argues that NGOs fall into the 
category of symbolic political representatives able to speak for local people 
in decision-making spaces based on a shared subscription to social devel-
opment discourses. The section, ‘Conservation NGOs and Launching of 
the Nigeria-REDD Programme’, examines the role of conservation NGOs 
during the design of the Nigeria-REDD readiness proposal, showing how 
they were manipulated into legitimising the consultative process that 
accompanied the proposal design. The next section, ‘Limitations of NGOs 
Involved in Launching of Nigeria-REDD’, discusses the limitations of 
NGOs involved in design of the Nigeria-REDD proposal, while the 
Concluding Remarks section summarises this chapter.

 STRENGTHS AND LIMITATIONS OF CONSERVATION NGOS... 
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PolItIcal rePresentatIon

In nation-states today, policy decisions typically are made by the executive 
and legislative branches occupied by persons with claims to representing 
either single or grouped political constituencies. This type of representa-
tion is at the heart of political representation theory, which is defined as 
the act of political representatives being present in decision-making are-
nas, representing the interests of groups physically absent from that arena 
(Pitkin 1967; Runciman 2007). Political representation is democratic 
when there are accountability mechanisms, such as periodic elections, 
which ensures that representatives are responsive to the represented 
(Manin et al. 1999; Rehfeld 2006). It may be considered undemocratic 
when electoral choice, downward accountability and responsiveness to the 
development needs of the governed are absent. In cases when undemo-
cratic regimes are responsive to the governed, they have been categorised 
as ‘benign dictatorships’ (Wintrobe 1998; Ribot et  al. 2010) or ‘good 
despotism’ (Mill 1861: 48).

Pitkin (1967) discusses four types of political representation: (1) sym-
bolic, (2) formal, (3) descriptive and (4) substantive. Symbolic representa-
tion is when an agent (i.e., object, institution or person) speaks for a 
group; constituency; or state based on a shared discursive, affective and 
aspirational relationship between the agent and the represented (Dryzek 
and Niemeyer 2008; Lombardo and Meier 2014). In this way, the national 
flag (an object) represents a nation, the NGO (an institution) speaks for 
and about the development needs of a local community, and a monarch or 
chief (a person) speaks for the subjects. The relationship between agent 
and represented is legitimised through discourses that appeal to both par-
ties; for the flag, it is discourses of statehood; for NGOs, it is the develop-
ment discourses that define their mission and resonate with the aspirations 
of local communities; for the monarch or chief, it is often discourses of 
identity. Thus, institutions (e.g., NGOs) can represent and speak for local 
communities but are not the principal actor statutorily responsible for 
social development at the local level; this mandate is meant for local gov-
ernment authorities.

Formal representation is when a state officially authorises an agent to 
represent a constituency to the state or to represent the state to an 
 audience—for example, when national REDD+ focal points represent their 
governments in UN-REDD board meetings. Descriptive representation is 
when representatives are chosen based on their resemblance to the group 
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they are standing for (Pitkin 1967); they are selected because they are 
considered ‘typical of the larger class of persons whom they represent’ 
(Mansbridge 1999: 629).

Substantive representation is when representatives act for and are 
accountable to the represented for their actions (Pitkin 1967). In this con-
text, the represented have objective criteria by which to evaluate and sanc-
tion their representatives appropriately (Pitkin 1967). Substantive 
representation is considered morally superior to descriptive and symbolic 
representation for the checks it places on the actions of representatives 
(Pitkin 1967). Substantive representation is viewed as meeting the require-
ments of social justice, making it the preferred operational mechanism 
behind representative democracy (Mill 1861; Grunebaum 1981; Kateb 
1981; Manin et al. 1999; Fraser 2005; Urbinati and Warren 2008; Rehfeld 
2011). As members of government, substantive representatives are respon-
sible for social and economic policies that are just and equitable and 
responsive to the social development needs of all groups in society. Elected 
local governments are the substantive representatives of local communities 
that are statutorily mandated to deliver social development in an account-
able and responsive manner.

Representation theorists, such as Saward (2006, 2008), however, argue 
that representation is about claims-making—that elected and unelected 
representatives make claims about themselves, their constituency, and 
their relationship to their constituency, and that claims made by elected 
and unelected representatives have equal legitimacy. This is true insofar as 
the task of a representative is viewed as standing for and speaking for 
another, as is the case with descriptive and symbolic representation. 
Substantive representation goes beyond standing and speaking for others 
because there is a responsiveness–accountability relationship between the 
representative and the represented.

The responsiveness criteria are valid only in a context where the repre-
sentative has access to resources that can be drawn on to meet the needs 
of the represented (Manin et al. 1999). Even though NGOs have access to 
grants and funds from service delivery contracts with all the uncertainties 
that accompany these types of funding, local government authorities have 
statutory regular access to public finance for local development purposes. 
Thus, sustainable long-term local social development cannot be built on 
an NGO institutional platform.

 STRENGTHS AND LIMITATIONS OF CONSERVATION NGOS... 
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The NGOs are not just symbolic representatives but often subscribe to 
symbolic politics in carrying out their representative function. Symbolic 
NGO action involves the use of images, objects, theatrics and discourses 
that appeal to the emotions to influence decisions of the general public, 
private corporations, governments and international organisations (Keck 
and Sikkink 1999; Silveira 2001; Miller 2012). Whereas Edelman (1985) 
in his seminal work on symbolic politics argues that it is a mechanism for 
manipulating the public, Brysk (1995) shows that it is an effective mecha-
nism employed by civil society organisations in their work. Bluhdorn 
(2007) provides a symbolic politics continuum showing the logic behind 
symbolic politics.

The continuum shown in Table 8.1 has 2 categories, 4 variables and 
8 criteria for evaluating symbolic politics. The political action of the NGO 
spans all 8 criteria on the continuum. Bluhdorn’s schema (2007) opens 
the black box that is symbolic politics, showing that the motives and mani-
festations are varied. This is a counterpoint to the influential work of 
Edelman (1985) who maintained that symbolic politics is subscribed to by 
governments to deceptively manipulate the public. Bluhdorn’s work 
(2007) is more nuanced, making it a suitable empirical device for getting 
at the ‘why’ of symbolic actions from government, NGOs and customary 
authorities. While representation theory enables an understanding of the 
‘what’ with regard to NGO representation, the Bluhdorn schema (2007) 
enables an understanding of the ‘why’.

As symbolic representatives of local communities, most visibly when 
they advocate for governments to respond to development needs of local 
communities, NGOs have no mandate from the people to deliver social 
development. This has not stopped NGOs from trying when they can find 
the funding for projects; more often such are short-term projects with a life 
cycle rarely extending beyond five years. In this context, NGOs’ strength 
lies in their ability to quickly adopt and demonstrate new approaches to 
meeting development needs. Keeping with their symbolic function in the 
political landscape, NGO projects serve as signage showing how to innova-
tively meet local needs for governments to adopt on a more long-term 
basis. The next section examines the role played by local NGOs in institut-
ing a REDD+ readiness programme in Nigeria; the case study sheds more 
light on the strength and limitations of NGOs in meeting local needs.
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conservatIon nGos and launchInG  
of the nIGerIa- redd ProGramme

Here we provide (1) a genesis of Nigeria-REDD and (2) the role of con-
servation NGOs in validating the Nigeria-REDD proposal. Nigeria has a 
federal system of government (FGN 1999), but its 36 states and 774 local 
government areas depend on financial allocations from the federal govern-
ment for their operations (ARD 2001; Adesopo 2011; Omar 2012). Even 
though state government allocations are deposited directly into the state 
government bank account, local government allocations from the federal 
government get routed through the state government, giving state gover-
nors great influence over local governments (ARD 2001; Diejomaoh and 
Eboh 2010). The governors ‘decide how the federal money gets used and 
… decides who gets the contracts and when to pay. … [I]t takes away the 
power of the local government chairmen’ (Local bureaucrat interviewed 
in Calabar in 2012). Thus, governors maintain significant control over 
local governance arrangements in Nigeria.

In addition, the Nigeria Land Use Act of 1978 (FGN 1978) places land 
under the authority of state governors. Local governments cannot allocate 
land to a user of greater than 5000 hectares (50 km2) without the consent 
of the governor; however, the governor does not need to consult the local 
government if it needs rural land for public purposes (FGN 1978). 
Nevertheless, unlike local governments, customary authority still exercises 
de facto rights over land use and land sales in rural communities. Thus, 
state governors often consult with local chiefs before enclosing public 
lands in rural communities, although state governors are not statutorily 
obliged to do so (USAID 2010). Land tenure arrangements therefore 
explain the control state governors have over land and consequently over 
forestry initiatives (e.g., REDD+). This also has important implications for 
the way local NGOs relate with local authorities in Nigeria.

Genesis of the Nigeria-REDD Programme

As mentioned earlier, the Nigeria-REDD Programme gets its roots from 
the June 2008 Cross River State Stakeholders Summit on the Environment 
hosted by the governor, Senator Liyel Imoke (CRS 2008). The Summit 
was used to assess how CRS forest resources could better contribute to 
generating revenue for the state. At that time, the state was under pressure 
to seek new sources of revenue because it had lost most of its crude oil 
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concessions when Nigeria ceded the Bakassi peninsula to Cameroon in 
2008 (Konings 2011). It also was locked in a legal dispute, which it even-
tually lost, with the neighbouring Akwa Ibom State over ownership of 
productive oil wells that fell into Akwa Ibom territory when it was carved 
out of the Cross River State (AKSG 2012). The loss of its petroleum 
resources translated into a loss of between 20% and 25% of its financial 
allocations from the federal government that averaged USD115 million1 
per year for the period 1999–2008 (Olubusoye and Oyedotun 2012).

The environmental Summit recommended that the Cross River State 
put a stop to commercial logging and instead develop a carbon forestry 
programme as an alternative biodiversity-friendly means to generate reve-
nue (CRS 2008; Oyebo et al. 2010). This idea was championed by the 
Calabar-based NGO Coalition for the Environment (NGOCE), a well- 
known local NGO in the international forest conservation community. The 
idea was supported by the Nigerian Conservation Foundation (NCF), the 
largest Nigerian NGO; the Tropical Forest Group (TFG), an international 
NGO with a long-time presence in CRS; and by Environmental Resources 
Management (ERM), an international environmental consultancy with its 
head office in London (Filou 2011; TFG 2011; FME 2012).

The governor accepted the recommendations from the Summit, 
banned commercial logging in the state shortly after, and began working 
to design a forest carbon programme (Oyebo et al. 2010). The governor 
restructured the state Forestry Commission (the CRSFC), appointing an 
outsider from the NGO sector, Odigha Odigha, as the chairperson in 
2009 (Filou 2010). Odigha Odigha won the Goldman Environmental 
Prize in 2003 as coordinator of NGOCE working against uncontrolled 
commercial logging in the Cross River State (Filou 2010).

Acting on his decision to develop a carbon forestry programme, 
Governor Imoke led a delegation from CRS, including members of the 
Forestry Commission, to the October 2009 Katoomba XV Meeting, 
‘Integrated Solutions: Water, Biodiversity and Terrestrial Carbon in West 
Africa’ in Ghana (Oyebo et al. 2010). Katoomba is a working group set 
up by Forest Trends, a global NGO working to promote the adoption of 
payment for environmental services schemes, such as REDD, around the 
world (Forest Trends et al. 2008). The governor shared his vision for a 
REDD initiative at Katoomba XV and invited expert consultants from 
the meeting to come and work with the state Forestry Commission to 
draft a REDD project idea note (REDD PIN) for the Cross River State 
(Oyebo et al. 2010).

 STRENGTHS AND LIMITATIONS OF CONSERVATION NGOS... 
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In November 2009, Governor Imoke requested that the Nigerian 
Ministry of Environment include REDD in its climate change mitigation 
strategy document and apply to the UN-REDD for membership. In 
December 2009, the governor and a delegation from the Forestry 
Commission attended the UNFCCC Conference of Parties meeting in 
Copenhagen (i.e., COP 15). At the meeting the governor gave a presenta-
tion in which he requested financial support to develop a REDD program 
in Nigeria (Oyebo et al. 2010). In January 2010, experts from Katoomba 
visited the REDD pilot sites in CRS to obtain data to produce the REDD 
Project Idea Note (R-PIN) for Nigeria (FME 2012).

By March 2010, Nigeria’s membership request to the UN-REDD was 
approved and in October 2010, a UN-REDD mission visited Nigeria to 
contribute to the preparation of a Nigeria-REDD readiness proposal for 
submission to the UN-REDD Policy Board (FME 2012). On 18 
February 2011, a draft REDD readiness proposal was presented to a 
participatory stakeholders’ forum in Calabar chaired by the governor of 
Cross River State. The forum was attended by about 100 people, includ-
ing a delegation from the UN-REDD and local NGOs in Calabar. A 
similar meeting was held on 21 February 2011 in Abuja with national-
level actors. The document was then submitted to the UN-REDD on 22 
February 2011 for consideration at its Sixth Policy Board Meeting in 
March 2011 (FME 2012).

The UN-REDD Policy Board requested changes in the document 
(Global Witness 2011; FME 2012), which were effected and a second 
participatory stakeholders meeting was held in Calabar on 20 August 
2011 to review the revised document. The UN-REDD Policy Board 
approved the Nigeria-REDD readiness plan at its Seventh Policy Board 
Meeting held from 13–14 October 2011 in Berlin, Germany. The Policy 
Board granted the sum of USD4 million to the Nigeria-REDD Programme. 
It is clear therefore that local and international NGOs played a critical role 
in the adoption of REDD+ in Nigeria.

NGO Involvement in Validating the Nigeria-REDD Proposal

Before examining the role of NGOs in launching Nigeria-REDD, it is 
important to review the rise and importance of conservation NGOs in 
the CRS. The first forest reserves in Nigeria were created by the British 
colonial forest policy of 1917, mandating that each colonial province set 
aside 25% of its forests as reserves (Usman and Adefalu 2010). In Cross 
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River State, the first forest reserves were created in 1930; logging was 
forbidden but local people were allowed subsistence use of the forests. 
These reserves were maintained after independence in 1960, and today 
there are 14 forest reserves in the state covering 2800 km2 or 13% of the 
state’s land surface area (Oyebo et  al. 2010). The state also hosts the 
federal government managed Cross River National Park (CRNP), which 
covers 2,955 km2 or 18% of the land surface area. Community-managed 
forests, based on state recognition of customary rights, cover 1632 km2 
or 7% of the land surface area. In all, forests cover what amounts to 40% 
of CRS’s land surface area, which makes up 50% of Nigeria’s primary for-
est (Oyebo et al. 2010).

In the 1980s, the Nigerian Conservation Foundation, with the support 
of the World Wide Fund for Nature, lobbied the Nigerian government to 
create the CRNP to protect the critically endangered Cross River gorilla 
(Harcourt et al. 1989). The WWF initiated a conservation and develop-
ment project that promised roads, clinics, schools and jobs to win local 
support for the park. These promises failed to materialise when the 
European Union (EU) stopped project funding in 1994; this was in pro-
test of the killing of the environmental activist, Ken Saro-Wiwa, by 
Nigeria’s military dictatorship at the time (Ite 1996, 1997, 1998). Local 
communities were disappointed and turned against the WWF, the park 
service, the state and the federal government. Several expatriates and local 
staff who worked for the park project went on to create local NGOs when 
the project ended (Oyebo et  al. 2010). These include Pandrillus, the 
Centre for Education, Research and Conservation of Primates and Nature 
(CERCOPAN), the Iroko Foundation, and the African Research 
Association Managing Development in Nigeria (ARADIN).

In 1999, the British government’s Department for International 
Development (DFID) initiated a community forestry project in CRS 
(Oyebo et al. 2010). The project led to the creation of community forest 
groups with membership that included local elites and customary authori-
ties. When the project ended in 2002, there were about 45 community 
forest groups in CRS, the forestry department in the state Ministry of 
Agriculture was upgraded to a Forestry Commission with the status of a 
ministry, and the state had agreed to share timber revenues with local com-
munities where forests had been logged in a 50:50 split (Oyebo et  al. 
2010). A staff member of an NGO remembers the DFID project with 
fondness stating that it ‘opened our eyes to our rights to the forest and built 
our capacity to interact with the forestry commission. It was the first time 
we were treated as equals’ (Indigenous NGO staff interview, 2012).

 STRENGTHS AND LIMITATIONS OF CONSERVATION NGOS... 



214 

In 2008, the Cross River State governor banned commercial logging 
and in 2011 appointed an expatriate to head the task force to enforce the 
ban (Pandrillus 2013). This expatriate runs an NGO involved in biodiver-
sity conservation in CRS.  He and his team regularly encounter violent 
conflict with illegal loggers. This individual carries a firearm always and 
works with the state’s secret service to get the job done. A member of the 
task force stated that ‘since I joined the taskforce my life has not been the 
same. … I have to be extra careful who I interact with. … [W]hen we seize 
timber in local communities, the people come out to fight us … when we 
seize timber coming from Cameroon in the creeks, we also fear for our 
lives. … [W]e may need armed gun boats’ (Timber task force member 
interview, 2012).

It is commonly held among forest sector actors in the CRS that the com-
mercial logging ban was to please the international community and secure 
funding for the state’s REDD initiative. A member of one of the forest sec-
tor NGOs said that ‘the log ban cannot be effective … the politicians are 
involved, those that DFID trained in community forestry are involved. … 
[T]he governor knows he cannot stop this logging … the ban is to please 
the international community’ (NGO research participant interview, 2012). 
The commercial logging ban means communities have lost the 50% royalty 
payments they received from logging revenue collected by the state.

Cross River State forests are a source of livelihood for local people in 
terms of non-timber forest product harvesting for personal use and com-
mercial sales in local markets (Oyebo et al. 2010). Their elected represen-
tatives at the local government level, however, do not have the statutory 
authority over forestland of more than 50  km2. Customary authorities 
exercise some de facto rights over forests, and this is recognised by many 
community forest groups in the state, but the state governor has the statu-
tory power to ignore customary authority. Cross River State forestry law 
recognises that local governments can play a role in forest management. 
So, the Forestry Commission works with local government authorities to 
set up tree nurseries; the trees are then distributed to farmers and schools 
for replanting of forests (Oyebo et al. 2010). It is clear then that while 
NGO and customary authority influence on forest management in the 
Cross River State has grown since the 1980s, the same cannot be said for 
local government authorities.

As stated in the previous section, there were two participatory consulta-
tive meetings in CRS to validate the Nigeria-REDD proposal. Table 8.2 
shows the institutions that attended the first and second Participatory 
Consultative Meetings.
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What can we learn from Table 8.2? First, NGOs, which we have already 
noted act as symbolic representatives of local communities through their 
advocacy work, were prominently in attendance at the Participatory 
Consultative Meetings. A staff member of the Forestry Commission, 
which organised the meetings, maintained that NGOs were invited in part 
because ‘… the leadership of the commission have come from the NGO 
sector so we have a very good working relationship with NGOs. … [T]he 
people trust the NGOs more than the government’ (Forestry Commission 
staff member interview, 2012). In addition, a staff member of an NGO 
providing consultancy services to the Forestry Commission stated they 
were invited because ‘we represent local communities, they know us, they 
trust us more than government … all we do, we do for local people … we 
know the local communities more than anyone else’ (NGO staff member 
of REDD design team interviewed in 2012).

The view that NGOs work for local people has been contested: ‘NGOs 
supporting REDD in Calabar are doing it for what they can get out of it 
… they don’t have long-term relationship with the people, they go to the 
villages when money is involved’ (Interview of NGO member opposing 
REDD, 2013). A member of a community organisation added that: ‘Na 
money the NGOs dem want … if government say no more REDD, make 
we harvest timber, all of them go say yes [NGOs are after money, if gov-
ernment says no more REDD, let’s do logging, they will agree]’ (Senior 
member of local CBO interviewed in 2012). The implication is that the 

Table 8.2 Nigeria-REDD participatory consultative meeting participants

Institutions First meeting  
(February 2011)

Second meeting  
(August 2011)

Federal government 2 0
Cross River State government 37 15
Local government 0 0
Local NGOs based in Cross River State 23 14
National NGOs 2 0
International NGOs 6 1
Participants from local communities 15 36
Media 8 2
Academics 6 4
Banks 2 1
Total 101 73

Source: FME (2012)
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NGOs that took part in the Participatory Consultative Meetings were 
doing so for financial gain. It is noteworthy that members of the NGO 
community in CRS do get recruited as expert advisors and consultants by 
the Forestry Commission; this is the case for Pandrillus, the service pro-
vider or contractor enforcing the CRS government’s commercial logging 
ban.

Second, there were selected individuals from local communities who 
were invited to the consultative meetings on the basis that they were con-
sidered to be descriptively ‘typical of the larger class of persons whom they 
represent’ (Mansbridge 1999: 629). These selected individuals are descrip-
tive representatives with no statutory mandate to report back to local 
communities, and there are no statutory accountability mechanisms 
through which they could be sanctioned if they chose to stand for personal 
rather than community interests. Third, elected representatives with a 
mandate to act for local people were not in attendance at both Participatory 
Consultative Meetings. The meetings therefore gave room for symbolic 
and descriptive representation but left out substantive representation of 
local interests.

What accounts for the absence of elected local government authorities 
from participatory meetings? Responses from the organisers included: 
(1) insufficient funds to cover their attendance costs, (2) local officials’ are 
ignorant about environmental issues so do not deserve to be invited, and 
(3) locals are incompetent administrators. The 18 local government chair-
persons, however, have their own budgetary provisions that cover their 
travel to Calabar for government business; and the local government chair-
persons encountered during this study were better educated compared 
with local chiefs invited to the participatory meetings. Although the charge 
of administrative incompetence cannot be dismissed (Afrobarometer 
2008), the same can be said of state governments and the Nigerian federal 
government; therefore it is not unique to local governments. As shown 
earlier in this chapter, local governments in Nigeria are politically weak with 
respect to decision making about land, and state governments and custom-
ary authorities are the key decision makers regarding land use. This explains 
why they were not considered important enough to be invited to the 
Participatory Consultative Meetings about the Nigeria-REDD Programme.

Why were NGOs involved in the meetings in Calabar? This in part results 
from the visibility of forest sector NGOs in the Cross River State. Those in 
attendance at the Participatory Consultative Meeting included the Nigerian 
Conservation Foundation, the Rainforest Resource & Development 
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Centre (RRDC), the African Research Association Managing Development 
in Nigeria, the NGO Coalition for the Environment, Green Concern for 
Development (GREENCODE), the Ekuri Initiative, Pandrillus, Concern 
Universal, One Sky Nigeria and the Wildlife Conservation Society (WCS). 
These NGOs have a right as members of civil society to participate in the 
design of Nigeria-REDD just like local individuals and customary authori-
ties. Still, NGO involvement in validating the Nigeria-REDD proposal 
became a replacement action for local government authorities. The next 
section looks at the limitations of NGOs as political representatives of local 
people.

lImItatIons of nGos Involved  
In launchInG nIGerIa-redd

Local and international NGOs played a critical role in the adoption of 
REDD+ in Nigeria. They advocated for the adoption of carbon forestry 
by the CRS government as a biodiversity-friendly means of generating 
revenue from the state’s forest resources. These NGOs also were involved 
in the design of the Nigeria-REDD readiness proposal, and in the 
Participatory Consultative Meetings to validate the REDD+ proposal 
document. Even though these NGOs do make claims to represent local 
communities and do speak for local people through their advocacy activi-
ties, their representative claim is questioned by some at the local level in 
CRS who maintain that NGOs are acting for financial gain rather than for 
the public good.

Evidence of this is the fact that these NGOs are willing to serve as paid 
consultants to the CRS government, working to implement state govern-
ment policy. In accepting government funds, can these NGOs still serve as 
watchdogs pressuring government to formulate and implement policies in 
a manner that is responsive to the needs of local people? In the Cross River 
State, NGOs that have expressed the view that the state should not adopt 
REDD+ find that they are labeled ‘enemy of progress’ by the Forestry 
Commission (Oluwatoyin Abiola, pers. comm. 31 August 2013),2 as well 
as kept away from the REDD+ process.

The Forestry Commission ensures that only those NGOs that agree 
with its preferences get invited to its REDD+ consultative meetings. 
Furthermore, in a candid interview with a senior staff member of an NGO 
invited to the participatory meetings, he stated that ‘we were informed of 
the [consultative] meeting by text message by 11pm the night before, we 
arrive[d] in the morning … not well prepared to comprehensively engage 
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with the UN-REDD people’ (NGO leader interview in Calabar, 2012). A 
member of another NGO said: ‘… [W]e missed the participatory consul-
tative meetings, we were informed by text at midnight … no way for us to 
pass the message to our local communities, we feel frustrated’ (Frustrated 
NGO staff member interview in Calabar, 2012). These individuals were 
of the view that they were invited to the meetings by the Forestry 
Commission so that their presence would legitimise the proceedings, not 
so that they could critically engage and debate the contents of the REDD+ 
readiness proposal document. Local NGO members realised that they 
were being used as pawns, but could not challenge the Forestry 
Commission if they wanted to continue as consultants and to receive sup-
port for their work from the commission.

Although local NGOs find that they may lose an important source of 
funding and bureaucratic support if they critically oppose the state gov-
ernment, local government authorities through the Association of Local 
Government of Nigeria (ALGON) have been challenging their subjuga-
tion by state governors in the media, in the courts, in Nigeria’s House of 
Representatives and Senate (CLGF 2011; Akpan and Ekanem 2013; 
Vanguard 2014; Olaniyi 2015; The Guardian 2015). Local governments 
can challenge higher level political authorities in a way that local NGOs 
are not able to because they have a constitutional mandate and a political 
mandate from their electorate to be responsive to the social development 
needs of their local communities. It is on the strength of their constitu-
tional and political mandates that local governments challenge the arbi-
trary overbearing decisions of state governments. Local governments 
therefore can make demands for the enfranchisement of local people 
whom they are elected to represent in a way that NGOs cannot hope to 
do. This limits the effectiveness of local NGOs as representatives and 
development actors at the local level.

Despite the administrative shortcomings of local government authori-
ties, talk of replacing local governments with NGOs (UNDDSMS and 
UNDP 1996) happens to be wishful thinking. The NGOs at their best are 
advocates for the locals in subnational to international decision-making 
arenas not accessible to locals, and where government representatives may 
not adequately speak up for the interests of local people. Most NGOs 
enjoy a high degree of trust from local communities because they (local 
communities) are not as aware of governance challenges among NGOs 
(Holloway 1999; Chapin 2004) as they are about the governance weak-
nesses of local government authorities. Still, devolving power from national 
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governments to NGOs to govern local territorial spaces will concentrate 
power in the hands of experts with no accountability relationship with the 
people—a recipe for authoritarianism.

In the case of the NGOs involved in validating the Nigeria-REDD 
Programme, they have not been devolved power to govern local adminis-
trative spaces in Nigeria, but they have been complicit in the symbolic 
political actions of the CRS Forestry Commission. The way they received 
invitations to the Participatory Consultative Meeting at midnight for a 
morning meeting, allowing no time to prepare for deliberations, and the 
knowledge that the Forestry Commission is intolerant of dissenting voices, 
raised suspicions that they were invited so that their presence would con-
tribute to legitimising the Nigeria-REDD readiness process in the public’s 
eyes, and in fulfilment of the requirements set by the UN-REDD. It was 
felt that the Forestry Commission was just creating a show of compli-
ance—that is, a symbolic action instead of a substantive response to 
UN-REDD requirements.

Based on Bluhdorn’s symbolic politics schema (2007), discussed ear-
lier in this chapter, the Forestry Commission opted for a replacement 
action instead of a substantive response to the UN-REDD.  Bluhdorn 
study (2007) provided two major reasons and four plausible explanations 
as to why an institution would choose symbolic replacement action over 
substantive response. Table 8.3 is from his article but with the irrelevant 
parts left out.

The Forestry Commission was not under contradictory citizen pressure 
so option B1.1 is not in consideration; so too option B2.1 because the 

Table 8.3 Symbolic politics as replacement actions

Symbolic politics

Replacement action (B)

Best possible option (B1) Deliberate strategy (B2)

In light of 
fragmented and 
contradictory  
citizen interests

(B1.1)

In light of imperatives 
emerging from the 
political system

(B1.2)

To temporarily delay  
the uncomfortable 
consequences of  
effective action

(B2.1)

To deceive the 
public and 
pursue a secret 
elite agenda

(B2.2)

Source: Adapted from Bluhdorn (2007)
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Forestry Commission was not against effective action for fear of negative 
consequences. That leaves B1.2 and B2.2. Was there a secret agenda in 
play  with respect to the involvement of the CRS government and its 
Forestry Commission in Nigeria-REDD? This is not plausible because the 
Forestry Commission made it known to all that they were interested in 
REDD+ for the income it would generate for the state.

This leaves option B1.2; that is, the Forestry Commission opted for 
symbolic action as the best possible option considering the pressure 
emerging from the political system. The Forestry Commission was under 
pressure from the state governor to act quickly with respect to validating 
the Nigeria-REDD proposal document. It was afraid that local NGOs, 
being the most informed institutions invited to the participatory meet-
ings, could delay the process if they were able to fully engage in delibera-
tions about the proposal document. The commission therefore acted 
proactively to disable the ability of local NGOs to debate the merits of the 
Nigeria-REDD proposal document (Oluwatoyin Abiola pers. comm., 
2013).

concludInG remarks

The NGOs are key actors in the design and implementation of environ-
mental conservation initiatives around the world. They partner with 
donors, international organisations and governments to implement con-
servation and/or conservation with development projects and pro-
grammes. Sometimes NGOs also work as contracted service providers for 
larger NGOs, donors and governmental institutions. Several NGOs have 
become so involved in the design and implementation of environment and 
development initiatives that members have opined that they could even 
replace local government authorities—the substantive political representa-
tives of local people (UNDDSMS and UNDP 1996).

This chapter has examined the strengths and limitations of conserva-
tion NGOs as the political representatives of local people. It asks: Where 
or from whom do NGOs derive their authority and legitimacy to speak 
for and execute projects addressing local development needs? It analyses 
the role of conservation NGOs in  local environment and development 
initiatives informed by the theory of political representation. It presents 
results from a study of the role of conservation NGOs during the consul-
tative process in CRS that accompanied the design of the Nigeria-REDD 
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readiness proposal, under the supervisory oversight of the UN-REDD 
Programme. Cross River State is the pilot site for forestry activities 
included in the Nigeria-REDD readiness proposal.

This chapter shows that NGOs dominate the forest conservation sector 
in CRS, with some working as allies of the state government. These 
selected allied NGOs were invited by the Cross River State Forestry 
Commission to participate in the consultative process to validate the 
design of the Nigeria-REDD readiness proposal. The NGOs were required 
by the UN-REDD to be part of the consultative process because they self- 
proclaimed to be and are recognised as advocatory or symbolic represen-
tatives speaking for local communities. Customary authorities with their 
de facto rights over land also were invited to participate in the consulta-
tive process. Yet, local government authorities, the substantive political 
representatives of local people, were excluded from the process because 
they were deemed politically weak—their political authority having been 
curtailed by the state government.

The CRS Forestry Commission invited local NGOs to the meetings as 
a show of having implemented a comprehensive participatory process, 
when in reality these NGOs barely had time to review the Nigeria-REDD 
readiness proposal before they were asked to give it their approval. Political 
pressures from the state government on the Forestry Commission to has-
ten the participatory validation process influenced its decision to opt for 
symbolic validation rather than a substantive process involving detailed 
review of the Nigeria-REDD proposal by informed local NGOs in the 
Cross River State.

Even though the NGOs who were part of the consultative participatory 
process realised they were pawns, they felt powerless to question the 
Forestry Commission. These NGOs needed the bureaucratic support of it 
to facilitate their activities, as well as to benefit from consultancy opportu-
nities at the Forestry Commission. In contrast, local government authori-
ties, while subjugated by state governors, fought back through their 
umbrella association, ALGON, using the media, the courts, and the legis-
lature to fight against the overbearing actions of state governors. Their 
constitutional and political mandate, plus their limited but statutory fiscal 
autonomy, empowers them to challenge the higher level government 
structures. On the other hand, NGOs in Nigeria lack this type of constitu-
tional, political and fiscal foundation, so this makes them hesitant to con-
front governmental authorities.
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notes

 1. This is based on an exchange rate of 160.50 Naira to USD1 as of the time 
of the field research.

 2. This is not the real name of the research participant because the individual’s 
identity must be kept confidential.
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CHAPTER 9

Misreading the Conservation Landscape

Kent H. Redford

IntroductIon

In a seminal book, social scientists Fairhead and Leach (1996) demonstrated 
how forestry officials and conservationists misread the effects of local 
peoples on the extent of forest cover in the Republic of Guinea. Using 
painstaking fieldwork incorporating the biological, social and historical 
sciences, they concluded that instead of being forest destroyers, these 
people were responsible for increases in forest cover—their role had been 
completely misjudged. Fairhead and Leach’s approach is exemplary in 
using careful scholarship and informed interpretation to understand local 
practises, beliefs and behaviours. This is an approach to inquiry that appears 
to have been forgotten by some of the social science community writing 
about the practise of conservation.

I write here as a practising conservationist trained as a biologist. Over 
the last few decades I have learned a great deal about my own discipline 
and practise through reading the works of, and collaborating with, social 
scientists. Building on my experience, in this chapter I make the case for a 
more strategic, systematic openhanded collaboration between conservation 
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practitioners and social scientists, with a focus on anthropology, political 
science and geography. The objective of such collaboration would be to 
create a resilient practise that conserves the world’s biodiversity while 
respecting and empowering people.

Such a practise will benefit not only from the direct application of 
improved practises but also, indirectly, from the careful study of practise, 
practitioners and the culture of both. I suggest two things: (1) that some 
of the methods, the use of which has led to so many significant advances in 
social science, are not being used to best advantage in studying conservation; 
and (2) that careful empirical work on conservation practise by social scien-
tists can better inform the practise of conservation.

We are on a common journey shaped by the growing power of human 
influence on both nature and the people whose lives are most directly 
intertwined with the natural world. Long-standing differences that typify 
those of us who came to this field decades ago are not necessarily shared 
by a younger generation, trained to think across disciplinary boundaries 
and with evolving sets of values. Here I hope to help lay the groundwork 
for a more effective collaboration between disciplines, between discipline 
and practise, and in the training of the next generation of those interested 
in the fate of the natural world (Mascia et al. 2003). As a way of advancing 
this agenda, I provide two profiles.

First is a summary of the ways in which I think social science work has 
already improved conservation practise. Second is a set of generalisations 
made by some social scientists about the practise of conservation that are 
incorrect or incomplete. Sometimes these are made explicit and some-
times they remain implicit. In both cases they deserve considerably greater 
examination and, if reconsidered, may further strengthen the contribution 
that social science could make to conservation practise. The first profile 
shows the power of the partnership I advocate and the second points to 
what I think are the most important things to address to better inform col-
laborative efforts between social scientists and conservation practitioners. 
What is here is not meant to be exhaustive but illustrative. I am sure that 
others could make itemisations different from mine.

Not all social sciences are the same and neither are all social scientists. 
The same is true for conservationists and this author is aware that what I 
call ‘conservation’ is a diverse family. Equally true is the gradual dissolving 
of the distinction between us—the conservationists—and them—the 
social scientists. Yet despite this, there remains an apparent anticonserva-
tion orthodoxy in some of the social science literature that, in my opinion, 
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is inhibiting improved conservation practise, greater collaboration, greater 
incorporation of key social science values and methods into conservation 
practise, and improved interdisciplinary training of young social scientists 
and conservation practitioners. I hope both to applaud what I think are 
some of the contributions the social sciences have made to conservation 
and to highlight some of the generalisations that I think are impeding fur-
ther constructive engagement. Extensive citations have not been provided 
because I wish to focus on a general reading of the literature.

Ways In WhIch the socIal scIences have Improved 
conservatIon practIse

Showing That Conservation Is More Than Biology

The contemporary practise of conservation was born out of conservation 
biology, where its roots have remained. Most practising and academic 
conservationists were trained in various disciplines of the natural sciences. 
Conservation organisations have promoted science-driven approaches 
that have largely ignored the social sciences. Perhaps it was an act of hubris 
on our part to assume that such training equipped us to practise conserva-
tion, but we were the only ones stepping forth, and so we did. As a result, 
conservation practise has been based on biocentric values and assump-
tions, privileging natural science views of both problems and solutions.

But then, we have learned that conservation practise is politics—a pub-
lic discussion about the allocation of resources—and it has taken repeated 
assertion of this fact for the discipline to admit that social science and 
social scientists are key to implementing and improving the practise of 
conservation. Much has been learned from social science examinations of 
the nature of power, cross-scale partnerships, institutional structure and 
environmental governance. We need to better understand the social sci-
ences, we need to appreciate what these disciplines offer, and we need 
social scientists to be more involved in conservation.

Remembering History I

Most conservationists were taught that history is ‘evolution’. We suffer 
from a remarkable inability to think about ecological history, let alone 
human history. The first history we learned has been termed ‘historical 
ecology’, which has been trying to teach us that humans have been a 
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driving ecological—and even evolutionary—forces for a long time, and 
that notions of pristine nature are not only inaccurate but also have stood 
in our way as we try to achieve conservation in a human-dominated world.

Remembering History II

The second type of history we have had to learn is our own history. We 
have ignored, forgotten or falsely constructed the historical legacy of con-
servation and then been puzzled that so many of our actions have been 
rejected by those who not only remember the history but also have been 
victims of it. The imperialist roots of conservation in many parts of the 
developing world, and the forcefully imposed nature of conservation 
there, have been woven into the fabric of contemporary feelings about 
conservation practise. This fact was unknown or ignored until impressed 
on us by social scientists. Recognising these historical sensitivities has laid 
the groundwork for improved practise.

Acknowledging People: Conservation Is Practised by People 
with a Mixture of Ethical Positions

It is fair to characterise much of conservation, at least in the developed 
world, as being firmly rooted in a biocentric position. We often see humans 
as threats to the biological systems we champion. Whereas it is true that 
the current dismal state of the biosphere is due in large part to the accu-
mulated human impact, it is equally true that any success in altering this 
will require human action. We have been chastised by social scientists for 
talking about humans only as threats—a persuasive admonition that has 
contributed to a gradual move toward viewing humans as legitimate ele-
ments in nature and as an explicit part of the solutions to conservation 
problems. Social scientists have been largely responsible for bringing the 
importance of understanding, and more fairly balancing, the human costs 
and benefits of conservation to our attention.

The Culture of Conservation and the Culture of Conservationists

Many conservation practitioners were content to work in the ways we 
were taught in school: eyes on the immediate path in front of us. We were 
not reflective practitioners, being too busy addressing the extinction crisis 
and rushing from one grant, one publication, one project and one challenge 
to the next to take the time to reflect on our work and our successes and 
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failures. It took criticism from many, including social scientists, for us to 
recognise that we were both part of the problem and part of the solution; 
and, most important, part of a culture that affected the ways we thought 
and acted and the outcome of our practise. Recognising the cultural 
 contexts—institutionally, nationally and within our discipline—led to a 
clearer recognition of our assumptions and therefore of our actions. This 
was a vital first step in helping to understand what we are doing and in 
understanding how others view our work. From such an understanding, 
we hope to bring greater support for conservation.

Valuable Social Research and Interdisciplinary Collaboration

The social sciences have developed methods to study diverse aspects of 
human societies. This has led to rich findings with relevance to conserva-
tion and has included topics such as resource tenure, governance, institu-
tions, power, adaptive capacity, human rights and gender. Those interested 
in more effective conservation can learn from social science research and/
or employ social science tools to improve their understanding and prac-
tise. We also have learned that inadequate or cursory social research by 
untrained biologists may be worse than no research at all, and that careful, 
respectful interdisciplinary work has enormous potential and can even 
develop new fields of enquiry (McClanahan et al. 2009).

conservatIon through a glass, darkly: remaInIng 
challenges for collaboratIon

The second profile contains a set of generalisations made by some social 
scientists about the practise of conservation that are incorrect or incom-
plete. These are not always made explicit but often are. In either case,  
I contend that they warrant more careful examination and that this could 
lead to both a better understanding of the practise of conservation and a 
better-informed collaboration between conservation practitioners and the 
social sciences.

Conservation Is One Thing, with One Practise and One Set 
of Practitioners

Conservation is written about as if it exists as a monolithic practise with 
identical practitioners. This claim allows a Manichean depiction of the 
world, with the negative role almost inevitably assigned to conservation: 
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portrayed as undermining the livelihoods of the poorest in pursuit of 
strictly biocentric aims. There are, however, significant differences in con-
servation organisations, practises and individuals that vary by personal and 
institutional values, scale, strategies, nationalities, politics, experiences and 
priorities. Arguments among the conservation community in settings, 
such as the World Parks Congress or the Convention on Biological 
Diversity meetings, are clear proof of the lack of a single position.

The result is a tremendous richness within the practise of conservation 
that prevents simple generalisation. For example, the Wildlife Conservation 
Society (WCS), the organisation for which I used to work, operates in 61 
countries with almost 2000 staff members and more than 300 projects 
with a wide range of traditions and values. Yet, oversimplifications con-
tinue to obscure the diversity of conservation, making difficult the col-
laboration necessary for more effective conservation and potentially 
impeding the incorporation of more social science practises into our work. 
Generalities obscure the strength of debate within conservation—for 
example, between concerns about living diversity in all forms, versus rare 
or charismatic species, versus the capacity of ecosystems to supply services 
to humankind. This variety of concerns leads to various priorities, pursued 
often by different organisations. Such differences matter, and social scien-
tists could help analyse and explain them.

Community-based conservation, for example, is thought by many con-
servationists to be largely about development and sustainable livelihood 
promotion and thus not part of the mainstream of conservation. Yet, the 
definition of what is ‘in’ and what is ‘out’ is itself a matter of contention, 
voice and power. Collaboration built on an understanding of such varia-
tions within conservation, its sources, and its consequences would provide 
a grounded understanding of what would help us in our practise and more 
accurately portray the work of conservation practitioners.

Conservation Occurs in Epochs

The reading of the history of contemporary conservation by some social 
scientists is frequently shallow. Usually tossed off in a few sentences or a 
few paragraphs, many authors tell a neat story about the history of conser-
vation that has one strategy replacing the one preceding it with artificial 
regularity. In some interpretations, ecoregional-based conservation is said 
to have been developed in response to the stated failures of community 
conservation. In others, community-oriented projects have been displaced 
by payment-based schemes.
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Although these statements sound compelling, they are neither documented 
nor appear to have been informed by consultation with those of us who have 
been involved in such changes. For example, as an early advocate for ecore-
gional conservation, I can say that the efforts with which I was involved had 
absolutely nothing to do with community conservation. Yet no one has 
asked. We would benefit from serious attention to detail; informant-based 
information; and variation between places, organisations, and individuals—
the sort of thing that social scientists have been trained to do. Those who 
examine this history need to recognise that various approaches rise and fall 
but never disappear.

All serious conservation portfolios contain projects that mix and match 
diverse strategies. The modern practise of conservation does change, but 
its history has not yet been accurately written and the bricolage that cur-
rently masquerades as the telling of conservation history is a further deter-
rent to mutual understanding and collaboration; however, it does purport 
to define a history that those of us involved know is not correct.

All Parks Are the Same, and They Are Only About the Protection 
of Biodiversity

The park often is featured as a stereotyped entity. This archetypal park is in 
the tropics; people were ejected at the time of its creation and local people 
are prohibited from using it. It is visited by wealthy tourists from the 
developed world, run by an autocratic government, enabled by a wealthy 
international conservation organisation, and devoted to the maintenance 
of large animals in unnatural densities through practises copied from the 
original inhabitants. That such places exist is indisputable. But all parks 
are hardly like this. This unfortunate tendency to lump all categories of 
 protected areas (PAs) under the single appellation of ‘parks’ and then to 
define all parks as only about protection of nature is incorrect.

As of 2005, there were more than 114,000 legally gazetted PAs regis-
tered in the International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN) data-
base (Chape et al. 2008). These fall into six major categories that vary from 
strict nature reserves to those that protect sustainable use of natural ecosys-
tems. Only 50% of the total land area under any legal protection is desig-
nated for strict protection (Categories I–IV; Jenkins and Joppa 2009), 
with 41.4% in areas designed for sustainable use—most with legal human 
habitation within the PA (Categories V–VI; Chape et al. 2008). In Italy, 
for example, the majority of the land within protected areas remains under 
private ownership, with sanctioned agriculture and grazing (Parks.it 2017).
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Additionally, recent changes in the IUCN’s classification of PAs have 
created a matrix with multiple governance types ranging from national 
government to community conserved areas (Dudley 2008; Dudley 
et  al.  2010). Clearly, there is no longer such a single entity as a ‘park’ 
because there is such a single entity as a community, as social scientists 
have demonstrated (Agrawal and Gibson 1999). If social scientists differ-
entiate more obviously between various kinds of protected areas, it would 
sharpen their analysis and critique and improve their impact among con-
servation professionals.

Conservation Is Only About Parks

Conservation often is equated only with parks, and the assumption is then 
made that support for parks means that practitioners think that conserva-
tion outside them is unimportant. Although most conservation 
practitioners think that PAs are a vital tool in achieving biodiversity con-
servation, there is a widespread belief that this is by no means the only tool 
that should be used. Protected areas are not islands and never were; even 
focussing on them alone requires working beyond their boundaries. 
Approaches to conservation that predate modern approaches to protected 
areas are rich and deep, and there is extensive literature that addresses 
these approaches.

Conservation has never been only about parks, and there has been more 
work done on conservation outside parks than inside them. Such conserva-
tion tools include land-use planning, resource harvesting,  sustainable live-
lihood promotion, poverty alleviation, and human  consumption, and 
there is abundant literature surrounding each of them in both natural and 
social science journals. Social science critiques of conservation often under-
represent this work.

Conservation Is Only a Project of the Developed World’s Elite 
Inhabitants

It is true that the contemporary conservation movement has been organ-
ised and promoted primarily by elite inhabitants of the developed world 
and supported by institutions staffed, funded and/or owned by members 
of the elite. Nonetheless, the claim that these are the only partisans of 
conservation is to elide the genuine, widespread and long-standing inter-
est in conservation among many groups of people all over the world.
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By defining the contemporary conservation movement as only park- 
based and locating the origin myth in Yellowstone National Park, the 
argument has become orthodoxy and thus created conditions that deny 
agency to many groups. Included among them are the First Nations in 
Canada and their emerging tribal parks movement; the ancient origin of 
Mongolian PAs, the increasing recognition of indigenous and community- 
conserved areas, and the sacred connection to protected areas by many of 
the world’s religions. It also denies to citizens of developing nations the 
right to claim they too are conservationists—that is, not as lackeys of the 
West or because of colonial determinism. Instead, it is because they have 
become convinced of the importance of conservation in this changing 
world or wish to defend long-standing cultural practises promoting 
conservation.

Women’s groups, schools, religious communities, villages, provinces, 
ethnic groups and nations have demonstrated their commitment to con-
servation. Conservation is not now, if it ever was, solely an imposed, top- 
down belief system of elite Western citizens, although this version has had 
an undeniable negative impact in its execution. Social science could contrib-
ute greatly to the understanding of the diverse ways people engage with the 
ideas and practises of conservation.

Conservation in General and Parks in Particular Are Bad 
for Local People

Although protected areas have been shown in some cases to be sources of 
major problems for local residents, this is not always the case, and practises 
are changing fast. There are a significant and growing number of cases 
ranging from the Chaco of Bolivia to western Canada where the establish-
ment of parks is promoted by local people. Park establishment has been 
used by them to provide tools to help control large-scale mining and agri-
cultural conversion, to help conserve ways of life, and to bring interna-
tional attention to their culture and problems.

Large PAs declared by local people now exist on every continent, and 
many of them are managed for the presence of local cultural and economic 
activities. Lack of acknowledgment or study of these situations by social 
scientists writing about conservation denies the complexity that is an 
inevitable part of conservation as well as the complex ways, positive and 
negative, that people use PAs and, in turn, are affected by them.
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Marketing of Nature Is a Modern Phenomenon

Slumbering under the arguments of many who write about trends in con-
servation is an assumption that in the past nature and natural resources, 
and the people who lived with them, were not subject to local, regional 
and international markets. This is an ahistorical rendering of the facts 
because there has been international trade in products (e.g., obsidian, 
frankincense, musk, animals for the Roman circuses and ivory) for thou-
sands of years, with this trade affecting the resources involved. Trade influ-
enced patterns of human settlement, resettlement, enslavement and 
occupation long before modern capitalism. Nature also was commodified 
as hunting, scenery and gardens for thousands of years across most 
continents.

The interplay between nature, commerce and humans is a long, com-
plicated one that denies simple generalisation and informs current inter-
ests in creating novel markets for nature. There is a need for research into 
the historical understanding of the human exploitation of wild species 
under various economic conditions and over time. The emerging body of 
work on novel markets and links to globalisation is important but needs to 
be tied to earlier patterns of buying and selling nature.

Conservation in One Part of the World Is the Same as in Other 
Parts of the World

Much of the most influential literature in this area has been authored by 
social scientists with experience in eastern Africa but with important 
 contributions from Southeast Asia and a few other locations. The experi-
ences from this limited range of places has been generalised to conserva-
tion as a whole. Conservation experience from the United States (US) and 
Europe appears much less frequently except when it supports the critique 
of US national park establishment related to Native Americans.

Particularly notable for its low profile in the discussions referenced here 
is the experience from Europe, where the conservation narrative would 
seem to differ significantly from much of the rest of the world, and Latin 
America, where experiences with Native American communities have pro-
duced a variety of outcomes. This is not to say that the case made for the 
East Africa conservation story is not true but that there is no single truth 
even from this region, and extrapolation can be done only with meticulous 
care. Social science could explore how conservation differs in various geo-
graphical and social settings with different histories and ecologies.
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What Is Published by Conservationists Is Representative

There is a tendency to assign to the entire conservation community the 
opinions of a few passionate individuals. Other perspectives by these same 
authors and by many others are passed over in the pursuit of a simple char-
acterisation of the whole community. The result has been a synecdoche—a 
misreading that appeals to other like-minded authors—that becomes self- 
perpetuating, and through entrainment of the argument, increasingly 
inaccurate. There is a great diversity of opinion in the community of con-
servation practitioners and no one speaks for the whole community.

Added to this is the fact that most conservation practitioners do not 
publish in peer-reviewed literature, if at all. Adjudging what they know 
and what they think by referring only to the published literature is fraught 
with dangers. Instead, careful work with this community, using the time- 
tested tools of social science, will provide a treasure trove of richness, con-
tradiction, myth and truth—the perfect material for the social scientist.

dIscussIon

It will be easy for some to read this chapter and dismiss it as yet another 
attempt by a beleaguered inhabitant of a fortress to strengthen his or her 
position. But then, this would be a misreading of my intentions. I was 
trained to think that all I needed to know to save the world was biology, 
and it took decades for me to understand how wrong I was. This author 
has come to understand that conservation is (1) about politics and power, 
(2) about people and societies and history, (3) about morals and values, 
and (4) about how people view the world and make decisions—all are 
fields of study in the social sciences.

Self-styled as a natural science, conservation is rooted in a set of values 
and assumptions that privilege the natural science perspective and uses a 
language to describe itself, its aims, and the rest of the world that rein-
forces this centrality. Nevertheless, conservation is not only a natural sci-
ence, but it also is a blend of natural and social science, with a large dose 
of art. People trained in either of these disciplinary traditions need to 
learn at least to respect, if not to actually use, the methods and theories 
of the other. From my natural science side, we must recognise that just 
because we are working with people does not mean that we are ‘doing’ 
social science.
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Then again, I am not advocating some perfect melding. Growth and 
improvement often seem to be driven from outside a discipline. It was 
pointed out by a peer reviewer of this chapter that fundamental incom-
mensurability between conservation and some other disciplines may be 
important to acknowledge and possibly to embrace. Conflict and disagree-
ment can be productive, and some have argued that the only reason con-
servation, and some of its practitioners such as myself, have moved in 
some of the directions indicated here is because of sustained criticism from 
the social sciences.

I am not suggesting some mash-up of disciplines but a more productive 
engagement—one that brings about improvement—even though that 
engagement may be criticism. Reyers et  al. (2010) advocated broader 
adoption of transdisciplinary approaches in conservation, arguing that 
transdisciplinarity ‘… shifts the scientific process from a simple research 
process that provides a solution, to a social process that resolves problems 
through the participation and mutual learning of stakeholders’ 
(Harorn et al. 2006, in Reyers et al. 2010). This sounds like a powerful 
way for social scientists to engage with the conservation community.

Geographers, anthropologists and political scientists have been attracted 
to conservation as a field of study, and more recently as a field of practise, 
and the social science literature on conservation has increased manyfold in 
the last 20 years. This is an important time for the discipline. Born out of 
the natural sciences, we have come to recognise that conservation can be 
effective only if it embraces perspectives, values and methods from a wide 
range of social sciences. This is not happening as well as it should or as 
rapidly as required. Neither social scientists with life sciences skills nor life 
scientists with social science skills are being groomed in any number. 
Unless this changes, we are likely to continue to suffer a split culture of 
action and critique rather than an adaptive practise informed by organised 
knowledge.

I have taken my hard-won appreciation for what the social sciences have 
to offer conservation back to my colleagues in the broader conservation 
community. There the social sciences are known and appreciated. Some 
social scientists have laboured long and hard within conservation organisa-
tions, although their expertise has not achieved the necessary change. But 
then, ways are changing as conservation careers are being pursued by peo-
ple trained in the social sciences; even natural scientists are being exposed 
to the perspectives and approaches of social sciences. Additional changes 
will occur as some of the practising social scientists in conservation gain 
more leverage, as the Social Science Working Group of the Society for 
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Conservation Biology starts to spread its wings, and as more and more of 
us come to understand that our future success will rely on tools we can 
learn, borrow or modify from the social sciences. There is still a great deal 
more to learn.

So, this chapter is written out of frustration but also out of hope. With 
all the potential for social science and social scientists to reform and 
strengthen conservation, are not there ways to lift the veils obscuring the 
glass? Lack of progress is due partially to reluctance and neophobia from 
within the conservation community and a resistance to listen to careful 
critique. Nonetheless, I would like to suggest that there are many oppor-
tunities to improve this relationship that could originate with social scien-
tists. This is not a new observation.

Peter Brosius pointed out to his fellow anthropologists that their disci-
pline was more interested in identifying what is wrong with conservation 
than in trying to make things better (Brosius 2006). Similarly, social sci-
ence colleagues have remarked to me that conservation is now considered 
a good field in which a young person can gain a reputation by adding to 
the literature detailing the crimes of conservation. Finding faults—
although it can have its place—is easier than suggesting solutions. This 
serves only to make more difficult the productive engagement of the two 
areas. Nevertheless, progress has been made with thoughtful openings 
such as Peterson et al.’s (2008) list of 10 ways that conservation could be 
employed using a cultural lens perspective derived from anthropology.

The tools that have made the social sciences so perceptive, incisive and 
helpful to the human condition—the tools that characterise the book by 
Fairhead and Leach (1996)—are a means both of improving the practise 
of conservation and of sharpening social science’s critique of conservation 
ideas and practises. With increasing consumption and demographic, cli-
mate and population changes over the next century, conservation will 
need an even closer engagement with people.

To meet this challenge we need careful and informed attention to the 
details of at least the following six conservation practises: (1) to variation, 
power, history, social constraints, and the influence of leaders and how 
their success depends on the vagaries of social and financial currents; 
(2)  to the role of ego, competition, jealousy and market positioning; 
(3) to the difference between what is written and what is done; (4) to 
the power of the institutional Eminence grise; (5) to prejudice against one 
group and in favour of another; and (6) to chain migration, happenstance, 
persuasion and storytelling. These are some of the factors I have seen 
influence conservation practise.

 MISREADING THE CONSERVATION LANDSCAPE 
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We practitioners are not the monolithic conservationists depicted in 
much of the literature. Those concerned with conservation are humans in 
pursuit of human ends, with the foibles, powers and weaknesses, and insti-
tutional constraints that characterise all human endeavours. Rather than 
making hasty generalisations about the conservation community based on 
the writings of the few, and advancing simplistic arguments focussed on 
blame, not improvement, why not study us in our full natural history?

There is a lot of work to be done and a need for systematic analyses of 
a broad range of case studies, as well as a cessation of the use of case stud-
ies as good or bad indications of the worth of the whole. Learning about 
our practise and the structures that support it would improve our practise. 
Some, perhaps even most, in the conservation community stand ready. 
Nonetheless, some will continue to embrace the old ways and in that 
diversity of approaches will come strength.

In their conclusion Fairhead and Leach (1996: 3) emphasised the 
importance of recognising diverse interpretations of landscapes but warned 
that: ‘Considering all landscape interpretations as in part socially con-
structed does not, however, negate the fact that certain readings can be 
demonstrated as false, and that historical evidence might support some 
more than others’. The themes of diversity of interpretations can mask the 
veracity of some interpretations over others. Some of what is being said by 
social scientists about conservation is absolutely true, but much of it seems 
not to be. Although many obstacles exist, there are openings for serious 
engagement by social scientists with conservationists and the broader con-
servation community. Researchers are working on institutional ethnogra-
phies and placing social scientists in the workplace of conservation 
organisations. There are probably other similar efforts with which I am not 
familiar. We need this work. We need to learn of, and from, our mistakes. 
We must improve our practise. For this, I maintain, we need the help—and 
informed criticism—of our social scientist colleagues.
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10. Steven R. Brechin: Returning Greater 
Integrity to the Conservation Mission 

in a Post- Neoliberal World

Neoliberalism is dead. The great global financial crisis of 2008 sealed its 
doom. Good riddance. I define ‘neoliberalism’ as a belief in the transfor-
mative power of free markets; that they can solve most problems and can 
self-regulate. It is paired with reducing the size and scope of government 
in managing the economy and society; public goods should be privatised. 
Most important to this commentary are all the forms of organising, from 
governmental agencies to nonprofit organisations; they should operate 
more like for-profit businesses to maximise their effectiveness. It is a 
business- centric model for organised action. It also rewards the accumula-
tion of wealth and exaggerates the importance of those that have it, giving 
them a greater say in how almost everything is done. With the demise of 
neoliberalism as a global organising principle, the nature conservation 
mission, and its many organisations, must abandon neoliberal practise and 
return to the ideals of civil society space to restore greater integrity to their 
operations and to the conservation mission itself.

The 2008 financial crisis reminded everyone that government needs to 
regulate markets to protect the public interest. In addition, government 
must be a central player to adequately address rampant economic and social 
and/or racial inequality and ecological collapse. Over the decades, neolib-
eralism has led to the rise of a new superclass of ultrawealthy global elites, 
many of whom tend to have less of a stake in societal interdependence and 
democratic processes (Rothkopf 2008), requiring us to become more 
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 vigilant in protecting the collective good. In sum, we have learned that 
selfishness does not lead to collective welfare, but rather it frays the fabric 
of society and the human soul. As a philosophy, neoliberalism will live on, 
but we must endeavor to never let it dominate global society again. After 
40 years of its existence as the major organising principle of almost every-
thing, it has left deep wounds in our collective flesh that will take decades 
to heal.

The great Hungarian thinker Karl Polanyi, especially in his master 
work, The Great Transformation, warned us at the end of World War II of 
the corrosive influence neoliberal (laissez-faire) beliefs and policies would 
have on people, on communities, as well as the natural environment 
(Polanyi 1944, 2001). He feared the rise of a market society where social 
interactions would be profoundly shaped by the market’s appeal to make 
everything into quantifiable commodities affecting even human morality 
(see also Sandel 2012).

Polanyi warned as well that implementing a global, self-regulating free 
market system, based on the Libertarian principles espoused by Ludwig 
von Mises and Friedrich A. Hayek—the core elements of modern conser-
vativism—would bring more chaos to the world, not less. Nevertheless, 
Polanyi did not believe that markets themselves were evil. He saw them as 
essential for guiding economic activity and providing for people’s needs. 
But markets require guidance by institutions that reflect the common 
good, not simply their own amoral logic. To Polanyi, authoritarianism did 
not only come from the left, per von Mises and Hayek, but also from the 
right.

Although neoliberalism is dead, it needs to be buried and very deeply, 
with a stake in its heart, so that it cannot rise again. To fully put it to rest, 
however, people must first know that it existed. Even many academicians, 
especially those outside of anthropology, geography, political science and 
sociology, are uncertain what it is and have a hard time linking it to real- 
world consequences. The public has no clue, at least in the United States. 
So, in every undergraduate class this writer teaches, I ask my students in 
the very first lecture: Which political ideology has shaped your lives and 
those of your family, the nation, and the world over the last 40 years? They 
look at me like I am from another planet.

Most do not know neoliberalism by name, or how it has affected them, 
although they are upset about growing social and economic inequality, a 
democratic political system more responsive to the wealthy few than to the 
majority, and especially about their college debt burdens because of the 
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commodification of higher education (Wong 2016). But when I ask them 
what can be done to foster social change, they typically respond, after a 
long silence, with suggestions about purchasing choices, what we might 
buy and from whom—all market-based. Fortunately, this is beginning to 
change. There is now growing social and political activism. In the United 
States at least, with the very recent rise of a progressive left represented by 
political leaders (e.g., Bernie Sanders and Elisabeth Warren) and activist 
groups (e.g., Occupy Wall Street and Black Lives Matters), there seems to 
be a growing acknowledgment that a new organising ideology is required.

Still, the activism is neither named nor contrasted with neoliberalism. 
But then, there is the British Brexit vote and the rise of Donald Trump. 
Both events come out of misplaced anger by those that neoliberalism- 
based globalisation left behind. It is an anger that should be more force-
fully directed largely to that agenda. Ordinary people are angry and they 
should be, but they incorrectly blame basically neutered governments and 
redirected focus on ‘the other’ (e.g., immigrants, for their plight), not on 
our foundational ideology of the past 40 years. A missed opportunity.

We should not make the same mistake when it comes to conservation 
organisations. Most are nonprofits, as well as strange hybrids for example, 
the International Union for Conservation of Nature and Natural Resources 
(IUCN), partly a nongovernmental organisation (NGO) and partly an 
international governmental organisation (IGO). Many of them eagerly 
boarded the neoliberalism train. One major conservation group, 
Conservation International (CI), was founded very much on its principles. 
At one level, it was not difficult to blame them. Having membership-based 
engagement in the its mission reduces management flexibility and organ-
isational agility. More funding, regardless of the sources, meant more 
resources for conservation initiatives—a higher purpose.

In addition, may there be no doubt about the vicious competition 
among conservation organisations for the attention of dollars, especially 
from wealthy individuals and corporations. Fundraising has always been 
challenging. Nevertheless, growing the organisation was rewarded, as it is 
in business, with greater organisational stability, higher CEO salaries, 
celebrity events and very questionable partnerships (McDonald  2008; 
Brockington 2009). This hypercompetition for dollars surfaced immedi-
ately when I worked for a short time behind the scenes on the horrific 
politics following the publication of Mac Chapin article’s in World Watch 
Magazine over a decade ago (Chapin 2004). The World Watch Institute 
received threats from the other conservation CEOs that they would go 
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after World Watch’s well-healed donors if they would not put to rest the 
(in)famous article’s controversy immediately. How is that for higher pur-
pose? Criticism could not be tolerated in fear of threatening donations.

During the era of neoliberalism, conservation NGOs put organisation- 
building ahead of the mission. In fact, the two became linked. It was 
framed the same as that as the organisation and its budgets grew the more 
‘good work’ it could do. This may sound logical at face value, but presents 
a slippery slope where many slid too far. I encourage conservation NGOs 
to work with large corporations to make them or their practises more eco-
logically thoughtful. This is essential work. What I do object to is their 
accepting money from them to do so. This is called a ‘conflict of interest’, 
a forgotten concept that needs to be reintroduced.

Likewise, conservation organisations should not give corporations, 
especially those harming the planet, major conservation awards because 
they gave a large donation to the organisation. This is called ‘bribery’, at 
worst, or ‘quid pro quo’ at the very least. In the business world, this is just 
doing business. Such actions by conservation organisations, however, 
could only be justified if organisation-building, as it was often suggested, 
is the same as the conservation mission itself. They are not, of course. To 
be frank, all of this does not wash down well with the public and other 
critical conservation stakeholders.

One of the most stunning interviews I did while exploring large conser-
vation NGOs several years ago was when an eager employee from a corpo-
rate engagement at The Nature Conservancy (TNC) headquarters 
declared, with enthusiasm, that ‘we take bad money and turn it into good 
money’ as if conservation NGOs were money-laundering operations. This 
is ‘greenwashing’ at its most egregious, but it not only was framed as nor-
mal but also as desirable. The trouble with such thinking is that it ignores 
the notion of integrity and the need to maintain the public’s trust.

The public needs to know the organisations that occupy its civil society 
space (given their tax-exempt status) have integrity, where the means are 
just as justifiable as the ends. We expect civil society organisations, our 
nonprofits, to follow higher moral principles, and that they not be cor-
rupted by large, wealthy actors of any stripe. This does not mean they 
should not engage these actors to solve the world’s problems. They must! 
But these relationships need to be maintained at arm’s length to assure 
credibility. Wealthy individuals passionate about the conservation mission 
should be welcomed onto conservation boards if they have expertise to 
bring to the organisation, but not as active corporate CEOs.
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Space does not allow acknowledging the full nuances of raising revenue 
and working with other important large actors. Nonetheless, changes must 
be made. I am aware that these suggestions may impact the budgets, staff-
ing and salaries within conservation organisations. Yet, rebuilding integrity 
into the conservation mission will require conservation NGOs to rethink 
much of what they do and how to rebuild their funding streams. Still, 
integrity is essential in a reinvigorate civil society space in a post- neoliberal 
world (Edwards 2010) because it will draw more people to the cause.

Major funding organisations and foundations must increase their share 
of funding for these nonprofits to replace the revenues loss from corporate 
giving. This along with broad public outreach are essential to the future of 
conservation. Ideally, nonprofit conservation organisations must be more 
closely tied to the public, or at least its membership if that membership is 
broad. In sum, conservation organisations must return fully to civil society 
as a ‘citizen space’ where groups act more for the collective needs of soci-
ety than for the organisation itself, or as the public relations wings of the 
corporate community. Of course, The Nature Conservancy is built on its 
membership. Thus, one needs to acknowledge that broad membership 
does not prevent all missteps, but it helps. Conservation International 
now accepts small donations from ordinary citizens. Earlier they scoffed at 
the idea. This is a step in the right direction.

Some will argue (and have) that ends justify the means. That conserva-
tion goals need to be achieved regardless of how. The problem with that 
argument is that it taints the larger conservation mission and makes the 
public and other stakeholders cynical, if not outraged by, the process. 
Without wide public and stakeholder support the overall conservation 
mission will falter over the long term. The public hold nonprofits and 
other civil society groups to higher standards than government and cer-
tainly corporations. Nonprofits are seen as having ‘purer souls’, as organ-
isations of the people, even though this view is not always justified. Still it 
is this greater public legitimacy that is precisely why corporations want to 
partner with them, as well as precisely what is at stake.

Conservation should be about protecting nature and the human com-
munity depending on it, not the pursuit of profits to grow the organisation. 
In organisational theory this substituting one grander goal with a narrower, 
more immediate one, is called ‘goal displacement’ (Warner and Havens 
1968). It has been going on far too long in the conservation community. 
Growing conservation organisations by any means necessary does not 
enhance the conservation mission, it diminishes it. Nonprofit conservation 
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organisations must fiercely protect their integrity and the public’s trust. If 
not, the value of the conservation mission itself will become compromised. 
When that happens, we all lose.
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11. David Cleary: What are the Grounds 
Needed for Dialogue?

As a card-carrying, dues-paying member of the ‘transnational conservation 
elite’,1 having done my part in transforming ‘modernist biodiversity con-
servation [into] an organised political project’,2 not to mention repeatedly 
‘re-enacting NGO identity narratives’,3 even though at the time I thought 
I was helping to create protected areas (PAs) or strengthening indigenous 
organisations, it was a fascinating exercise to read the contributions to this 
book. This writer believes there is potential for a fruitful and mutually 
enlightening dialogue between the academy and  conservation practitio-
ners, an assertion I ground in my own background: doctorate in anthro-
pology and young academic at the universities of Edinburgh, Cambridge 
and Harvard That is before falling by accident into conservation, not 
through a sense of vocation but the instability of career paths at junior 
levels of academies and a wish to live in Brazil. To my surprise, and cer-
tainly not as part of a plan to make a career in conservation, I enjoyed the 
work and ended up staying.

At that time—I joined TNC in 1999—Redford’s description of conser-
vation organisations as dominated by biologists and conservation biology 
was accurate.4 Times have changed. Beyond the Wildlife Conservation 
Society (WCS), it is now rare to find biologists in very senior management 
positions in the global environmental organisations. In my peer network, 
there are more social than natural scientists; some anthropologists and 
geographers, but more economists. The single largest group, a topic to 
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which I will return, is one with no particular academic background at all, 
but experience working in the private sector. There is also a depressingly 
large number of lawyers.

You can leave the church, but the church never leaves you. A concern with 
representation and ways of thinking, being aware of culture wrapping itself 
comfortably around any formal structure, thinking oneself into other peo-
ple’s shoes—all these anthropologist habits are useful in organisational life. 
An unexpected consequence of leaving the academy was freedom to read 
more broadly; from a long list of potential citations I would single out Simon 
Schama’s Landscape and Memory, Hugh Raffles’s In Amazonia and James 
Clifford’s Person and Myth as books I have returned to again and again when 
thinking about the practise of conservation. More specifically, thinking about 
the social construction of nature and landscape, and how to navigate between 
popular and historically informed definitions of what and how to ‘conserve’. 
More recently, Isaiah Berlin’s exploration of the pursuit of incommensurable 
goals as a defining element of the human condition has helped me relax a 
least a little as I reflect on how conservation organisations and those within 
them go about their work. There would be much to be said in a serious dia-
logue between environmental organisations and the academy.

I take this autobiographical approach since it leads into the source of 
my disappointment with this book. Anthropology is about many things, 
but one is trying to understand how agency works, or fails to work, or 
starts to work and then lopes off in unexpected directions. Nuance and a 
grasp of history are essential to it. From that standpoint, I found little to 
engage with in this book’s chapters. From an ethnographic perspective, it 
is unsurprising that Redford’s is in some way the strongest chapter, given 
his insider status at WCS. Larsen’s dealings with WWF also inform his 
more convincing, albeit still incomplete, account of NGO dynamics—
although choosing ‘Dirty Harry’ when the obvious film to reference was 
The Good, The Bad and The Ugly was what struck me most about his chap-
ter. Even though the case studies presented by Nuesiri in Chap. 8 and 
Ruysschaertt and Salles in Chap. 5 were interesting as far as they went, 
they were case studies. On a higher level, little else engaged me, unless 
frustration and disagreement count as engagement. So, what is the prob-
lem here? What did most contributors miss, and why did they miss it?

I believe the issue is a conceptual framework grounded in political 
economy, and to a lesser extent in discourse analysis, that is inimical to 
agency and rather ahistorical. It runs through all except Redford’s chapter, 
to differing but often overwhelming extents. It left me thoroughly 
depressed about the possibility of substantive dialogue with the academy 
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because the nature of the framework raises the question of why it would 
be worth my or any other practitioner’s time to engage with, given that it 
seems to me to foreclose a real exchange of views, exclude centrally impor-
tant types of information, and lead those committed to it to fundamental 
misunderstandings of how conservation organisations work.

Too many of the chapters are crippled by a grounding in a neo-Marxist 
political economy, symbolised by the recurring use of the term ‘neoliberal’. 
As a general, very high-level term, it has some descriptive value as short-
hand for the ceding of certain spaces and forms of provision by the state to 
the private sphere. But that descriptive value is limited, given that shift has 
been everywhere incomplete, even in the ‘neoliberal’ heartlands of the US 
and the UK, where government spending as a proportion of GDP has 
risen, unevenly but constantly, since 1980. It is the differences within the 
very broad shift toward neoliberalism, both geographical and in terms of 
institutional approaches, that make it a loaded and dangerous analytical 
term when used by contributors such as Holmes, MacDonald, Blanchard 
and even Larsen. Anyone attuned to the varieties of historical experience 
between countries over the last 30  years, even between neighbouring 
countries featured in different chapters here, such as Peru and Chile, is 
alienated by a conceptual apparatus that operates at this level of flattening 
generality. Yet, to say it does not do nuance is only half of the critique.

Because the reality is that ‘neoliberal’ is used not only as a descriptive 
term in these essays but also as an ideological one, or rather more than 
ideological, as a puritanical expression of disdain that has a long tradition 
in some academic circles. Any engagement with markets, any attempt to 
influence the impacts of markets on the environment, any addressing of 
the relationship between markets and land use and/or biodiversity 
becomes ‘neoliberal’ thinking or a ‘neoliberal’ approach—a term that 
shuts down a conversation rather than opens it up. This is because many 
practitioners, myself included, simply do not accept, and even find rather 
offensive, the implicit identification of our political beliefs and working 
lives with Hayek and That Bloody Woman. This may come across as a 
strong statement, but what other construction is there to put on such an 
assertion: ‘[I]t is necessary to view modernist biodiversity conservation as 
an organized political project’5; or the notion that organisations like my 
own represent ‘a new organizational order in which the interests of capital 
accumulation receive an unparalleled degree of access and consideration in 
conservation planning and practice’6?

Ideological disagreement I can take, but when conceptual rigidity leads 
to basic empirical mistakes, it is less easy to forgive. This is a framework 
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where the most contentious statements are presented as self-evident; in a 
minor key, Holmes’s assertion that modern Chilean history can be sum-
marised by saying ‘there have been only extremely modest retreats from 
the principles and approaches of the Pinochet era reforms’ (!!), or, in a 
major key, the idea repeated by several authors that NGOs are not really 
organisations at all but a loose collection of projects run by a single fund- 
seeking agent, or the notion that movement of staff between organisations 
means that NGOs are somehow unstable—all that is solid melting into air.

Really? Communities of practise exist everywhere, and the fact that 
software engineers or academics regularly switch jobs does not make 
Google or Microsoft or Oxford or Yale institutionally unstable—rather the 
opposite. The larger transnational NGOs are far more than a collection of 
projects; they spend more effort and resources on central functions (e.g., 
building science capacity) to give more weight to interventions in public 
debates in areas, such as climate change, lobbying and advocacy. Their aim 
is to steer both public and private resources toward conservation, con-
sciously working as much as possible at a system rather than a project level. 
This is distinct from fundraising in the narrow, project-level sense, which 
is part of the portfolio of activities big international NGOs (BINGOs) 
engage in, but for several of the most important—World Resources 
Institute, Greenpeace—a relatively minor part. This higher level, more 
strategic work is missed by all the contributors save, once again, Redford.

Therefore the naive nature of Brockington’s assertion that, in sub- 
Saharan Africa ‘only 14% by area of all protected areas received any form 
of support from conservation NGOs’. What is meant is that staff from 
NGOs can only be found in the field at 14% of PAs by area, but that 
ignores the much more important work NGOs do on finding resources 
for protected area systems as a whole. In general, I would argue that even 
more important to ‘modernist’ conservation than an engagement with 
markets has been the expansion of PA systems across the globe and the 
intense engagement with governments and public policy that underlies it, 
which sits rather uneasily with an insistence on ‘neoliberal’ approaches as 
central to what we do.

Yet the contributors are right in arguing that modern conservation 
thinks much more about markets, supply chains, market-led approaches 
and engaging the private sector than it did when I joined the Conservancy. 
I mentioned previously that the pace of recruitment of people with private 
sector experience to senior positions has picked up in recent years. Partially, 
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this is because NGOs, like companies, require professional management, 
but it is also part of a trend to engage more deeply with markets and mar-
ket mechanisms.

Still it seems in this book that any engagement with markets and mar-
ket forces is characterised as ‘neoliberal’ and implicitly collaborationist—
or not so implicitly by MacDonald. This reductivism obscures the reality 
that NGOs do not run only one set of strategies but several: market and 
non-market, public and private strategies are run simultaneously and 
would not work otherwise. I used the word ‘naivety’ earlier to describe this 
lack of ethnographic literacy, but it is conditioned by a binomial political 
(and moral) economy incapable of dealing with the fluid, shifting bound-
aries between the public and the private that characterises modernity. A 
framework that labels any market engagement ‘neoliberal’ and assumes 
public–private shifts only operate in one direction cannot cope with com-
plexity. No reader of Holmes’s chapter, for example, would know that the 
largest private land purchases are an intermediate stage in transitioning 
that land into public ownership in Chile (and Argentina!). Several national 
parks in Patagonia today began life as private land purchases by Tompkins 
and others, a central plot element that somehow got lost in the telling.

Which leads to another problem. Not once did any contributor—as 
usual, excepting Redford—cite a success or achievement linked to 
 engaging the private sector or market mechanisms. The alleged lack of 
success validates the critique presented. Yet such success abounds. On a 
macro- level, how else could one describe the steep fall (around 70% in a 
decade) of deforestation in the Brazilian Amazon, partially because of 
targeted and effective regulation and civil society pressure, but also to 
voluntary private sector agreements in the beef and soy industries? How 
else can one describe the commitments given by dozens of companies to 
eliminate deforestation, not reduce it, from soy, beef, pulp and paper, and 
palm oil supply chains by 2020? Commitments given not in unreliable 
industry spaces subject to greenwashing but formalised in the UN’s 2014 
New York Declaration on Forests and Climate, a political commitment 
where failure to implement will have major political costs for the many 
companies concerned.

On a landscape level, how else can one describe the expansion of social 
and environmental certification in smallholder-dominated landscapes 
producing cocoa in Ghana, coffee in Guatemala, tea in Sri Lanka, and 
many other commodities in many other countries? On a micro-level, 
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how else to describe increases in avian species on forest/field boundaries, 
increases in pollinator species given certain types of land management 
and crop rotation regimes, increases in butterfly diversity in reduced 
impact logging systems? All these are a direct result of market and supply 
chain interventions, working directly with companies. There is a vast 
grey and formal literature documenting all these levels of success which 
is almost religiously ignored in this book.

This blindness is not accidental: it is an induced, conditioned blindness 
that belongs more, I think, to a MacDonaldian ideological project than 
the openness and attention to the empirical that I take as central to aca-
demic enquiry. If there is to be real and fruitful exchange between the 
academy and NGOs, which several of the authors claim to want, I suggest 
a rather more flexible and nuanced conceptual approach. I was mystified, 
for example, that the political economy used by the authors emphasised 
neoliberalism rather than globalisation. A proper attention to globalisa-
tion would have enabled a much subtler approach not just to institutional 
practise but also to discourse and narrative—to forms of social construc-
tion of ‘environment’, ‘nature’ and ‘conservation’—as well as being more 
consistent with the transnational nature of modern conservation.

Rather than seeing power relations through a Manichean lens of domi-
nance and submission, hegemony and subordination, it would allow for a 
properly textured rendering of representation and politics in developed 
and emerging economies. It would allow one to start to render the com-
plexities of a country, such as Brazil, to take the example I know best, 
where the technology of tracking land use in tropical ecosystems is the 
most advanced in the world—as is the regulatory framework for agricul-
ture. There too highly sophisticated national and local NGOs are increas-
ingly influential in transnational spaces as well as within their own national 
and local boundaries. If there is to be dialogue between the academy and 
conservation NGOs, the academy needs to do some self-reflection and 
move beyond the cruder kind of political economy too often displayed 
here toward a more historically informed conceptual framework capable of 
capturing the empirical, discursive and political complexity of transna-
tional conservation in a globalising world. Reductive approaches are not 
conducive to dialogue.
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notes

 1. Blanchard et al., see Chap. 6 of this book.
 2. MacDonald, see Chap. 4 of this book.
 3. Larsen, see Chap. 2 of this book.
 4. Redford, see Chap. 9 of this book.
 5. MacDonald, see Chap. 4 of this book.
 6. Idem.

David Cleary is Director of Agriculture at the Nature Conservancy.
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12. Ashish Kothari: Rethinking 
Conservation Epistemologies

This commentary is based mostly on a reading of Ken Redford’s paper and 
a glance through Peter Larsen’s, but may have relevance also to some of 
the other chapters too, judging by their abstracts (which is all that I have 
read of them).

As always, Redford is stimulating; it is refreshing to see his evolution with 
an increasing acceptance and understanding of the social, political and eco-
nomic dimensions of conservation. Not all conservation scientists have been 
willing or open enough to take this journey; and, in agreement with what 
Kent says, not all social scientists too have been willing to have themselves 
challenged regarding ecological issues. I concur with his contention that 
both the natural and social scientist, to optimise what they can offer each 
other, must shed further stereotypes and be open to collaborations that can 
make conservation both more effective as also more democratic and socially 
sensitive. There are some areas of emphasis that I may differ with Kent on, 
and I am tempted to challenge him to ‘prove’ (since he is a scientist!) that 
‘some of what is said by social scientists about conservation is absolutely true 
but much of it seems not to be’. (Surely he does not even have access to 
most of what social science is writing about conservation, given that much 
of is in languages he does not comprehend or in grey literature not easily 
available!) But then again, these are not the main points of my comment.
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Where I think Kent and many other conservationists (and, equally, 
social scientists) need to go much further is in rethinking epistemologies 
based on much closer, collaborative work with indigenous people and 
other traditional local communities. It is necessary to collaborate with 
each other as scientists (assuming that by this term is meant ‘those who 
work in modern disciplines’), but it equally is necessary to work with those 
who deal with the rest of nature through other knowledge systems. There 
is increasing attention to the ‘epistemologies of the South’,1 with roots, 
logic, and ways of understanding and expression that can be radically dif-
ferent from ‘Western’ or ‘northern’ (modern) epistemologies. This is 
emerging in a fledgling way in several academic places around the world, 
but much wider is its articulation by indigenous people and other tradi-
tional communities as part of their struggles to resist colonisation by 
nation-states, or by the industrial economy, or as part of their assertion of 
being autonomous stewards of the land.

People who live amid the natural landscapes and near seascapes that 
conservationists want to protect have their own ways of understanding 
them. For a long time now they have pointed out that the biological and 
the cultural are not necessarily neatly divided (thus the move in some parts 
of the world to have biocultural landscape recognised), just as the ‘human’ 
and the ‘natural’ are not. Worldviews that encompass the spiritual, the 
material, the cultural, the biological and much else, in an integral whole, 
are difficult for the compartmentalised sciences to comprehend and appre-
ciate, but scientists have to make the effort (as indeed some are).

This is also about a clash of civilisations. When the UK-based Vedanta 
Resources, a London-based mining company came looking for a lease in the 
Niyamgiri Hills of Odisha in southeast India, the Adivasi (indigenous) 
Dongria Kondh said the land and forests belong to Niyamraja, their supreme 
deity, and no one has permission to ‘strip his land’. Offers of high compen-
sation, of jobs, of ‘development’ did not convince the Dongria Kondh. 
Some civil society organisations supported them through scientific studies 
that showed the conservation importance of the Niyamgiri Hills. This and 
collaboration in taking the matter to the courts was helpful in eventually 
rejecting the mining proposal. Nonetheless, through all this there was little 
attempt at understanding the worldview of the Dongria Kondh, in their 
own terms, and presenting this as an alternative to the dominant ‘develop-
ment’ mindset pushed by the government and corporations, and even by 
many civil society organisations and scientists. So, no one noticed an even 
greater (albeit more long-term) threat to the Dongria Kondh, the welfarist 
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state that was bringing completely inappropriate education and develop-
mental efforts into the area in the name of civilising the tribals. Such a move 
that over time would destroy the identity and autonomy of these people, 
and open their landscapes to commercial pressures through their own 
young people who would have been ‘educated’ into thinking that industri-
alisation is the best path toward progress.

I give this example in some detail because it illustrates the point I am 
making. Had the collaboration between scientists, conservation and 
human rights groups and the Dongria Kondh been deep-seated, helping 
to understand different knowledge systems and ways of knowing, the sub-
tle dangers to the Adivasis and to the biodiversity of their hills would have 
emerged much earlier. Fortunately, it is now coming out, and hopefully it 
is not too late.2 I suspect that this would be the case in many parts of the 
world. Conservation groups would benefit greatly from breaking out of 
their epistemological shells and understanding those of the people who 
live amid the nature they want to conserve, through methods of mutual 
learning and appreciation. They can then be much stronger allies in the 
struggle against the juggernaut of globalised ‘development’, which will 
otherwise undermine the constituencies of both the natural scientist 
(nature) and of the social scientist (communities).

I do not want to underestimate the difficulty of this exercise. Each of us 
is immersed in a distinct upbringing that provides us the tools to under-
stand the external world, and learning new tools, especially if they can 
appear to challenge the existing ones, is difficult. The first step is to simply 
acknowledge that there are knowledge systems and ways of knowing that 
are different from ours, a step that many scientists (and conservation 
groups of the global North3) have a difficult time taking. There are 
 exceptions, of course, and this would be an added dimension to the point 
that Larsen makes about more nuanced understanding of conservation 
NGOs. If one does not have the time to immerse oneself adequately to 
also learn other ways of knowing, at the least with this first step of acknowl-
edgment and recognition, one would have learned how to respect them. 
This is as (or perhaps even more) crucial to achieving conservation success 
and democratising conservation, as is a closer collaboration between natu-
ral and social scientists.
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notes

 1. See, for instance, the work of Boaventura de Sousa Santos, and/or Maori 
women scholars (e.g., Linda Tuhiwai Te Rina Smith).

 2. See Tatpati, M., A.  Kothari and R.  Mishra. (2016) The Niyamgiri 
Story: Challenging the Idea of Growth Without Limits, Kalpavriksh. 
(http://www.kalpavriksh.org/images/alternatives/CaseStudies/
NiyamgiricasestudyJuly2016.pdf)

 3. Which includes many conservation groups working in the South, the mem-
bers of which have imbibed the formal conservation attitudes that have 
dominated the last few decades.

Ashish Kothari is a Founder-Member of the Environmental Group Kalvapriksh.
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13. Diane Russell: Beyond NGOs:  
The Institutional Imperative

Many chapters in this book raise questions about the nature of conserva-
tion NGOs and the wider institutional setting within which they work. 
This commentary1 focuses on institutional arrangements broadly rather 
than one type of institution, conservation NGOs. It seeks to reveal sys-
temic factors and patterns that can generate resonant solutions for 
conservation.

All actors in conservation work within institutional settings, whether 
these be local groups or administrative units, research and educational insti-
tutions, donors, government agencies or NGOs. Every institution has its 
imperatives, incentive structures, systems and (overt and covert) power rela-
tions. When institutions interact, these elements come into play. Individuals 
can form bonds across institutions to achieve mutual objectives, and proj-
ects can be designed to foster collaboration among  institutions; nonetheless, 
these efforts are framed within the institutional structures in place.

Like all institutions, conservation NGOs are diverse and rapidly evolv-
ing. Within the organisation there are (overt and covert) leaders, followers 
and dissenters, and these roles shift depending on topic or process (as 
Blanchard and colleagues hint at in this book). As we have learned, dis-
course shapes and is shaped by these social/power relationships. Forces 
inside and outside of the institution influence the discourse and there is 
typically a flow between what leaders want or feel they need to sustain the 
institution, or their part of it, and which outside influences get to be heard. 
A rights-based conservation discourse will attract a certain group of 
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people and some NGOs or think-tanks will capture this discourse and 
hang their hats on it. Outside influences that reinforce that discourse will 
be privileged. A ‘leveraging the private sector’ discourse, taken up by sev-
eral chapters, will capture others. This discourse is especially compelling 
because the leveraging is thought to be multifaceted: magnifying influ-
ence, scale of potential impact and financial resources.

Donors may attentively listen to conservation NGOs, and fund their 
work, or not, depending on the dominant or emerging discourse and, of 
course, the imperatives of their own funding streams. When funding 
diminishes or ends, an NGO or other institution dependent on external 
funding will try to adapt through adding or reducing staff, diversifying 
funding streams or other measures. They also try to (re)shape the dis-
course to favour their approaches.

On the ‘recipient’ end, the will to cooperate and the ability to produce 
measurable gains for conservation and people emerges from the benefit 
stream—its appropriateness, magnitude, diversity and sustainability. 
Benefits can be financial, social, political or intellectual. Patron–client links 
(e.g., NGOs train elites) are one form of benefit stream that can appear to 
keep things moving but will not bring enduring impact. Some NGO 
efforts incorporate this understanding, or grow into it. They seek multiple 
funding streams and bring technical skills to ensure appropriateness, scale, 
endurance and diversity. Many do not. But then again, many other insti-
tutional actors—researchers, government agencies, donors—also do not 
have the requisite experience, resources or endurance for effective and just 
conservation action. Ruysschaert and Salles, Chap. 5 in this book, illus-
trate that sort of diversity.

There is also the fact that conservation outcomes are firmly shaped by 
factors far removed from a site or proximate threat. The NGOs get blamed 
for bad outcomes in situations where autocratic governments have ruled 
for generations (e.g., Central Africa) but get credit when outcomes are 
good in a country committed to good governance (e.g., Namibia). Failure 
to work across sectors and levels to address deep drivers of biodiversity loss 
falls across all parties in conservation. The nonprofit, research and donor 
worlds are increasingly fragmented and specialised, even internally. When 
we deploy ‘big picture’ and ‘systems thinking’, we can make headway in 
analysis; however, it is extremely difficult to mobilise the resources to 
translate this analysis into long-term comprehensive programs. Brockington 
and colleagues’ ‘thought experiment’ described in this book will remain 
just that.
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So, we have to ask the question: ‘[D]oes it really matter who  implements 
a conservation initiative?’ Maybe not. Maybe what matters most is how it 
is implemented. But do we know what makes for a good approach?

Learning and sharing knowledge about approaches and outcomes is 
hampered by institutional imperatives. Institutions need to feel ownership 
over approaches and concepts that they can market—whether that be to 
donors, to prestigious journals or to local communities. Being attentive to 
peers and leaders within one’s own institution and ‘community of practise’ 
is part of career survival, and this often means that people have little time 
or incentive to learn about other ways of thinking.

To complicate the situation, evidence for effectiveness and equity in con-
servation is contested and sparse. There is institutional resistance to and 
confusion over what constitutes evidence. What is considered solid evidence 
in one institutional setting may be rejected or strongly questioned by 
another. Evidence that reveals negative outcomes can be felt as a threat to 
institutional survival. A good example is the dueling evidence for the effec-
tiveness of indigenous forest management in reducing deforestation.

More fundamentally, various institutions speak different languages: 
lexicons, tropes and memes embedded in institutional discourse can make 
cross-institutional communication difficult. In addition, at an even deeper 
level, individual and institutional epistemologies may differ radically. Some 
actors see conservation through the lens of threat, while others look 
through the lens of opportunity. Despite decades of trying to integrate 
conservation and human rights (i.e., social development), differing episte-
mologies persist and they shape actions and funding streams.

Institutional arrangements and imperatives are not going to disappear. 
We, however, can make them more legible as this book seeks to do. We 
also can nurture ‘culture brokers’ who cross institutional and epistemo-
logical boundaries and foster genuine collaboration. Within institutions 
we can identify assumptions embedded in narratives that need testing and 
push to test them. We can reduce jargon, whether it be bureaucratic or 
academic, to enhance communication.

Finally, we can participate in analysis and fieldwork with an array of 
actors. We can test our assumptions and build an evidence base together 
that incorporates an institutional context. This is what allows us to craft 
genuine partnerships while also being alert to institutional arrangements 
and relations of power and privilege.
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 1. Diane Russell’s views are her own and do not represent the views of the 
USAID or the United States government.

Diane Russell is an Independent Consultant with Experience in the Donor 
Community.
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14. Kartik Shanker, Siddhartha Krishnan, 
and Marianne Manuel: The Politics 
of Conservation: Deconstructing 

The South

It has been proposed that the globalisation of conservation has been 
affected by large international conservation organisations (INGOs or 
BINGOs) that, somewhat analogous to the spread of capitalism by multi-
national companies (MNCs), have spread northern and/or Western 
approaches to conservation across the world, sometimes to the detriment 
of both environment and local livelihoods in developing countries 
(Rodriguez et al. 2007; Chapin 2004).

As Chap. 3 by Brockington et al. in this book points out, there is rea-
sonable evidence to support this view. However, this is not the entire 
story. The conservation NGO sector is remarkably complex, and there is 
considerable politics that defines the identity and actions of actors on 
local, national and international scales. We provide evidence for this using 
two examples from India, one terrestrial and another marine, that speak to 
the complexity both within and across scales.

Two Turtle Tales

Sea turtle conservation is indeed a global enterprise, following on the 
heels of large charismatic mammals in terms of attention and funding, and 
perhaps even greater in its spread. From small local to large international 
organisations, there are a range of philosophies of and approaches to the 
practise of sea turtle conservation. Here, we provide two contrasting cases 
from Odisha, a well-known breeding site on the east coast of India.
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More than a 100,000 turtles nest during unique mass nesting events 
(called ‘arribadas’) at two sites in Odisha, the largest rookery outside 
Central America. However, the conservation of olive ridley turtles poses 
significant challenges. Tens of thousands of olive ridley turtles are killed as 
incidental catch in trawl fishing nets each year; although there are fisheries 
laws that prohibit nearshore mechanised fishing, these are not properly 
enforced. Traditional fishing is allowed in most areas (except during the 
nesting season), and in fact the original fisheries laws were instituted to 
protect them from the mechanised sector. Nevertheless, the promotion of 
these laws as turtle conservation measures and the demonisation of trawl-
ers has led to a bitter conflict between fishing communities and the state 
as well as conservationists (Shanker and Kutty 2005).

On the other hand, the traditional sector varies across the entire coast, and 
includes a variety of gear and craft types that range from entirely manual to 
significantly mechanised. In 2003 and 2004, the Government of India issued 
notifications that prohibited fishing by the traditional fishing communities in 
certain turtle congregation areas. In their response, traditional fishing com-
munities argued that their methods posed little harm to turtles and that they 
should be considered as partners in turtle conservation. Ostensibly in sup-
port of this, they locally banned three types of nets that they claimed were 
harmful to turtles. Still, a closer examination of this remarkable measure 
reveals that these nets were used by those fishing for a living from a different 
community in the adjacent state—the southern Odisha fishermen were 
attempting to keep them out. A few years later, the traditional fishemen had 
become a part of a network, the Orissa Marine Resources Conservation 
Consortium, as they clearly saw the benefits of using conservation policy and 
NGO support to further their agenda at the local level.

Over the last decade, conservation itself has flourished as a livelihood 
through the formation of local NGOs, in a similar manner as in the case of 
conservation in the Amazon illustrated by Larsen in Chap. 2. In fact, 
recent surveys in Odisha indicate that, as alternate livelihoods, they see 
more potential for funds and/or jobs in conservation than in ecotourism 
(Ridhi Chandarana et al., unpublished data). Clearly, communities were 
able to recognise that they could tap into national and global conservation 
movements to further their own cause, in one instance as a community 
action, and in the other(s) by recognising conservation as an opportunity 
for income and upward social movement.

At the other end of the power spectrum, a fascinating struggle devel-
oped when several large national and international NGOs grappled with 
the development of a port near one of the mass nesting beaches in Odisha 
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(Shanker 2015). When the Indian multinational conglomerate, Tata 
Group, joined a consortium to build a port in Dhamra, they were inter-
ested in commissioning a study to ascertain whether the port would affect 
olive ridley turtles. The Tata stated that it was concerned about the con-
servation of ridleys and would either withdraw from the project if it 
impacted turtles or would take suitable mitigatory actions. During a cam-
paign against the port that involved a variety of individuals (biologists, 
conservationists) and organisations (from local to national to international 
NGOs), every conceivable alliance and adversarial combination occurred.

Many Indian NGOs declined to carry out or protested the study, as 
some believed that construction should stop while the studies were ongo-
ing, while others believed that any engagement would lead to greenwash-
ing the port. These included both local NGOs as well as Indian counterparts 
such as Greenpeace and WWF. At this stage, the Tata invited the IUCN, 
which in turn requested the Marine Turtle Specialist Group (MTSG) to 
take on the task of advising the company. Ignoring the protests of the local 
MTSG experts as well as of IUCN member organisations, MTSG/IUCN 
carried out a scoping study on the impacts of the port and advised on the 
impact on mitigating turtles of dredging and lighting.

The three large international NGOs had three completely different 
approaches. Greenpeace was going to campaign against the port (and any 
individuals who might work with the company) regardless of what other 
opinions were offered. The IUCN had decided to work with the Tata no 
matter what any local expert or organisation said, displaying a complete lack 
of respect for local opinion. Both, though they took exactly opposite posi-
tions regarding working with corporations, were similar in that they were 
going to follow a path that had been determined in advance. In this instance, 
WWF took a relatively balanced approach and acted with the majority.

Over a two-year period, a series of strategic alignments were formed, 
many of which included environmental NGOs aligning with the corpora-
tion, and several that included NGOs battling each other. What local as 
well as international NGOs chose to do was driven by a combination of 
politics, ideology and ‘business interest’, rather than a clear Western–inter-
national versus local dichotomy.

Fueling the Forest Fire

Redford, in Chap. 9 in this book, rightly points out that conservation is 
not solely the domain of the Western elite but is often a product of local 
culture and context. While agreeing with this statement and the need to 
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resist imposing Western ideas of conservation onto groups in developing 
nations, we must point out that the idea of what conservation means for 
these two groups is not always vastly different. For instance, one of the 
tenets of the ‘Western approach’ to conservation is the establishment of a 
pristine wildernesses for conservation. Inevitably, this has involved the dis-
placement of local communities and indigenous people. Large NGOs have 
been squarely blamed for the creation of such conservation refugees 
(Dowie 2005; Chapin 2004). Without exonerating these organisations, it 
is important to note that local NGOs and governments have often been at 
the forefront of promoting and implementing such displacement.

In countries like India for instance, local conservation strategies cannot 
always be philosophically differentiated from developed nation biocentric 
conservation strategies. India was not a clean slate on which the modern PA 
system was imposed. Hunting preserves that kept local communities out 
were a common feature of princely states; exclusionary strategies were also 
very much a part of British imperial policies there. Having said that, how-
ever, a significant membership of the conservation community is derived 
from upper-caste, upper middle-class urban backgrounds with historical 
sympathies to the exclusionary causes that have easily segued into contem-
porary sympathies for ‘radical American environmentalism’ (Guha 1989) 
and ‘Edenic’ philosophies (Robbins and Moore 2012). In the current con-
servation scenario, the cultural sacrosanctity conferred on PAs—as in the in 
the case of America, where PAs are designed to be inviolate—served as an 
easily adoptable role model; it remains an agenda that has been achieved 
through a combination of elite lobbying and top- down state initiatives. 
Decentralised conservation is logically inconsistent with inviolateness.

This quest for inviolateness, especially of PAs, came to a boil in the last 
decade starting in 2005 when the Schedule Tribe and Other Forest Dweller 
(Recognition of Forest Rights) Act (FRA) was drafted as bill. The tribal 
bill coincided with a crisis of missing tigers from a tiger reserve, causing 
two lobbies, one on behalf of tribal communities and another on behalf of 
the tiger, to come into conflict with each other. The conservationist resis-
tance, gaining as it did contextual impetus from the crisis, is rhetorically 
designated here as the ‘Tiger Lobby’. The drafting of the provisions of the 
FRA when it was a bill, when it became an Act, when the Act’s rules were 
drafted, and when the rules were finally notified, all reflect the conflict, 
with each lobby at some point in the legislative process prevailing over the 
other by inserting favourable provisions or deleting unfavourable ones.

Nonetheless, the various delays can principally be attributed to the 
resistance of the Tiger Lobby, which was guided by a definite biocentric 
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developed world ideology. Spatially, PAs were sought to be kept out of the 
FRA’s ambit because the Forestry Rights Act seeks to vest land and com-
munity forest rights with an upper limit of 2.5 hectares per individual or 
family. Communities also can gain collective rights over community forest 
resources they have depended on and managed.

Many actors in the broad constituency, including scientists, conservation 
practitioners and policymakers protested the FRA and resisted its drafting 
and legislation. The Ministry for Environment and Forests (MoEF) in a 
centralised disposition, coupled with a sense of bureaucratic insecurity, 
argued that the FRA amounted to the removal of legal cover for forests that 
would result in massive deforestation. Several conservation organisations 
toed this decentralisation–deforestation line. For instance, the Bombay 
Natural History Society (BNHS) in June 2005 called for a discussion on 
the bill that it claimed ‘would sound the death knell of our forests’.

Numerous apocalyptic future scenarios were put forward as the potential 
consequences of the FRA. This alarmist rhetoric predicted several potential 
outcomes: 60% of India’s forests would be lost; tribal families would have 
unrestricted access to forest produce; existing wildlife and forest laws will be 
superseded; migrants will buy, lease or simply lure communities into parting 
with their lands; a market onslaught will ensue and ventures ranging from 
mining to hospitality will abound; the timber mafia will benefit from the 
spoils of deforestation; marijuana cultivation will thrive (Ramnath 2008).

Even though there has been clear misuse of the law, 10 years on, these 
predictions have not materialised. Several conservationists now support 
the law while pointing out its weaknesses and failures. Left to themselves, 
the Tribal Lobby, operating from a position of strength—gained from the 
fact that such a legislation was politically sanctioned in the first instance 
by a ruling majority coalition—would have seen the legislation through 
much quicker. Nonetheless, conflict still persists, with another legal battle 
wherein some groups are attempting to get the FRA struck down as 
unconstitutional. This push for the ‘pristine’ came not only from a 
Western notion of conservation but also from within.

Conclusion

Conservation can work at different scales, from the international to the 
national to the local. The impact of conservation philosophy and action 
can interact in complex ways across these scales. Without doubt, we agree 
with Rodriguez et al. (2007) that ‘leadership in conservation has to be 
decentralized and integrated into local conditions’. However, the contrast 
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with the ‘local’, on the other hand, is not as stark as one might believe. 
The local communities’ knowledge of conservation politics and their abil-
ity to use it to their advantage is rarely considered.

As Redford states in Chap. 9, people use conservation in many ways, 
often to serve their personal interests. As our case studies illustrate, there 
is great variation and complexity in how and why conservation takes place 
and the myriad roles and approaches of the organisations involved are 
often at odds with the prevailing narratives of conservation.

The sectoral approach espoused by Brockington et al. in Chap. 3 could 
be one way to avoid falling into the common trap of idealising small 
groups and NGOs and villainising BINGOs as the source of all protection-
ist ideas around conservation.
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15. Ed Tongson: The Lessons of Hands 
of Experience

What are some of the lessons from hands-on project experience? Let me 
illustrate some thoughts about conservation NGOs and the role of social 
sciences through one specific case. I have worked 18 years in the field of 
conservation with WWF Philippines.

This concerns our engagement with the Tubbataha Reefs located within 
the Coral Triangle at the centre of the Sulu Sea. The Tubbataha Reefs are 
the largest coral atoll formations in the Philippines covering an area of 
100 km2. The nearest land mass of size is mainland Palawan, with the capi-
tal of Puerto Princesa City lying 150 km northwest of Tubbataha. The 
islands of Cagayancillo are the nearest human settlement to Tubbataha 
and are home to the traditional users of Tubbataha’s resources.

At the start of the 1980s, Cagayancillo fishers started to perceive the 
pressure of overfishing in their immediate surroundings. Threats came 
from increased commercial fishing and seaweed farming. In 1989, the 
near pristine condition of the reefs deteriorated because of illegal fishing, 
including use of explosives, indiscriminate dropping of anchors and 
unscrupulous collection of wildlife. Fishers from China and Taiwan also 
encroach into the Sulu Sea to catch turtles, live fish and sharks using 
destructive gear. The reefs also began attracting the attention of 
researchers.

Like any conservation project, the case of Tubbataha Reefs started with 
conflicts between what we broadly categorised as ‘preservationists’ and 
‘extractionists’. The WWF, a conservation NGO, was identified with the 
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preservationists. It allied itself with the dive industry, which had the means 
to mobilise resources to protect Tubbataha, and with the academe who 
were into research. At the opposite end of the spectrum were the big and 
small-scale fishers, the latter being supported by Palawan-based NGOs.

At the start of the Tubbataha project, this writer remembers we had a 
better agreement in our approach with the preservationist NGOs (Saguda, 
Sulu Fund, dive industry) than with extractionists that included the 
Palawan-based NGOs (PNNI, ELAC) that favoured maintaining rights of 
small fishers to fish in Tubbataha. Getting the cooperation of the preser-
vationists to declare Tubbataha as a no-take marine protected area (MPA) 
was not difficult. The late 1990s was the lowest point in the history of 
Tubbataha as access to resources was a free-for-all. There were Chinese 
turtle poachers, seaweed farming, blast fishers, bird hunters, commercial 
fishers, shark hunters and all types of destructive fishing. The preservation-
ists witnessed the destruction of Tubbataha and would welcome any 
enforcement action from any group. But enforcement in Tubbataha will 
be logistically expensive if stakeholders were not involved, especially fish-
ers in Cagayancillo, who will lose out in case Tubbataha becomes a no- 
take MPA.

The conservation agenda always will have short-term consequences to 
livelihoods for small-scale fishers. Although they understand the long- 
term benefits of conservation, artisanal fishers cannot wait and are moti-
vated by short-term gain. This is the reason why the entry of big 
conservation groups is unfavourably received. Building trust and goodwill 
among Cagayancillo fishers therefore was an important part of the strategy 
in Tubbataha. Our grants were channelled to improving seaweed-based 
livelihoods and creating local sanctuaries to allow fish stocks to grow and 
reproduce so that local catches could improve. With trust and goodwill, it 
was not difficult for fishers to voluntarily waive their rights to fish in 
Tubbataha. The Palawan NGOs, who were more concerned about fishers’ 
rights being curtailed by impositions from more powerful groups, deferred 
to the fishers’ wishes if they perceived the negotiation process to be fair 
and transparent.

Enforcing a no-take zone in the middle of nowhere can be logistically 
expensive. This is compounded by the need to support community proj-
ects in Cagaynancillo to dissuade them from going back to fishing in 
Tubbataha. Sustainable financing through user fees was the best option. 
The WWF brought in resources from grants from US donors and secured 
commitments from dive operators and diving groups to support a user fee 
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system. This was to defray the cost of managing the park and sustaining 
future needs. A compensatory scheme was proposed to the small-scale 
fishers in exchange for waiving their rights to fish in Tubbataha. The 
arrangement involved support for community projects.

I agree with the observation that conservation NGOs have much to 
learn from social scientists. Many conservation projects fail because local 
stakeholders share a disproportionate burden of the cost arising from a 
no-take zone compared to benefits accruing to global and national stake-
holders and more powerful groups. In our case, we benefitted from the 
advice of a sociologist who early on introduced us to the tools and tech-
niques (Technology of Participation, stakeholder analysis, participatory 
research, equitable sharing of costs and benefits) that became part of our 
conservation toolkit.

The stakeholder analysis is performed at the beginning to map each 
stakeholder group as to influence and/or power and interest that would 
point to potential areas of conflict. The technology of participation con-
sists of structured facilitation exercises where stakeholder groups think, 
talk and work together to manage conflicts leading to equitable sharing of 
costs and benefits. Participatory research is an approach that emphasises 
collective enquiry, experimentation and learning grounded on experience 
and reflection. They are widely used in the portfolio of projects that we 
handle throughout the country. I would add that conservation NGOs also 
can benefit from a strong human resources development and training pro-
gram (as found in most corporations) where new hires in middle manage-
ment are trained on the standard set of best practises and use of the 
conservation toolkit. This will prepare them to implement field projects 
on their own, especially on how to deal with stakeholders.

Ed Tongson is Vice-President for Sustainable Technologies for WWF 
Philippines.
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16. David Wilkie: Looking Over Fences 
will not Promote Engagement

Public, third-party critiques of not-for-profit civil society organisations are 
vital to promote their effective governance. These critiques also provide an 
additional valuable layer of transparency and accountability to the NGOs 
for their partners, supporters and staff members.

The set of chapters selected by Peter Bille Larsen and Dan Brockington 
are a critique of conservation NGOs that is almost as broad in its focus 
as is the social science discipline of its authors. All are those authored by 
social scientists and the single one by a conservation scientist raise 
important and valid issues that the conservation community and its 
policymakers and practitioners should attend to. Sadly, as written, most 
will not.

Rather than attempt to respond to all issues in all chapters, I would 
like to focus on three. The first concerns the authors’ use of impolitic 
analogies and language that risk undermining social scientists’ contribu-
tions to conservation governance and practise; the second relates to the 
purported power of the BINGOs, and the third refers to the assertion 
that the conservation community has adopted an exclusive, neoliberal, 
market-fixated philosophy.

First, for these chapters to influence the philosophies and practises of 
conservation NGOs their messages must not only resonate with the 
authors’ social science peers, but they also must be taken seriously by 
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conservation practitioners that are keen to strengthen the governance of 
their organisations. To do the latter, they must befriend rather than 
alienate. An edited book titled The Anthropology of Conservation would 
suppose a respect for other cultures. Yet titling and structuring a chapter 
around conservation practitioners as analogous to Clint Eastwood in two 
violent, vigilante movies does nothing other than cause the conservation 
practitioner reader to frown in amused disbelief. In a misguided attempt 
to be cute or clever, this pointless analogy only serves to undermine the 
authors’ valid concerns.

Similarly, equating conservation–private sector engagement with a 
Japanese martial art that uses an opponent’s own power against them, is 
neither an accurate nor useful analogy. In addition, saying that conserva-
tion NGOs are ‘enslaved to their donors’ priorities’ (p. 124) is just star-
tlingly crass because it suggests that conservation organisations have no 
agency, and worse are tone-deaf to those who were once and are currently 
truly enslaved.

Second, a common thread woven through this book’s chapters is the 
power, largely assumed illegitimate, of the BINGOs to dictate uses of 
lands and waters around the globe in the name of conservation. It is true 
that they mobilise and incur expenses of approximately USD1.5 billion 
each year for conservation actions. However, as Larsen noted, by citing 
Waldron (2013), total spending on conservation exceeds USD19.8 billion 
annually. As the BINGOs are spending less than 7% of global investment 
on conservation it would be remarkable if they wielded the power attrib-
uted to them in these chapters in terms of their purported outsized influ-
ence on all conservation actions and land use decisions globally.

Although Overseas Development Assistance (ODA) in 2015 exceeded 
USD131 billion, it is difficult to believe that the BINGOs are exerting as 
much influence on the use of the planet’s lands and waters as are the devel-
opment NGOs and governments who are spending ODA funds each year. 
Yes, conservation BINGOs are important influencers of how the planet is 
used, but they are not the most powerful. Social scientists are well posi-
tioned to look critically at all the major players that influence the use of 
our planet and that respect or prejudice the rights of indigenous and local 
people. Focusing on the small fish in the pond seems like purposeful 
underachievement.

Third, reference to neoliberal conservation and an interest in markets by 
the conservation community is an exaggerated and incomplete story at 
best. Contrary to several authors’ contentions, the conservation community 
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has not abandoned its conservation priorities to embrace market solutions. 
Rather, I would argue, the conservation community has added one other 
tool to its toolkit (i.e., engagement with the private sector). All conserva-
tion NGOs, regardless of what their websites may say, are staunch support-
ers of government-regulated PAs. Public and private protected areas across 
all six IUCN categories are all subject to de jure regulations and all prefer-
ence nature conservation over all other land and resource uses. They require 
government regulatory and fiscal interventions and NGOs understand this.

In states without the means or interest to invest in PA network manage-
ment, NGOs have and continue to seek ways to contribute to their protec-
tion and, most important, to build government capacity and interest to 
invest in the conservation of their protected area systems (i.e., NGOs are 
facilitating government interventionism rather than encouraging their 
withdrawal from the PA ‘marketplace’). Nonetheless, conservation NGOs 
understand that PAs only cover a small percentage of the planet’s lands 
and waters and alone cannot be expected to protect all biodiversity and 
natural resources that are intrinsically or tangibly valued by humanity.

Understandably then conservation NGOs were drawn into those spaces 
outside of protected areas where economic development was the primary 
land use objective. Engaging the private sector and attempting to avoid or 
mitigate their environmental impact is fraught for the conservation com-
munity (i.e., the reputational risk of ‘sleeping with the enemy’) and, given 
the economic and political power inequities, has only limited the probabil-
ity of success. The conservation community, however, is unanimous that 
ignoring the influence markets have on resource use and hiding from pur-
poseful engagement with commodity producers, manufacturers and con-
sumers will result, without doubt, in the loss of biodiversity and the 
impoverishment of natural resource dependent indigenous, traditional 
and local people. As Mark Twain so sagely noted ‘denial is not just a river 
in Egypt,’ so not engaging with market-focused actors outside of PAs is 
not an option for the conservation community.

Finally, I must agree with Kent Redford that social science critiques 
based on looking over the conservation fence rather than talking and 
working directly with conservation practitioners in the field always is likely 
to result in misunderstanding and misinterpretation of what the critics 
perceive solely from afar.

David Wilkie is Executive Director, Conservation Measures and Communities at 
the Wildlife Conservation Society.
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