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SUMMARY OF THESIS 

Protected Areas (PAs), the primary mechanism for enhancing biodiversity conservation, today 

cover over 15% of global land. On the backdrop of rapid and accelerating biodiversity loss 

worldwide, the PA commitment under the post-2020 Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD) 

is likely to increase to 30%, with some conservation groups calling for 50%. Biodiversity 

conservation through PAs has a long and complicated history. These have historically relied on 

exclusionary measures targeting local residents, also known as fortress conservation, such as 

evictions, physical displacement, and strict law enforcement at the expense of local livelihoods. 

Although in the past few decades a range of more inclusionary measures have emerged, framed 

around Community-Based Natural Resource Management, participatory governance and market 

instruments such as ecotourism and value chain initiatives to generate alternative livelihoods, PAs 

must contend with the context-specific governance conditions for resolving competing natural 

resource claims and therefore typically rely on a complex mix of measures. As a result, they 

typically imply substantial social costs for local residents that are inequitably distributed, 

particularly in the Global South. This has engendered significant scholarly attention to the place-

based manifestations of PAs. However, an exclusive focus on PAs masks the astounding diversity 

of practices and activities that constitute transnational biodiversity conservation.  

 

Over a century of intergovernmental and non-governmental work on conserving nature has made 

contemporary biodiversity conservation a global phenomenon. Various Multilateral 

Environmental Agreements (MEAs) such as the CBD, billions of US dollars in funding from 

institutional and voluntary funders, and millions of projects implemented by international and 

national Non-Governmental Organisations (NGOs), has led to intricate transnational and cross-

scale networks of actors endeavouring to improve conservation outcomes. Whether influencing 

national government policy decisions, designing a Payment for Ecosystem Services programme, 

or launching a campaign to raise funds to save an iconic species, activities rely on cross-scale and 

distant interconnections and flows of funding, information, and discourses that are mediated at 

multiple levels. Attention to the networked and flow-based dimensions of biodiversity 

conservation is growing. Environmental discourse analyses have shown how global discourses 

influence national policies, ethnographic work at international events such as the World 
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Conservation Congress has illustrated the social interconnections underpinning global 

conservation governance, and telecoupling research on transnational conservation has highlighted 

how biodiversity conservation constitutes one of multiple networks that place competing claims 

on land. 

 

However, more work is needed to understand the networked dimensions of conservation that 

engender context-specific manifestations in particular geographic spaces. There is a persistent 

disconnect between global-scale policy discourses on conservation and the local realities in which 

proposed policies and measures are integrated. In other words, it is necessary to interrogate the 

discursive practices, flows, and networked interactions that interconnect the place-based and flow-

based components of transnational biodiversity conservation. The aim of this thesis is therefore to 

contribute to explaining how global policy discourses on biodiversity conservation manifest in a 

specific local context through the mechanisms that interlink distant policy and actor networks, 

with a particular focus on PA governance. To do so, I draw on a telecoupling approach and ground 

the analysis in multiple theories to elucidate the nonmaterial interconnections that shape 

environmental governance.  

 

Informed by a critical realist epistemological perspective, I combine a case study approach with 

methodological tools associated with “follow the policy” to trace nonmaterial flows and actor 

interactions across sites. Focusing on Nam Et-Phou Louey National Park (NEPL) in Lao PDR as 

a case of a PA, the former allows me to examine how conservation flows and interactions 

materialise in the conditions of a particular place. For this, I combine in-situ extensive methods to 

identify and measure indicative patterns of how PA conservation affects local livelihoods and land-

use practices, and intensive methods to interrogate the causal relationships and explain observed 

changes. Furthermore, I employ documentary analysis to examine how park governance evolved 

over time and how related measures materialise in practice. “Follow the policy” allows me to trace 

the flows and interactions of transnational conservation and PA policies across spatiotemporal 

distances using intensive methods at multiple levels. Empirically, this work took me beyond NEPL 

to the networks of conservation NGOs that engage in transnational conservation. 

 

The thesis consists of four papers. While much work on tracing material flows has been conducted 

using telecoupling, the conceptual lens of telecoupling is not well attuned to analysing nonmaterial 
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interconnections between distant places. Therefore, in the first paper I develop a conceptual 

framing for analysing discursive-institutional dynamics in telecoupled systems, “discursive 

telecouplings”. Particular attention is paid to the role of intermediaries in shaping the 

institutionalisation of global discourses and feedback processes, discursive practices around agent 

framings, and competing environment and development discourses at local scales that are marked 

by heterogeneous conditions. I apply this conceptual device to the emergence of a win-win 

discourse in global biodiversity conservation, drawing on empirical insights from the literature to 

elucidate important cross-scale and networked dimensions. 

 

In the second paper, the focus is on the global-national networked interactions through which 

transnational conservation actions manifest in changes in policy and practice, building on 

interviews with programme managers of conservation NGOs in Cambridge (UK), Bangkok and 

Vientiane. Applying an actor perspective, I argue that the inter-organisational dynamics of 

transnational conservation actions can be understood via two interacting dimensions: (a) the 

bureaucratic and organisational infrastructure that conditions conservation flows and actor 

interactions; and (b) the interpersonal social relationships underpinning and patterning these 

interactions. Grounding the analysis in literature on the anthropology of conservation NGOs, the 

paper contributes to understanding the social worlds and organisational contexts of 

conservationists and the logics through which conservation actions emerge.   

 

In the third paper, I move to biodiversity conservation policy in Lao PDR and NEPL. I trace the 

historical evolution of NEPL as a PA and examine the suite of instruments employed to govern 

human-environment practices in the landscape. This allows me to explain how distant policy and 

actor networks drive parallel land-use change processes that manifest in context-specific trade-

offs. I draw on the Multiple Environmentalities Framework and telecoupling to illustrate how 

environmental governance interventions are grounded in multiple, sometimes conflicting, logics 

of governing subjects that create unintended outcomes at local scales. The paper contributes a 

networked and scale-based dimension to work that draws on environmentality to examine local 

manifestations of global environmental governance programmes. 

 

The final paper is based on a mixed methods case study of eight villages in NEPL, focusing on the 

interactions between the exclusionary and inclusionary mechanisms of PA conservation, 
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expanding market institutions driving land-use change, and the multidimensional livelihoods of 

local residents. Grounding the analysis in a sustainable livelihoods perspective, I demonstrate how 

park residents navigate trade-offs arising from conservation interventions. Extensive methods 

revealed five dominant livelihood strategies by groups of resident households with highly unequal 

capacities for livelihood diversification and capacities to respond to PA measures and expanding 

market opportunities. I show how household asset endowments and market and conservation 

linkages at village level shape capacities, thereby highlighting an important scale dimension to 

how conservation-market interactions unfold.  

 

The thesis contributes nuances the transnational and cross-scale nature of biodiversity 

conservation by emphasising the how nonmaterial interconnections across multiple scales and sites 

materialise in social practice. The ambition is to make substantive causal propositions about 

transnational conservation policy and its manifestations in local contexts, thereby disentangling 

the complex material and immaterial interconnections driving transnational conservation actions. 

A number of policy implications emerge from the thesis, including informing discussions of 

compensation for livelihood loss from conservation interventions and questioning the value of 

technocratic governance tools that emphasise rendering local interventions coherent vertically 

rather than enhancing capacities to engage with biodiversity conservation as a political process.  

 

The methodological approach utilises telecoupling as a heuristic lens to guide the process and 

combining examination of in-situ manifestations of environmental governance programme 

interventions and a network-centric perspective to trace the flows and interactions through which 

these materialise in practice and manifest in policy and practices. I thereby demonstrate the value 

of interrogating the place-based and flow-based dimensions of global environmental governance 

programmes to understand how interactions and discursive practices interlink these across sites. 

The globalisation of environmental governance is creating complex interconnections that can have 

substantial and unintended consequences for people’s lives. In the thesis, I demonstrate 

methodological and conceptual tools to help make sense of these entanglements.  
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1.0. Introduction 

1.1. Background: Transnational conservation and protected areas 

Global biodiversity loss and nature conservation is not a new phenomenon (Sepkoski, 1997). Some 

of the largest conservation Non-Governmental Organisations (NGOs), like Wildlife Conservation 

Society (WCS) and Fauna and Flora International (FFI), date back to the turn of the 19th century. 

The International Union for the Conservation of Nature (IUCN) was established in 1948, the 

Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species of Wild Fauna and Flora (CITES) was 

drafted in 1973, and the Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD), which cemented 

intergovernmental commitments to protect and enhance biodiversity, was first drafted in 1992. 

The causes of biodiversity loss are also well known. Habitat loss from agricultural expansion, 

infrastructure development and deforestation; the overharvesting of species for consumption or 

sale; wildlife trade networks stretching across continents; climate change; and pollution (Hughes, 

2017; Mazor et al., 2018; Pereira et al., 2012).  

 

Yet there is something new about the sense of urgency behind the rhetoric on biodiversity loss, 

signalled in the growth of movements like the Extinction Rebellion, A Global Deal for Nature 

(signed by over 3 million people1), and Nature Needs Half. Scientific evidence of the catastrophic 

declines in biodiversity, and its consequences for the ecosystems on which we all depend, are 

mounting, indicating that the rates at which biodiversity loss is occurring is novel in our globalised 

and interconnected world (Cardinale et al., 2012; Hooper et al., 2012). For some, the policy 

implications are clear: conservation needs more resources, interventions that target larger 

landscapes, and better collaborations with the private sector, while using time and tested ways of 

separating humans from nature (Di Marco et al., 2019; Noss et al., 2013; Waldron et al., 2013; 

Waldron et al., 2017; Watson et al., 2018). For others, however, conservation is an extension of a 

Western epistemology that rationalises human-nature separations, is directly responsible for 

                                                 

 

 

1 https://www.globaldealfornature.org/petition/en/ - accessed 05/03/2021 

https://www.globaldealfornature.org/petition/en/
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historical and ongoing social upheaval around the world, and is long overdue for a fundamental 

transformation (Adams & Hutton, 2007; Brockington et al., 2008; Büscher & Fletcher, 2020; 

Claus, 2020). 

 

While debates continue, biodiversity conservation has today become a major driver of land-use 

change, spanning regions and encompassing multiple actors with diverse organisational structures 

and interests. Approximately 240,000 Protected Areas currently cover 15% of terrestrial global 

surface (UNEP-WCMC et al., 2018). The post-2020 CBD seems likely to increase the existing 

17% commitment to protecting 30% of the planet (UNEP, 2021), with some conservationists 

lobbying for 50% under the Half-Earth campaign (Dinerstein et al., 2017; Noss et al., 2012; 

Wilson, 2017). These ambitions are supported by people, organisations, and governments all over 

the world. Conservationists produce and draw knowledge from peer-reviewed scientific journals, 

share and disseminate experiences in multi-stakeholder platforms at different levels, and work 

closely with organisations in all sectors. Millions of people around the world invest their education, 

careers and free time to promoting conservation values, behaviours and government policy. 193 

and 178 countries have signed on to the CBD and CITES, respectively. Billions of dollars are spent 

annually on conserving nature (Waldron et al., 2013), with millions of projects engaging actors 

from across all sectors and at all jurisdictional levels, connecting supranational entities and forums 

such as the World Conservation Congress to local residents such as farmers receiving of Payment 

for Ecosystem Services (PES) for not converting forest into farmland.  

 

The sources of conservation funding range from wealthy philanthropic donors and the Corporate 

Social Responsibility (CSR) programmes of large Multinational Corporations (MNCs) to tax-

payers financing EU-funded projects and monthly donors inspired by BBC’s Planet Earth series. 

Large international conservation Non-Governmental Organisations (NGOs) like Word Wide Fund 

for Nature (WWF) and Conservation International (CI) wield considerable clout in global 

environmental governance, able to influence intergovernmental processes (Challender & 

MacMillan, 2019; Corson et al., 2019), while national and local NGOs lobby for changes in 

government policy and legislation (Tahkokallio & Nygren, 2008). Network-based organisations 

like the IUCN and BirdLife International connect distant organisational actors (Holdgate, 1999), 

while global conservation databases such as the World Database on Protected Areas, IUCN’s Red 

List of Threatened Species and Key Biodiversity Areas (KBAs) structure the decision-making of 
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global bodies, national governments and multilateral funders. Ecotourism promotion has become 

a central mechanism of national Green Growth plans, featuring heavily in World Bank sponsored 

national strategies as a means to finance PA management, while distant consumers pay premiums 

for products like coffee or honey that have been produced in a conservation-friendly manner.  

 

A history of biodiversity conservation actions has thus created intricate networks of actors and 

flows that stretch across the planet, making biodiversity conservation a truly global phenomenon 

(Boillat et al., 2018). These diverse components of conservation constitute a system of interactions 

that connect distant actors and places and drive land-use change by influencing people’s decision-

making in diverse domains, whether it’s a consultant producing inputs to feed into a government 

Working Group on amending an environmental law, volunteers campaigning against the 

exploitation of a particular species, or an NGO compiling data to inform national policy analyses. 

While there has been considerable attention to the local manifestations of conservation on the one 

hand, and the global-national discursive processes that shape conservation policies on the other, 

there has been much less attention to transnational conservation as a globally networked 

phenomenon consisting of distant and cross-scale interconnections between actors and sites.  

 

Although conservationists are often grouped together, the community is characterised by an 

astounding diversity of views regarding many fundamental aspects of human-environment 

relationships (Sandbrook et al., 2019), corresponding to a multiplicity of types of activities that 

conservation organisations engage in (Larsen & Brockington, 2017). Ultimately, however, actions 

on biodiversity conservation must change how a range of actors, from government agencies to 

MNCs to smallholder farmers, chooses to engage with a particular territory of land or water. 

Actions might be “demand-driven”, working to change consumer behaviours to promote 

conservation-friendly consumption, “supply-driven”, for instance targeting the value chains in the 

illegal wildlife trade (border controls, traders, or transportation systems), or “site-based”, by 

changing local actors’ human-environment practices. But they are necessarily territorialised in 

particular places, and conservation actions can have major implications for land and natural 

resource use in these areas. 

 

Because of the territorialised nature of biodiversity loss, a fundamental instrument of biodiversity 

conservation is the Protected Area (PA). PAs are central connecting nodes for many conservation 
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activities tying networks of actors and flows of ideas and capital to particular geographic spaces 

(Sebastien Boillat et al., 2018; Mascia et al., 2014; Tesfaw et al., 2018). Defined by the IUCN as 

“a clearly defined geographical space, recognised, dedicated and managed, through legal or other 

effective means, to achieve long‐term conservation of nature with associated ecosystem services 

and cultural values” (Dudley, 2008, p. 60), PAs are considered “almost synonymous” with 

conservation (E. Lewis et al., 2019, p. 571). PAs provide an important framework for acting on 

and evaluating targets under global conventions such as the CBD (Bicknell et al., 2017; Bingham 

et al., 2019; Geldmann et al., 2015; Montesino Pouzols et al., 2014; Watson et al., 2016; Zafra-

Calvo & Geldmann, 2020), and underpin recent movements by conservationists to enhance global 

protection (Dinerstein et al., 2019; E. C. Ellis & Mehrabi, 2019; Watson et al., 2018). This central 

role of PAs in global conservation and the ensuing competition to define, access, and use land and 

land-based resources related to their creation, expansion and upgrading has engendered 

considerable scholarly attention, including critical research on their social costs (Adams & Hutton, 

2007; Petursson & Vedeld, 2017; Vaccaro et al., 2013). 

 

PAs have a rich yet problematic history (Brockington et al., 2008). Traditional place-based 

measures, also known as “fortress conservation”, centred on excluding local residents and 

customary users of natural resources. These include evictions, forced relocation, and strict 

enforcement of regulations that conflict with the customary use patterns of local residents. With 

the sustainable development discourse emerging in the 1990s and social backlashes over the 

negative impacts of PAs becoming apparent, inclusionary approaches tied to “Integrated 

Conservation and Development Projects” (ICDPs) and Community-Based Natural Resource 

Management (CBNRM) have since become dominant in the narratives of donors and conservation 

NGOs (Hutton et al., 2005; Persson & Mertz, 2019). Despite this trend, elements of the fortress 

conservation often remain, creating a complex mix of governance practices that can exacerbate 

local social costs of PAs (Diaw & Tiani, 2010; Hartter & Goldman, 2011; Petursson & Vedeld, 

2017). In addition, despite rhetoric on the importance of indigenous people’s rights and CBNRM, 

recent movements by some conservationists signal a preference for stricter controls of human 

influences on nature that is rooted in a human-nature divide (Büscher et al., 2017; Di Marco et al., 

2019; E. C. Ellis & Mehrabi, 2019).  
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The rise of neoliberalism, which Holmes & Cavanagh (2016, p. 51) define as “a complex and 

variable assemblage of ideologies, institutions, discourses, actors, and related practices that seek 

to broaden and deepen processes of financialisation, privatization, marketisation, decentralisation, 

and/or commodification in society” has infused market mechanisms, global business elites, and 

private sector actors into conservation thought and practice (Büscher et al., 2012, 2014; Holmes, 

2011; Igoe & Brockington, 2007). This trend has become particularly prominent in PAs through 

mechanisms such as ecotourism, PES, carbon and biodiversity offsets, private PAs, alternative 

livelihood projects utilising value chain-type interventions, and allocation of powers to enforce 

PA regulations to non-state organisations. Research has shown, however, that the manifestation of 

neoliberal conservation in empirical contexts is far from uniform and depends on a range of factors 

that can subvert and shape their impacts in local scales (Fletcher, 2010, 2017). This is critical 

because the factors that shape how global environmental policy discourses manifest in practice are 

empirical as the adaptation to local context is the result of cross-site networked processes. Paper 3 

of the thesis shows how this is also the case in a Lao PA, where the manifestation of instruments 

rationalised on neoliberal premises is influenced not only by how they interact with context-

specific conditions, but also via political processes between competing policy networks. 

 

The immediate pressures on biodiversity that PAs aim to address are necessarily grounded in a 

particular place. They occur in contexts marked by heterogeneous conditions, social and cultural 

relationships, historical legacies, and biophysical traits (Agrawal et al., 2014; Hartter & Goldman, 

2011; Pasgaard & Chea, 2013). PA interventions thus tend to become embroiled in subnational 

and local political economies of natural resource governance, contend with authoritarian 

governance regimes, and imply substantial trade-offs for local residents (Adger et al., 2005; 

Holmes & Cavanagh, 2016). They often do not fit well within ministerial development strategies 

or existing jurisdictional hierarchies (Bixler et al., 2016; Scarlett, 2016), requiring positioning and 

negotiation between different government ministries and line agencies. While some government 

agencies may benefit in terms of accessing project and programme funding through bilateral and 

multilateral projects, costs are overwhelmingly borne by subnational actors and local residents 

whose development pathways are shaped by the geographic context in which they live and work 

(Beauchamp et al., 2018; Hirsch et al., 2010; McShane et al., 2011). These trade-offs occur 

between actors and across levels, whether between the environmental and agricultural ministries 

(Beauchamp et al., 2018), smallholders and subnational PA units, or military interests and 
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international agencies, and unfold in empirical contexts. Resulting trade-offs can drive competition 

for PA land and has led to a phenomenon labelled Downgrading, Downsizing and Degazettement 

(PADDD), or the legal reclassification of PA designations to alternative land uses, of which 

Golden Kroner et al. (2019) identify around 2,800 instances between 2009 and 2018 (Golden 

Kroner et al., 2019; Symes et al., 2016). Though much less studied, interactions can also lead to 

the legal creation, expansion, and upgrading of PAs (Pringle, 2017), as in our case of a PA in Laos. 

As demonstrated in Paper 4, the trade-offs implied by PA conservation, shaped by competition for 

land-based resources from an expanding market economy, have diverse impacts on local 

livelihoods. 

 

A narrow focus on the local manifestations of PAs belies a diversity of practices, interconnections 

and organisational forms that constitute biodiversity conservation (Brockington et al., 2018; 

Redford, 2011). There is a complex, cross-scale network of actors involved in enacting PAs 

through intervention on multiple levels (Heyman, 2009). These actors are embedded in their own 

organisational contexts that shape how PA interventions play out. Conservation NGOs, which are 

major proponents of transnational conservation, consist of organisational chains linking distant 

places and actors, from funders in country x to headquarter offices in country y to a national 

organisation in country z to implementation activities in province k. These organisations are often 

tasked with translating programmes and funding into specific sets of activities, monitoring the 

outcomes of those activities, and feeding back across the chain. The context and conditions in 

which conservation professionals design, plan, implement, monitor, produce feedback, and obtain 

funding, also profoundly shape how conservation interventions are rationalised and materialise in 

local contexts. In other words, the sectoral conditions of conservation NGOs (Brockington & 

Scholfield, 2010a, 2010b) and the organisational and institutional chains in which conservation 

NGOs are embedded (Heyman, 2009; Wahlén, 2014), matter. Conservation NGOs operate under 

conditions of scarce resources and budgetary restrictions that often exacerbate competing 

pressures. The organisational conditions and social relationships of conservationists and how they 

shape transnational conservation is the focus of Paper 2.  

 

The organisational complexities embedded in these chains give rise to a number of other issues 

associated with PA governance. PAs are often underpinned by simplified narratives of local 

residents’ human-environment practices and their economic and political interests in land-use 
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governance; a lack of recognition of the unequal socioeconomic conditions under which local 

residents are integrated into national and regional development processes; and limited 

understanding of the ways in which inequitable socio-political relationships influence the formal 

and informal institutions around land and resource access (Benjaminsen & Svarstad, 2010; 

Pasgaard & Nielsen, 2016; Petursson & Vedeld, 2017; Temudo, 2012; Travers et al., 2015). This 

is not surprising considering the majority of people working in the conservation NGOs that support 

PAs (and the people that train their staff) are trained biologists or ecologists as opposed to social 

scientists (Sandbrook et al., 2019) who often rely on collaboration with local government agencies 

for implementing interventions. Similar to arguments made by (Ferguson, 2007), conservation 

professionals maintain discursive allegiances that shape the ways in which environmental 

problems and solutions are rationalised and in turn the interventions they propose. They also 

operate under specific jurisdictional constraints in intergovernmental collaborations, with goals 

defined through negotiation. 

 

The above arguments point to a key discrepancy. While the conservation interventions and 

governance institutions of PAs are territorialised, the actor networks and flows of funding, 

resources, information, and discourses of transnational conservation interconnect distant sites that 

engender land-use competition (Andriamihaja et al., 2019; Boillat et al., 2018; Ramutsindela et 

al., 2020). There is thus an important networked dimension to the materialisation of conservation 

interventions that requires empirical investigation to improve our understanding of the 

interconnections, discursive practices, and networked interactions through which local 

interventions unfold. In particular, the interactions and interconnections through which areas of 

global conservation value are made governable “from a distance” via multidirectional flows and 

cross-sector integration of actors remain underexplored (Challies et al., 2014; Lenschow et al., 

2016; Munroe et al., 2019). Global discourses on conservation, such as those tied to the CBD 

processes, Nature Needs Half, and neoliberal conservation, contrast with the “specific and 

pragmatic body of practice” of local governance interventions that are built on context-specific 

histories of reconciling contested claims to land-based resources (Bull et al., 2018, p. 161). More 

attention is therefore needed to how global environmental governance programmes that aim to 

address social-ecological dilemmas manifest in context-specific trade-offs. 
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The telecoupling approach specifically interrogates dynamic land-use change processes, and their 

governance, as constituting both a place-based and flow-based component (Friis & Nielsen, 2019). 

Scholarly work in this field, however, tends to view environmental governance “from above” as 

opposed to “from below”; as a technical endeavour of matching formal institutions with the right 

scale of the social-ecological problem (Epstein et al., 2015; Newig et al., 2019), rather than as a 

grounded political process marked by contestations, negotiations, and power struggles between 

actors. Moreover, telecoupling is not well attuned to explaining nonmaterial interconnections 

between distant places and actors that shape land-use, which is fundamental for understanding the 

practical manifestations of transnational conservation action in different domains. I therefore draw 

on and integrate other theoretical perspectives to complement the telecoupling approach and 

advance its analytical strength. 

 

Global policy discourses related to biodiversity conservation inform interventions designed to 

produce specific outcomes. While their framing is largely a discursive practice based on 

rationalising environmental problems and solutions, their implementation have traceable 

consequences. Externally designed interventions that do not accommodate the complexity of local 

contexts have been shown to exacerbate governance dilemmas and produce negative social 

outcomes, and benefit-generating interventions may not be equitably accessible (Ferraro & 

Hanauer, 2011; Milne & Adams, 2012; Neumann, 1997; Oldekop et al., 2010; Roe et al., 2015). It 

is therefore necessary to interrogate the interconnections driving intervention framings as well as 

disentangling their consequences for people affected by proposed policy solutions. Understanding 

how people are integrated into transnational conservation activities and how the visions of the 

planners who design them reflect the reality of lived experiences is crucial to understand the 

uneven and fragmentary ways that environmental governance shapes people’s subjectivities 

(Agrawal et al., 2014).  

1.2. Research questions and structure of the thesis 

In light of a persistent disconnect between global policy discourses for conservation and the local 

realities in which proposed policies are integrated (Boedhihartono et al., 2018; Bull et al., 2018), 

the overarching aim of this thesis is to explain how global conservation policy discourses manifest 

in local contexts by shaping land-use and livelihood practices and interrogate how feedback 

processes are structured.  
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Four specific research questions correspond to the papers of the thesis: 

1. How can the discursive-institutional dynamics of transnational biodiversity conservation 

between distant sites be understood?  

2. How do global-national networked interactions in transnational conservation emerge and 

manifest in changes in policy and practice? 

3. How does transnational biodiversity conservation interact with the context-specific 

conditions and practices of environmental governance in a local PA? 

4. How do the exclusionary and inclusionary mechanisms of PA conservation influence 

livelihoods in the context of expanding market institutions?  

 

I ground the work in the telecoupling approach and a number of theoretical perspectives that 

elucidate the site-based and networked dimensions of the socio-institutional processes of 

biodiversity conservation. The main empirical work is conducted in Lao PDR (Laos), and in 

chapter 2, I present the national context of environmental policy and practice. I then present a more 

detailed account of Nam Et-Phou Louey National Park (NEPL), which sets the context for Papers 

3 and 4. The theoretical background is presented in Chapter 3, where I explain the combination of 

theories used to interrogate the global-local interconnections in transnational conservation. 

Discursive-institutionalism, the Multiple Environmentalities Framework, the Sustainable 

Livelihoods Approach, and insights from the literature on anthropology of conservation NGOs, 

were operationalised for this purpose.  

 

Chapter 3 explains the methodological approach undertaken in the thesis. Given the 

multidimensional object of research, this involved combining methodological tools that can 

account for in-situ manifestations of conservation interventions (place-based dimension) and those 

that address the networked dimensions (the flow-based dimension). For the former, I employed a 

mixed methods approach, combining extensive and intensive methods at multiple levels to 

construct a case study of NEPL. The latter implied methodological tools akin to multi-sited 

ethnography and critical policy studies to develop qualitative inferences on the nonmaterial and 

organisational interconnections that constitute transnational conservation practice, including semi-

structured interviews and analysis of organisational documents and other material. In the chapter, 

I also detail the development and implementation of the empirical work through multiple rounds 
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of data collection, the limitations of the methodological approach, and related ethical reflections 

on the research process. Chapter 4 is composed of the four papers. In chapter 5, I discuss the 

methodological, theoretical and empirical contributions of the thesis as a whole. In particular, I 

argue for critical realism as an integrative framework to bridge the diverse epistemological 

perspectives and methodological approaches that is currently reflected in research operationalising 

telecoupling and within it a role for intensive, qualitative methods to establish and validate causal 

relationships. I also argue that the methodological approach is a valuable means to combine in-

situ and network-centric perspectives to investigate empirical manifestations of global 

environmental policy. Finally, I conclude with prospects for research and practice. 
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2.0. Nature conservation in Laos  

Lao PDR (Laos) has undergone fundamental economic transformations in recent decades, mainly 

through commercialised exploitation of natural resources, culminating in geographically specific 

trade-offs between economic growth, local livelihoods and environmental conservation in sites 

across the country. With decades of multilateral and bilateral investments in enhancing 

environmental conservation, continuous technical support from a network of conservation INGOs 

that has led to the establishment of a well-defined regulatory framework for PAs (Robichaud et 

al., 2001), and a complex relationship between government land-use and rural development 

programmes and the ethnic minorities that reside in biodiverse areas of the country (Ireson & 

Ireson, 1991), Laos makes an ideal case for investigating the discursive and material connections 

that link local place-based interventions with a globally constituted system of interactions. 

2.1. National background and context 

Laos is a land-locked country in Southeast Asia bordering Vietnam, Cambodia, China, and 

Thailand with approximately seven million inhabitants, 80% of which live in rural areas. The 

Laotian civil war from 1959-1975 ended with the communist Lao People’s Liberation Army 

assuming political power and the establishment of the Lao People’s Democratic Republic (Lao 

PDR). The political system consists of a one-party social state governed by the Lao People’s 

Revolutionary Party (LPRP) with a structure similar to Vietnam and China. Since the constitution 

was adopted in 1991, the polity has made significant steps toward decentralisation and 

deconcentration of powers to provincial and district levels including for land and environmental 

governance (SIDA, 2003), though political power remains in the control of the LPRP (Stuart-fox, 

2006). There is strong state presence at all administrative levels, stretching from central to village 

levels via a series of national organisational bodies and political positions. While the National 

Assembly is a key decision-making body for national legislative changes, provincial governments 

have historically enjoyed significant autonomy in governing regional affairs (Stuart-fox, 2006). 

With the lowest population density in Southeast Asia, Laos is highly ethnically diverse and is 

usually split into three major ethno-linguistic groups. Approximately two thirds of the population 

belong to the Tai-Kadai (Lao) group. The rest are split between Mon-Khmer (including Khmu) 

and the Hmong-Mien and Tibeto-Burman (Hmong). These correspond to simplified topographic 

government classifications that categorise the population according to lowland (Lao Loum), lower 
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highlands (Land Theung) and the highlands (Lao Soung), employed for administrative government 

(Ireson & Ireson, 1991).  

 

Land and natural resource exploitation constitutes a major driver of national economic growth. 

Agriculture account for approximately 20% of Gross Domestic Product (GDP) and foreign 

investments in mineral, mining and infrastructure are growing. Despite economic growth 

averaging around 7% annually since the Government of Laos (GoL) introduced the New Economic 

Mechanism in 1986, combining social state government with market economy institutions, the 

country remains a Least Developed Country with an official poverty rate of around 18%. Citizens 

are reliant on access to natural resources for subsistence and livelihoods, including Non Timber 

Forest Products (NTFPs), such as wild animals for food and sale and wild herbs for traditional 

medicine (Singh, 2010), and small-scale agriculture. The COVID-19 pandemic has exposed the 

fragility of Laos’ economy as it contracted by 0.6% in 2020, its lowest rate since 1998 (World 

Bank, 2021). Tourism, which accounts for 11% of employment and around 4% of GDP, has taken 

a particularly hard hit, as well as trade, remittances, and investment (World Bank, 2020c). Lacking 

income opportunities in cities, people are returning to villages in rural areas, which could 

potentially accelerate resource harvesting. 

 

Though never formally recognised as such, growth ambitions have historically been framed around 

“Turning Land Into Capital” (Kenney-Lazar et al., 2018), which aims to make underutilised land 

exploitable for economic growth via Foreign Direct Investment (FDI). Recent years have seen a 

major expansion of contract farming in the Northern provinces for export commodities such as 

rubber, banana and maize (Friis, Reenberg et al., 2016; Kallio et al., 2019; Kenney-Lazar et al., 

2018). Concessions for large-scale land investments, mainly for agricultural expansion and 

mineral exploration, cover around one million hectare (Hett et al., 2020). Another policy ambition 

driving investments in infrastructure is to turn Laos into a “land-linked” country by connecting its 

regional neighbours through various transportation networks (Gunn, 2008). An example is Chinese 

investments in a railway that runs through northern Laos to Vientiane connecting Kunming in 

southern China and Singapore (as part of China’s One Belt One Road Initiative) that is currently 

under construction (World Bank, 2020a). The GoL has ambitions to exploit the country’s 

favourable topography and position Laos as the “battery of Southeast Asia” by expanding 

hydroelectric power and building electricity networks for export to Vietnam and Thailand, 



13 

 

 

attracting international capital to do so. Infrastructure construction also serves national interests in 

consolidating military control along Laos’ borders, where provincial military actors have an 

interest in securing particular geographic regions in borderland areas (Dwyer et al., 2016).  

 

National growth ambitions interact with environmental conservation in several ways. Forestland 

conversion for agricultural expansion contributes to deforestation. Contentions over definition of 

forests have made forest cover assessments in Laos problematic, though indications suggest that 

Laos has recently experienced a transition to net increase in forest cover (Pichler et al., 2021). The 

70% forest cover goal of the 2020 National Forest Strategy is an important government goal, based 

on pre-1975 forest cover, and drives forest enhancement policies rationalised according to what 

has been labelled a “land-sparing” as opposed to “land-sharing” approach (Mertz & Mertens, 

2017). According to Global Forest Watch2, however, Laos lost approximately 18% of forest cover 

from 2001 and 2019, largely driven by concessions for agricultural commodities, to an estimated 

46.7% of land in 2015 (Thomas, 2015). Other drivers include illegal logging, agricultural 

expansion, hydropower dams, mines, and infrastructure construction (Thomas, 2015). In addition, 

contract farming often contributes to forestland conversion despite a regulatory environment that 

promotes agricultural intensification over expansion (Vongvisouk et al., 2016). Moreover, 

securitisation goals and military commercial interests in illegal logging and natural resource 

exploitation in Laos’ borderland regions often conflict with environmental conservation interests 

(Ingalls, 2017), even though the original framing of Protected Areas (PAs) underlines their role in 

border securitisation and the potential mutual interests between international conservation and 

military actors (Robichaud et al., 2001). Lastly, areas suitable for hydropower construction are 

located in mountainous regions that often overlap with PAs, creating pressures on local ecosystems 

as well as providing opportunities for income generation. 

 

Laos is highly biodiverse. The low population density, mountainous landscape, tropical climate, 

and extensive forest and watershed areas have made Laos a sanctuary for wildlife and biodiversity. 

                                                 

 

 

2 https://www.globalforestwatch.org/ 
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Containing 27 Important Bird Areas (IBAs) and four ecologically diverse ecoregions3, 

approximately 1.6% of globally threatened species listed in the 2004 IUCN Red list are in Laos 

(MoNRE, 2016). In terms of species diversity, between 150-200 species of reptiles and 

amphibians, 700 species of birds, 90 species of bats, over 100 species of large animals and 500 

species of fish, and an estimated 8,000-11,000 flower species can be found in the country 

(MoNRE, 2016). Around 319 species are of global conservation significance, including 67% of 

large animals and 53% of bats.  

 

However, pressures on biodiversity are mounting. Laos is a hub for trade in illegal species and a 

link in transnational wildlife networks for elephant’s ivory, tiger’s skin, and rhino’s horns that 

stretch across regions (Banjade et al., 2020; Schweikhard et al., 2019; Vigne & Martin, 2017). The 

economic returns on hunting and wildlife trafficking, and the implication of government officials 

in its trade, suggest strong political economy interests in wildlife that extend beyond the 

subsistence and livelihood needs of rural residents (Nooren & Claridge, 2001; Singh, 2008; 

TRAFFIC, 2008). Yet the GoL and supporting international conservation NGOs often allocate 

responsibility for biodiversity loss to local livelihood practices, including shifting cultivation, 

overharvesting and wildlife trade, as “the key threats” to biodiversity and PA integrity (MoNRE, 

2016, p. 10). Infrastructure construction and concession-based agricultural expansions are 

recognised as contributing to habitat loss, but given a minor role, particularly in the direct 

interventions that are proposed and implemented. Because of these various pressures, the number 

of globally threatened species increased from 74 in 2010 to over 100 in 2015, in addition 68 nearly 

threatened species (MoNRE-IUCN, 2016).  

 

What policy documents and the above description make clear is that there are substantial tensions 

between economic growth, political economy interests including rents from wildlife, timber and 

NTFP trade, and biodiversity conservation in Laos that are not easily resolved. For example, the 

Lao National Biodiversity Strategy and Action Plan (NBSAP) states  

 

                                                 

 

 

3 The Northern Highlands; Annamites Range; Indo-Chinese karst landscapes; and the Mekong plain 
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“[…] the hydropower sector has the potential to play a key role in achieving the social and 

economic development objectives of the Government of Lao PDR by expanding the 

availability of low cost, reliable electricity within the country and earning revenue from 

export sales to the region (MEM, 2015). The mining sector is also one of the biggest 

contributors to national revenue in the Lao PDR. It is one of the four priority sectors (the 

other[s] being energy, agriculture and tourism) for investment and industrialization. […] 

Both hydropower and mining have serious environmental implications, not only at the local 

level. One report […] states that there are several mining concessions and hydropower 

projects which overlap with NPAs (National Protected Areas) which are areas of high 

biodiversity” (MoNRE, 2016, pp. 20–21). 

 

Resolving these tensions remains is a fundamental challenge and depends on the context-specific 

ways in which trade-offs shape the conditions of environmental governance.  

2.2. Environmental policy and biodiversity in Laos 

Laos has developed a framework and system for environmental governance. Forest conservation 

has been a central tenet of central government policy for decades. Since the 1990s, the national 

Lao forest estate has been divided into Conservation forests (also known as National Protected 

Areas – NPAs), Protection forests and Production forests (GoL, 2007; Lestrelin et al., 2013). These 

categories are rearticulated at all administrative levels, creating an intricate and expansive map of 

the Lao forest estate4 that does not correspond to the realities of forest cover. They are therefore 

better thought of as “political forests” that reflect ambitions of political agencies and different 

administrative jurisdictions (Dwyer & Ingalls, 2015; Vandergeest & Peluso, 1995). Nominally, 

however, the forest categories differ in their functions and purposes, translating into sets of formal 

institutions that establish the conditions for governing their use. For instance, protection forests 

emphasise protection of watershed areas and preventing soil erosion, but also encompass national 

security concerns and protection against natural disasters. Conservation forests (NPAs) refer to 

                                                 

 

 

4 Encompassing 57 Provincial Conservation forests, 23 provincial protection forests, 144 District 

Conservation Forests and 52 District Protection Forests, in addition to 24 NPAs 
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conserving animal species and nature, including areas that have certain historical, cultural or 

aesthetic value, and specifically “the development of national parks appropriate for tourism and 

scientific research” (GoL, 2007, p. 10). This is despite the fact that approximately 840,000 people 

live in more than 1,200 villages within or nearby Laos’ 24 PAs (World Bank, 2020b).  

 

Underpinning forest policy in Laos is a discourse that places shifting cultivation by ethnic minority 

highland communities at the centre of deforestation and degradation problems (Ireson & Ireson, 

1991; Lestrelin et al., 2012). Due to historical socio-political reasons, ethnic minorities tend to 

reside in remote mountainous areas and consequently these groups are overrepresented as targets 

for forest conservation policies and in PAs (Ireson & Ireson, 1991). Interventions rationalised on 

a land-sparing approach centre on separating agricultural and forest land at the expense of 

multifunctional landscapes (Pichler et al., 2021), and aim at reducing and eliminating shifting 

cultivation practices (Lestrelin et al., 2012).  

 

A major instrument for this purpose is Participatory Land-Use Planning (PLUP) at village level, 

the outcome of which is a communal agreement specifying regulations and a land-use map to 

which village residents are obligated to adhere. PLUP has a long history in Laos, starting with the 

Forest and Land Allocation (FLA) programme in the 1990s focusing on delineating village 

boundaries and land-use zones. The lack of adherence to and effectiveness of FLA, which was 

implemented in a highly top-down manner, led to more participatory formulations of LUP (Fujita 

& Phanvilay, 2008; Lestrelin et al., 2012). Because there is no land-use category for 

multifunctional landscapes such as shifting cultivation fallow land (which is officially categorised 

as “potential forest”), and by restricting the number and size of farm plots that each household can 

cultivate, ethnic minorities traditionally practicing shifting cultivation with 7-10 year cycles to 

allow for soil regeneration have had their agricultural practices heavily curtailed by LUP 

instruments. Consequent regulations have led to agricultural intensification of upland plots and a 

cohort of environmental costs including overuse of chemical inputs and soil erosion.  

 

In addition to PLUP, the GoL has a long-standing programme to relocate and merge remote 

villages, based on a discourse of rural modernisation around a model of lowland agriculture and 

fixed employment, conserving forest areas, and improving access to public services, while serving 

to improve population control (Baird & Shoemaker, 2007; Evrard & Goudineau, 2004). Generally, 
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conservation assessments since the 1990s work within this discourse of ethnic minority 

communities practicing traditional livelihoods including shifting cultivation and wildlife hunting 

as the main cause of biodiversity loss (Berkmüller et al., 1995, p. 253; Johnson et al., 2006; 

Johnson et al., 2016), which is also reflected in contemporary forest enhancement programmes 

like REDD+ (Ingalls & Dwyer, 2016). Despite an external coherence in forest promotion policies, 

however, instruments remain contested in practice due to parallel actor and policy networks 

stretching across levels with competing visions for land-use. Transnational biodiversity 

conservation constitutes one of these networks that is vying for influence in national and 

subnational environmental governance.  

2.3. Biodiversity conservation through protected areas 

The GoL has joined the global struggle against biodiversity loss. The nation became a signatory 

of the CBD in 1996 and a contracting party to the Ramsar Convention on Wetlands in 2010, and 

ratified the World Heritage convention in 1987. Though GoL is a signatory of CITES, it is being 

scrutinised for the country’s role in global wildlife trade (Banjade et al., 2020; CITES, 2018). The 

primary mechanism for enhancing biodiversity conservation, as reflected in national policies and 

intergovernmental negotiations, is the PA. 

 

Major investments by international agencies and conservation NGOs between 1988 and 1993 

culminated in Prime Minister Decree No. 164 that designated 18 PA sites covering between 12-

15% of national territory in 1993 (Berkmüller et al., 1995; Fujita, 2004; Lestrelin et al., 2012; 

Robichaud et al., 2001). Originally termed National Biodiversity Conservation Areas, these were 

later re-coined to National Protected Areas (NPAs) to account for their multi-purpose functions. 

IUCN played a key role in identifying sites for protection based on forest cover from geospatial 

analysis (Berkmüller et al., 1995), while sites suggested by WCS and WWF were based on wildlife 

surveys (Fujita, 2004). Criteria included presence of key species assessed by village interviews, 

habitat condition, and a minimum size of 500 square kilometres. International partners such as the 

Swedish International Development Agency (SIDA) funded the Lao-Swedish Forestry Programme 

(LSFP) and Danish International Development Aid (DANIDA) initiated Integrated Conservation 

and Development type projects. Another six PAs have since been added to the PA network, now 

covering approximately 18% of the country (Figure 1) (MoNRE, 2016). However, the network 

reflects a spatial bias as ecoregions and Key Biodiversity Areas (KBAs) are poorly represented 
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(MoNRE, 2019). According to article 42 of the Forest Law, PAs are split into a Total Protection 

Zone (TPZ), Controlled Use Zone (CUZ), and Corridor Zone (GoL, 2007). Reflecting Laos’ land-

sparing approach to environmental governance, the main objective of PAs is to eliminate 

exploitation of natural resources in TPZs while managing CUZs for subsistence purposes 

(Berkmüller et al., 1995).   

 

 

Figure 1: Protected Areas in Laos    

(Source: MoNRE, 2019) 

 

Jurisdictional challenges have, however, hampered effective PA governance in Laos. First, 

government resources for PA management are minimal, making most PAs “paper parks” that are 

legally designated on maps but lack any de facto protection (Corbett, 2008). Each PA receives 50 

million LAK per year from the central budget (equivalent to about 5,000 USD), which is 



19 

 

 

distributed via the Provincial and District Agricultural and Forestry Offices (PAFO and DAFO) 

for implementation work. For any PA that receives external project funding, central budget 

funding is rechannelled to unsupported PAs. This implies that management activities, awareness 

and capacity for PA management are typically minimal, with most PAs lacking a management 

plan (MoNRE, 2019).  

 

Second, PAs were originally drawn at scales of 1:500 000 (Fujita, 2004) and the vast majority of 

PAs have not been demarcated. As a result, and given that PAs cover land used for customary and 

livelihood purposes by local residents, there are massive uncertainties regarding the specific 

position of boundaries. Third, jurisdictional authority for PA governance has undergone several 

shifts since establishment, which has caused disruptions. Originally, responsibility lied with the 

Centre of Protected Areas and Watershed Management at the Department of Forestry (DoF) at the 

Ministry of Agriculture and Forestry (MAF). In 1999, this centre was dissolved following 

departmental restructuring, and authority was transferred to the National Reserve Forest Unit in 

the newly created Division of Forest Resource Conservation. This move also devolved subnational 

management responsibilities to PAFO and DAFO. In 2013, another government reshuffling 

transferred PA jurisdiction to the Ministry of Natural Resources and Environment (MoNRE), 

where it stay for three years until a PM Decree in 2016 transferred all responsibilities to the PA 

Management Division under DoF, a restructuring that reportedly took a year to complete. More 

recently, jurisdiction for PAs that cover more than one province (including NEPL) is no longer 

under the authority of PAFO, but under national DoF jurisdiction (World Bank, 2020d).   

 

The GoL frames biodiversity conservation in terms of strengthening law enforcement to protect 

natural ecosystems. As stated in the National Biodiversity Strategy and Action Plan (NBSAP), a 

roadmap for enhancing biodiversity conservation,  

 

“The government has been quick to realize the need to protect the country’s biodiversity, 

including its iconic wildlife species. It has established a comprehensive national protected 

area system and enacted laws, decrees, directives, and regulations on the management of 

forest, aquatic, and wildlife resources across the country. The next challenge is to improve 

the enforcement of these laws, decrees, directives, and regulations.” (MoNRE, 2016, p. ii).  
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This statement reflects a top-down approach to conservation enhancement whereby laws 

established via central government procedures are then disseminated and enforced at subnational 

levels. Though conservationists often blame a lack of government capacity for failures to halt 

biodiversity loss (Berkmüller et al., 1995; Rao et al., 2014), fundamental tensions between 

competing political economy interests and ministerial developmental programmes remain 

unresolved (Broegaard et al., 2017). Political economy interests might include access to rents from 

sources such as wildlife trade, timber logging, agricultural taxation, allocating concessions, or 

accessing international carbon payments, while structures that alter the relative benefits from these 

rates shape related political economy interests.  

 

The World Bank funded Green Growth strategy is an attempt to reconcile tensions in development 

pathways by promoting “win-win” solutions that engender economic growth while producing 

resources for improving capacities for environmental management. Biodiversity conservation 

through PAs and income-generation through ecotourism feature heavily in the strategy, but so do 

more contentious issues like hydropower and industrial tree plantations (World Bank, 2020b). 

Sustainable financing for PA management is a concerted ambition of the strategy, whether through 

income from ecotourism, compensation schemes from hydropower dam companies, or reward-

based PES programmes such as Reducing Emissions from Deforestation and Forest Degradation 

(REDD+) (Ingalls et al., 2018; Ingalls & Dwyer, 2016; World Bank, 2020d). These strategies, in 

addition to a law enforcement approach to wildlife trade, shape contemporary biodiversity 

conservation activities in Laos.  

 

Because of the topography of Laos’ PAs, they often overlap with potential sites for hydropower 

dams. Partnerships with hydropower dam companies are envisioned as a sustainable financing 

model for PA management, whereby the company funds management activities as compensation 

for the ecological damage caused by its operations. This is the operational model of the Nakai-

Nam Theun (NNT) national park (Blake & Barney, 2018; Singh, 2009). Another financing model 

is based on expanding nature-based tourism products, through which tourist revenues fund 

management activities while providing income-generating opportunities for local residents. A 

major problem with these kinds of schemes is that they tend to reinforce and expand the 

exclusionary rationales of forest enhancement programmes to the detriment of multifunctional 
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landscapes and livelihood security by prioritising state interests (Ingalls, 2017; Pichler et al., 

2021).  

 

While on an abstract level the Green Growth strategy may resolve some tensions underlying 

multiple economic development pathways by highlighting opportunities and possibilities in cross-

sector coalitions, these tensions manifest in geographically specific trade-offs that are shaped by 

the specific historical circumstances in which multiple actors resolve competing claims to land 

and natural resources. The catastrophic consequences of the COVID pandemic on access to 

diversification opportunities, moreover, are framed as an opportunity to invest in the conditions 

for Green Growth:  

 

“the current opportunity is to massively employ villagers in restoring of forests, support for 

forest plantations, building of tourism facilities in Protected Areas such as trails and 

structures, provision of labor for protective green infrastructure such as erosion management 

structures accompanied by natural solutions such as reforestation of steep slopes, community 

patrols to counter poaching and illegal logging, and other labour-intensive activities to help 

accelerate the shift to this new economy […] The currently low tourism flux offers Lao PDR 

the opportunity to prepare itself for later demands” (World Bank, 2020d, p. x).  

 

These kinds of economistic rationales for advancing green growth seem to largely disregard the 

socio-economic, political and environmental circumstances in which people live their daily lives.  

 

Such policy rationales reflect the highly bureaucratic-administrative context in which multilateral 

negotiations on biodiversity conservation are formulated and the top-down logic in which related 

actions are implemented. For instance, a condition for GoL to receive financial support for 

implementing the Green Growth strategy is creating the institutional and governance framework 

for managing the PA estate. This includes issuing governmental Decrees that designate changes to 

PAs that are considered to have tourism potential. Until 2019 all PAs in Laos were designated 
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IUCN category VI “Protected area with sustainable use of natural resources”5, in which 

conservation and sustainable natural resource use can be made mutually beneficial. The IUCN 

defines category VI PAs as 

 

“Protected areas that conserve ecosystems and habitats, together with associated cultural 

values and traditional natural resource management systems. They are generally large, with 

most of the area in a natural condition, where a proportion is under sustainable natural 

resource management and where low-level non-industrial use of natural resources 

compatible with nature conservation is seen as one of the main aims of the area.” 

 

Since 2019, three of Laos’ 24 PAs have been “upgraded” to Category II National Park. These are 

Nakai Nam Theun, the PA supported by a hydropower dam company and reportedly the only PA 

with sustainable financing, Hin Nam No, which is short-listed to become Laos’ first natural World 

Heritage Site, and Nam Et-Phou Louey (NEPL). The IUCN defines Category II PAs as 

  

“Large natural or near natural areas set aside to protect large-scale ecological processes, 

along with the complement of species and ecosystems characteristic of the area, which also 

provide a foundation for environmentally and culturally compatible spiritual, scientific, 

educational, recreational and visitor opportunities […] Category II areas should be more 

strictly protected where ecological functions and native species composition are relatively 

intact.” 

 

National Parks imply stricter use regulations and are distinct from Category VI PAs by permitting 

natural resource use only for subsistence and minor recreational purposes.  

 

 

                                                 

 

 

5 https://www.iucn.org/theme/protected-areas/about/protected-area-categories  

https://www.iucn.org/theme/protected-areas/about/protected-area-categories
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2.4. Houaphan province and Nam Et-Phou Louey National Park  

Nam Et-Phou Louey (NEPL) national park was chosen as the site for empirical work primarily 

because it has received continual external support from agencies and organisations since 2000 and 

is a centrepiece in Lao environmental policy. A key aim driving conservation investments in NEPL 

is creating a management model that can be replicated across PAs in Laos (and Southeast Asia) 

by combining market-based instruments such as tourism and alternative livelihoods with 

Participatory Land-Use Planning (PLUP) and stricter conservation measures such as patrolling and 

wildlife law enforcement.  

2.4.1. Nam Et-Phou Louey Context 

Details of the empirical context on NEPL, its historical evolution, and governance arrangements 

can be found in Papers 3 and 4. Here, I focus on the integration of market instruments and 

establishment of regulatory conditions in NEPL and insights from prior studies on the landscape. 

Conservation assessments have focused on local livelihood and land-use practices as the direct 

threats of biodiversity and wildlife decline (Johnson et al., 2006; Johnson et al., 2016; Rasphone 

et al., 2019). This includes habitat destruction from shifting cultivation and agricultural expansion, 

wildlife hunting for consumption and sale both by local residents and external wildlife hunters, 

grazing livestock in the TPZ and constructing small temporary huts to manage activities (so-called 

sanam), and overharvesting of NTFPs. Other pressures are infrastructure development, especially 

roads (WCS, 2019). Park management relies on a combination of exclusionary and inclusionary 

interventions, operating through five sections: (1) Law enforcement and ranger patrolling, (2) 

Conservation outreach, (3) Monitoring and research, (4) Land-use management, and (5) Wildlife 

ecotourism.  

 

Mirroring global trends of increasing popularity of neoliberal conservation instruments, NEPL is 

integrating conditional financial and in-kind payments as incentive mechanisms for changing 

behaviours. The ecotourism project is a prime example (Eshoo et al., 2018). A proportion of 

ecotourism revenues are paid into an “ecotourism benefit fund”. On an annual basis, the fund gets 

disbursed into the “village development fund” of the 14 participating villages on a yearly basis for 

use on collective goods (such as a medicine bank). However, if residents of a participating village 

commit 1-3 park infractions (depending on severity), the entire village loses access to the fund for 

that year, unless the infraction is reported by another resident of the same village. In addition, a 
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premium that escalates depending on the rarity of sighted wildlife, verified by the tourists, is also 

paid to the individual service providers of the ecotourism package. Service providers will also lose 

their position if he/she or someone in their family is caught violating the park regulations. These 

schemes seek to change people’s behaviour through external financial incentives and are 

necessarily exclusionary by making benefits and opportunities conditional.  

 

An alternative livelihood project is modelled on the same logic, whereby continued support is 

conditional on changing livelihood practices such as relocation of sanam from forest areas and 

compliance with park regulations and wildlife laws. Only a portion of residents benefit from the 

intervention, while the enforcements apply to everyone in the village. These projects are not 

implemented as standalone activities but are part of a package of interventions in village affairs 

including law enforcement, patrolling, and boundary demarcation. 

 

A series of official documents regulate the institutional conditions for local PA interventions. The 

Community Conservation Agreement (CCA) has become core to local conservation engagements 

in NEPL by specifying conditions for enforcing regulations or providing supporting benefits by, 

for instance, withdrawing support if beneficiaries are found to violate stipulated conditions. The 

CCA is a contractual mechanism that is adapted to each village context. CCAs and similar 

institutional formulations have become popular instruments for operationalising conservation 

initiatives in local contexts both in Laos and globally (Milne & Niesten, 2009).  

 

Another set of institutional documents was developed by the World Bank6 as outcomes of NEPL 

experiences. These aim to create an institutional framework for PA management across Laos by 

detailing procedures and safeguards for effective PA governance7. One component of this is 

addressing the local livelihood trade-offs arising from conservation interventions that lead to a loss 

                                                 

 

 

6 The project is named: Developing and Demonstrating Replicable Protected Area Management Models at Nam Et-

Phou Louey National Protected Area Project in Lao PDR 

7 These include the 2012 Involuntary Resettlement Process Framework; 2014 Community Engagement Framework; 

2014 Environmental and Social Management Framework; and the 2014 Ethnic Peoples Plan. 
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of natural resource access. The Ethnic Peoples Plan (World Bank, 2012a, p. 4) aims “to avoid, 

minimize or mitigate potentially adverse effects of new restrictions to, and increased enforcement 

of, access to natural resources” partly by ensuring local engagements follow principles of Free and 

Prior Informed Consent (FPIC) and via so-called Community Action Plans (CAPs), an outcome 

of the CCA process. The document continues to specify that these mitigation plans should “ensure 

that affected people will be able to at least maintain, if not improve, their livelihoods. This is 

especially true for wildlife that is sold to meet cash needs” (World Bank, 2012a, p. 5). Hence, 

while the Ethnic Peoples Plan specifies that “no restrictions of access will take place without a 

prior commitment of providing timely and adequate alternative livelihood sources from a series of 

pre-identified sources” (World Bank, 2012a, p. 13), the Involuntary Resettlement Process 

Framework clarifies that while “communities living in or near Nam Et Phou Louey NPA are 

eligible for benefits”, the eligibility “criteria may exclude certain persons or groups from assistance 

because their activities are clearly illegal and knowingly undertaken in bad faith, such as illegal 

wildlife trade, wildlife poachers, dynamite fishers. The criteria may also distinguish between 

persons utilizing resources opportunistically and persons using resources for their livelihoods, and 

between groups with customary rights and non-residents or immigrants” (World Bank, 2012b, p. 

11). However, the documents fail to specify what a livelihood in Lao PAs constitutes. In scholarly 

work, a livelihood reflects a highly multidimensional set of practices, asset endowments and 

capabilities, and is deployed in a relational sense (De Haan and Zoomers, 2005; Scoones, 2009). 

There is therefore a risk that definitions around entitlements to livelihood compensation are 

subverted or co-opted by the particular interests of external agencies. 

 

Moreover, the tone of these institutional documents reflect a rather paternalistic view of the 

community governance capacities of local communities. For instance, the Community 

Engagement Framework states that,  

 

“Allowing people to continue using all indigenous land and land resources in the entire PA, 

even if assistance is provided to them to improve efficiencies, is not necessarily a right 

solution for such people in the long run since, in the absence of some restrictions, the current 

trend of natural resources depletion will continue and people will even further lose 

livelihood. A reasonable proportion of Total Protection Zones (TPZ) (like no-take zones in 
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rivers) is a proven tool to regenerate wild population which can then be used again 

sustainably.” (EPFO, 2014, pp. 9–10) 

 

Similar strands of “tragedy of the common” narratives are common in conservation documents 

(Ostrom, 2005) and seem to be employed to legitimate state and external intervention. A similar 

example is found in the Ethnic People’s Plan, which states that  

 

“Ethnic people in NEPL NPA are found to have limited knowledge, skills and confidence. 

With the language barrier and their heavy reliance on natural resources as the source of 

livelihood, ethnic minorities in NPA may find it difficult to participate in and receive equal 

benefits from the project in a culturally sensitive manner without an active project support 

for their informed participation and transformation of their traditional livelihood.” (World 

Bank, 2012a, p. 10) 

 

These quotes reflect the dominant narrative of livelihood practices by ethnic minorities as 

constituting the main drivers of biodiversity loss. The institutional framework for governing PAs 

seem to be based on rationalistic assumptions of the incentives guiding behaviours people’s 

human-environment behaviours. Consequent interventions fail to account for local socio-political 

relationships, limited government resources and willingness to address the political-economic 

drivers of biodiversity loss, the complex policy landscape in which PAs are embedded, and the 

expansion of the market economy as driving livelihood and land-use patterns. Therefore, Papers 3 

and 4 address the local manifestations of PA conservation in Laos. In Paper 3, I interrogate how 

competing visions for environmental governance and development emanating from alternative 

policy networks are resolved in local contexts of the PA, and the unintended consequences, 

including exacerbating local social costs, of doing so. In Paper 4, I assess the outcomes of 

interactions between the inclusionary and exclusionary mechanisms of PA conservation, market 

expansion and rural livelihoods to unearth the relational dimensions of PA conservation. This 

provides a better understanding of what livelihood mitigation entails for different groups.  

2.4.2. Prior studies in NEPL 

NEPL has received considerable research attention. From the conservation side, this has mainly 

focused on assessing species and biodiversity extent and monitoring changes, and evaluating the 
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impacts of human activities on wildlife (Johnson et al., 2006; Johnson et al., 2009; Rasphone et 

al., 2019), including a number of PhD theses (Jeong Eun (Anya), 2017; Vongkhamheng, 2011). 

Other studies have evaluated the effectiveness and feasibility of conservation interventions in 

NEPL to inform PA management, including the ecotourism package, law enforcement and an 

awareness-raising campaign (Eshoo et al., 2018; Johnson et al., 2016; Saypanya et al., 2013). 

There is also a large grey literature and organisational documents that detail the experiences by 

conservationists working in NEPL (Paper 3).  

 

What these make clear is that the conservation community engaged in NEPL have particular 

discursive allegiances in terms of the audiences they target in their scholarly work, the methods 

they employ to make assessments, and the conclusions for policy interventions that they draw. The 

pattern is typically constructing a human-environment problem that emphasises the destructive 

nature of a particular livelihood activity, whether the shifting cultivation practices of a certain 

ethnic group, wildlife hunting behaviours of local hunters, or grazing practices by livestock 

herders, provide evidence that human interference is causing declines in wildlife, and suggest (or 

legitimize existing) practices to reduce that human interference, often based on separating nature 

and people and incentivising pro-conservation behaviours (Johnson et al., 2006; Johnson et al., 

2016; Saypanya et al., 2013). For instance, a PhD thesis by a conservation researcher in NEPL 

recommended tailoring conservation measures to the dominant ethnicity of a village because of 

herders’ preferred practices, concluding that the results “support current conservation strategies in 

the NEPL NPA to relocate grazing areas in TPZ to areas outside […] as well as active law 

enforcement to stop poaching” (Jeong Eun (Anya), 2017, p. 55). Related assessments and proposed 

solutions do not account for the multidimensional nature of local residents’ livelihoods, 

acknowledge the accelerating economic and political linkages that drive biodiversity pressures, or 

nuance the agent narratives on which prescriptions for policy and practice are made. 

 

Other studies in the area highlight how the expanding reliance on the market economy for 

livelihoods on the one hand and stricter forest conservation regulations on the other is creating 

significant livelihood pressures for local residents in the area. Broegaard, Rasmussen et al. (2017) 

and Rasmussen et al. (2017) show how the dual effects of forest conservation and agricultural 

intensification in shifting cultivation landscapes is leading to loss of wild food access and is 

affecting people’s perceptions of ecosystem services. Vongvisouk et al. (2016) demonstrates how 
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the maize crop boom incentivised smallholder farmers to expand agricultural land into NEPL, 

which was tacitly accepted by local government agencies because it was perceived to contribute 

to government policy ambitions. Cole et al. (2019) distinguishes between three systems of practice 

that are affecting local residents’ agency in fragmentary ways. Broegaard et al. (2017) argue that 

multiple co-existing land-use policies create an incoherent policy environment that enables 

“forum-shopping”, encourages the ad hoc enforcement of regulations, and undermines local land 

tenure security. Martin et al. (2018) examine the environmental justice implications of NEPL and 

identify a “paradox” whereby people in the park both express support while simultaneously 

perceive it to be unjust. What these studies indicate is that the land-use and livelihood systems of 

local communities in NEPL are embedded in the regional economy and national policy processes. 

However, there is a need to nuance the uneven ways in which PA conservation, development 

programmes and market economy dynamics interact. For instance, Martin et al. (2018) do not 

account for socially differentiated ways in which park interventions affect residents through, for 

instance, elite capture of benefits (Sheely, 2015) or differential capacities to negotiate continued 

access (Suhardiman et al., 2015).  
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3.0. Theoretical background 

While each paper draws on different bodies of literature to shed light on a particular research 

question, they are all marked by an ambition to interrogate the distal interconnections through 

which global conservation discourses and associated programmes result in local land-use and 

livelihood changes, and how feedback processes are structured to influence environmental 

programmes. In this chapter, I present an overview of the logic connecting the theoretical bodies 

of literature that have been engaged in the four papers, and explain how telecoupling was employed 

as a heuristic to guide the methodological enquiry.  

 

Telecoupling is not well suited to explaining the nonmaterial interconnections driving land-use 

change processes. I therefore drew on discursive-institutionalism to account for the ways in which 

discourses become reflected in governing institutions. This laid the foundation for the analysis in 

Paper 1, which advances the notion of “discursive telecouplings” to account for the discursive and 

immaterial processes implicit in telecoupled interconnections marked by material flows of, for 

instance, commodities. However, in order to explicate the features of a transnational socio-

institutional conservation system and interrogate the interconnections that underpin transnational 

conservation actions at global-national scales, I drew on literature on the anthropology of 

conservation NGOs and organisational studies for the analysis presented in Paper 2. Disentangling 

the local manifestations of environmental policies and programmes observed in the empirical work 

required a nuanced theoretical perspective to account for competing logics of environmental 

governance. I therefore integrated the Multiple Environmentalities Framework in Paper 3, which 

combined with the concept of anti-political effects, allowed me to analyse local manifestations of 

transnational conservation processes in NEPL.  

 

The goal of Paper 4, meanwhile, is to explain the geographically and socially uneven manifestation 

of local conservation interventions. To do so I framed the analysis in terms of the Sustainable 

Livelihoods Approach and literature on conservation interventions, which provided a theoretical 

basis for differentiating livelihood groups in the park and analysing how interventions interact with 

livelihoods. Together these various theoretical perspectives allowed me to develop a 

comprehensive understanding of the dimensions through which a transnational socio-institutional 

conservation system materialises in social reality on multiple scales and through diverse processes. 
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In the remainder the chapter, I detail these theoretical perspectives and how they relate to the work 

in the thesis. 

3.1. Telecoupling  

In the few years since it first emerged in land system science, telecoupling has been used in diverse 

ways in scholarly work (Kapsar et al., 2019). It has been employed as a framework to describe 

distant system interactions (Liu et al., 2015), an empirical phenomenon to situate the arguments of 

the author (akin to “globalisation”) (Carlson et al., 2018), a tool to make sense of the complex 

global causal relationships that drive land-use change in different parts of the world (Eakin et al., 

2017), and a heuristic to guide empirical research (Friis & Nielsen, 2017a). This diversity attests 

to the popularity and flexibility of the conceptual apparatus of telecoupling, providing a unifying 

language to situate complex land-use processes in the context of globalisation. Despite, or perhaps 

because of, contestations around the term, the community working under the umbrella term of 

telecoupling has contributed to insights grounded in a diversity of approaches and brought together 

an interdisciplinary community of researchers and scientists working to understand the dynamics 

that shape land-use change (Kapsar et al., 2019).  

 

With roots in the concept of teleconnections, telecoupling emerged from Land System Science 

(LSS) to capture socioeconomic and environmental interactions between distant systems in order 

to better account for the spatial decoupling of observed land-use phenomena from their causal or 

generative mechanisms (Eakin et al., 2014; Friis, Nielsen, et al., 2016; Liu et al., 2013). It does so 

by focusing on flows and actor networks linking two distinct land-use systems, associated 

outcomes or impacts, feedback responses between them, and a set of “spillover” effects in places 

external to the two interacting systems. Friis, Nielsen et al. (2016) usefully distinguish two 

epistemological camps in telecoupling to account for the diversity in applications of the term, 

pointing towards the different philosophical assumptions underlying research perspectives (see 

also Friis, 2019). The most common is referring to telecoupling as an ontological reality, often 

following Liu et al. (2013)’s framework. Under this conception, telecoupled systems are 

understood as things in themselves. Two human-environment systems being telecoupled implies a 

state of the world, and the goal of interdisciplinary research is to illuminate different components 

of system interactions. The research endeavour thus constitutes a process of describing system 

interactions and ascribing causes and resulting effects, often using quantitative methods for doing 
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so. Though this perspective is valuable in condensing complex information and understanding land 

and environmental resource use change processes from a holistic perspective, research is often 

descriptive and based on assumptions that warrant much greater scrutiny, particularly regarding 

what has been labelled immaterial or non-material flows that connect distant land-use systems, 

such as policies or discourses. 

 

A group of researchers engaging with nature and biodiversity conservation in telecoupling has 

employed this perspective. Related studies describe and characterise interactions and consequent 

implications for biodiversity conservation (Bagstad et al., 2019; Carter et al., 2014; Dou et al., 

2018; Raya Rey & Huettmann, 2020; Raya Rey et al., 2017; Semmens et al., 2018; Yang et al., 

2019; Zhang et al., 2018). These studies are typically grounded in conservation science and focus 

on migratory or iconic wildlife species (Hulina et al., 2017; López-Hoffman et al., 2017), or 

quantifying Ecosystem Service flows (Chung et al., 2018; Kleemann et al., 2020). Relatedly, a 

second group is linked more to the land-system science perspective of telecoupling, focusing on 

the mainly land and forest-based conservation implications of telecoupling process that drive land-

use change (including Bicudo da Silva et al., 2019, 2020; Gasparri et al., 2016; Gasparri & de 

Waroux, 2015a; Leijten et al., 2020; Meyfroidt et al., 2020; Zimmerer et al., 2018). 

 

The second camp broadly views telecoupling as a heuristic tool to guide the methodological 

enquiry (Friis, Nielsen, et al., 2016). Heuristics can be understood as the discipline of discovery, 

a process of matching techniques of creative learning and serendipity with rigour and a systematic 

approach interrogating empirical phenomena (Abbott, 2004). Lund (2014) specifies a heuristic as 

a lens to guide the methodological process, or “a set of conceptual tools, which… suggests a way 

of approaching” the social world. Friis & Nielsen (2017b) have reflected on value of telecoupling 

as a heuristic tool, especially in the process of defining the boundaries of a system of interest. 

Rather than constituting an ontological reality, systems are relational and involve analytical trade-

offs. In other words, the “system of interest” is not given but is defined through the research 

process (Friis & Nielsen, 2017b). The system constitutes both a place-based component, being 

embedded in the conditions of a particular geographic context, and a flow-based component, as 

influences result from multidirectional flows connecting distant territories and actor networks. 

Research informed by this perspective of telecoupling highlights the multiple dimensions through 

which people are integrated into telecoupling processes (Eakin et al., 2017).  
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This perspective corresponds to a third group of researchers examining conservation in 

telecoupling. Researchers in this group uses telecoupling as a heuristic tool to link transnational 

conservation with land-use change processes and development outcomes (Andriamihaja et al., 

2019; Andriatsitohaina et al., 2020; Boillat et al., 2018; Llopis et al., 2020). Authors position 

transnational conservation as a networked process consisting of flows and interactions that link 

actors with diverse values and interests in land-use across space (Andriamihaja et al., 2019; Boillat 

et al., 2018). A particular territory or parcel of land is connected to networks driving multiple 

telecoupling processes and result in competing claims on land, be it for agricultural development, 

mineral exploration, hydropower development, or transnational conservation. The discursive and 

networked process of shaping how land is valued by various actors is a key dimension of 

transnational conservation (Boillat et al., 2018). Long distance ties are fundamental to the creation, 

support and implementation of conservation actions in PAs (den Besten et al., 2014) and have 

important consequences for local human-environment practices (Persson & Mertz, 2019). 

Biodiversity conservation measures are partly enabled by distal flows and networked interactions 

that stretch across scales (Boillat et al., 2018; Goldman, 2001).  

 

Moreover, conservation can be understood as one dimension of, and a particular orientation 

towards, land-use governance. Recognising that distant socioeconomic and environmental 

interactions often exacerbate sustainability dilemmas, governance has become a central feature of 

much telecoupling research (Challies et al., 2014; Munroe et al., 2019; Sikor et al., 2013). These 

scholars acknowledge the emergence of hybrid governance arrangements, in which state, non-

state, and community-based actors share powers to govern natural resource practices, often via 

novel measures that target material flows rather than territories, such as certification schemes and 

zero-deforestation commitments (Armitage et al., 2012). Natural resource governance is 

increasingly conditioned on decisions and interactions in places that are spatially distant from the 

local contexts targeted by related interventions and schemes, reflecting a globalisation of 

environmental governance. While providing important insights on the cross-scale governance 

arrangements that seek to address sustainability issues and the potential instruments available to 

policy and decision-makers, few empirical studies exist that are specifically oriented towards 

understanding telecoupling dynamics in a particular context (Coenen et al., 2020; Lenschow et al., 

2016). However, policies and measures related to global environmental governance programmes 
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unfold in nonlinear ways and can result in contradictory outcomes for the people targeted by them. 

They engender and are integrated into political processes marked by contestations and unequal 

socio-political relationships. Papers 3 and 4 ground the analysis of the political and economic 

consequences of PA interventions in the place-based understanding of how the locally-specific 

political processes of resolving trade-offs are conditioned on distant interactions.  

 

In this thesis, I understand telecoupling as a heuristic conceptual apparatus for disentangling the 

spatially distant interconnections that drive land-use change as well as its governance by 

distinguishing between the place-based and flow-based dimensions of related processes. The 

heuristic value of telecoupling lies in its ability to unpack some of the complexity in global 

environmental governance, providing a valuable starting point for thinking about the complex 

system interactions observed in the empirical phenomenon under study. Transnational 

conservation is a valuable case for interrogating the nonmaterial flows that drive land-use change 

processes and how they manifest in empirical context by linking to the geographically specific 

conditions of a PA. For instance, telecoupling helped me trace the dominant flows connecting 

actor networks that mediate different domains of practice operating at different scales. It helped to 

identify the various forums these actors engage in, the channels and media through which they 

communicate, the mechanisms they employ to influence policy and practice, and so on. The 

resulting schematic served as a useful way to break down complex system interactions into 

manageable units of analysis, to then identify the theoretical perspectives that can valuably support 

the interpretation of empirical data collected. The flexibility of the heuristic perspective makes it 

amenable to insights from other theoretical perspectives (Eakin et al., 2014). There is a great 

heterogeneity in local responses to transnational biodiversity conservation that reflects complex 

ways in which conservation interact with local conditions and in order to disentangle the iterations 

between discourse and practice, I integrated theoretical perspectives of discursive-institutionalism 

and the Multiple Environmentalities Framework (MEF).  

3.2. Discursive-Institutionalism 

Though in daily parlance discourse is often used interchangeably with political discussion, 

discourse analysis implies much more than simply what is said by whom. There are different types 

of discourse analysis, moreover, giving different weight to the linguistic dimensions of discourses 

(focusing on theories of grammar to deconstruct meaning in language, e.g. Gee (2011)) and the 
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structural relationship between language and power as expressed through practice (associated with 

more critical approaches e.g. Wodak & Meyer (2001)). The social and political sciences have 

undergone an “argumentative turn” (Fischer & Forester, 1993) recognising that ideas, concepts 

and language play just as large a role as interests and institutions in shaping political outcomes. 

However, the diversity of ways that discourse has been understood and analysed has given rise to 

inconsistencies, not least in the forest governance literature (Leipold, 2014).  

 

Discourse can be understood as “an ensemble of ideas, concepts and categories through which 

meaning is given to social and physical phenomena, and which is produced and reproduced 

through an identifiable set of practices” (Hajer & Versteeg, 2005, p. 175). In this perspective, 

language functions as mediating and a means of political practice (Hajer, 1997). While linguistic 

approaches can help deconstruct a discourse through a detailed decomposition of texts and tracing 

their consequences in formal political processes (Damiens et al., 2020), we are more interested in 

how discourses are reflected in social practice and how they shape behaviour, i.e. the institutional 

dimension to discourse. Rather than viewing these as separate domains for analysis, discourse is 

rather a “different way of looking at institutions that is meant to shed new light on the functioning 

of those institutions, how power is structured in institutional arrangements, and how political 

change in such arrangements comes about” (Hajer, 1997, p. 264).  

 

Discursive-institutionalism is an approach that focuses specifically on the iteration between 

discourse and institutional formation (Arts & Buizer, 2009; den Besten et al., 2014; Schmidt, 

2008). It provides a theoretical perspective to understanding the ways in which discourse and 

practice are mutually constitutive aspects of social reality by structuring socio-political 

relationships. It emphasises the exclusionary and inclusionary mechanisms generated through the 

use of language in the rationalisation of policy problems and related solutions, whereby certain 

policy and behavioural options are rendered viable while occluding or delegitimising others (Arts 

& Buizer, 2009). Discursive practice constitutes an argumentative struggle between actors to set 

the discursive context and align their own and others’ positioning accordingly (Feindt & Oels, 

2005; Hajer, 1997). From this perspective, a discourse is an interpretive scheme that gives meaning 

to a policy issue, encompassing formal policy concepts as well as popular narratives and story 

lines (Arts & Buizer, 2009). The analysis focuses on how discourses become embedded in the 

institutions that govern social practice (Di Gregorio et al., 2017). These can be formal institutions 
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such as regulatory frameworks or legal documents specifying jurisdictional powers between 

different ministerial bodies, or informal, encompassing for instance norms on the customary use 

of common pool resources or the selective enforcement of national park regulations.  

 

Discursive-institutionalism aims for a nuanced understanding of how discourses materialise in 

political processes. Environmental policies, laws, and regulations are the outcomes of discursive 

practices by sets of actors, but they also condition the actions of actors, partly by providing the 

backdrop to the instruments employed to achieve environmental outcomes. In the context of a 

REDD+ project, for instance, Gebara & Agrawal (2017) demonstrate how the reduction of 

complex and multidimensional human-environment practices into linear and rational simplified 

schemas induced limited behavioural change and prioritised short-term benefits over sustainable 

change. Discursive-institutionalism is therefore valuable in examining the cross-scale 

manifestations of global discourses and underpinned the work in Paper 1. It laid the theoretical 

foundation for developing the concept of “discursive telecouplings”, understood as the implicit 

narratives, concepts and ideas that accompany telecoupling processes and set the institutional 

context for interconnections between distant systems. Examples include sustainability discourses 

around Green Growth strategies or discourses promoted by state actors around natural resource 

commodification such as Chinese foreign direct investments (Coenen et al., 2020; Lu, 2020; 

Vuola, 2020). Related discourses “touch down” in empirical contexts in geographically uneven 

ways and are transmitted through diverse actor networks, legitimate certain policy models, 

interventions and land-use decisions while occluding others, and become institutionalised through 

political processes. In Paper 1, discursive-institutionalism provided a theoretical lens for drawing 

insights from empirical literature on conservation interventions and discourses in order to elucidate 

interconnections between local environmental practices and a global environmental discourse. As 

illustrated in Paper 3, a global discourse on biodiversity conservation interacted with national 

discourses on forest conservation, hydropower development, military securitisation and 

agricultural commodification to produce context-specific manifestations in NEPL. In order to 

understand the construction and evolution of NEPL as a PA, however, it was necessary to draw on 

theoretical approaches that aided understanding of how competing visions of environmental 

programmes were reflected in local interventions. 
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3.3. The Multiple Environmentalities Framework (MEF) 

The Multiple Environmentalities Framework (MEF) facilitates analysis of global environmental 

politics by disentangling the multiple logics on which environmental programmes are rationalised 

(Fletcher, 2017). Contemporary global environmental governance is marked by a complex set of 

intergovernmental, voluntary, private, and state-based schemes for enhancing sustainability across 

the world. Examples include Payment for Ecosystem Services (PES) that inform state-driven 

environmental schemes such as China’s Grain to Green programme and multilateral environmental 

programmes such as REDD+; market-based instruments that give rise to carbon offset schemes 

and ecotourism packages; intergovernmental agreements such as CITES and CBD that aim to 

enhance state-based regulatory and law-enforcement measures; Community Based Natural 

Resource Management (CBNRM) approaches that decentralise powers to subnational and local 

government units; environmental certification of commodity production (such as the Roundtable 

on Sustainable Palm Oil (RSPO)); and enhancing private sector engagements through Corporate 

Social Responsibility (CSR) and “Natural Capital” initiatives. These rationalised policy 

formulations imply measures whose specific outcomes are contingent on the local context. 

Disentangling the rationalities embedded in this diversity of environmental programmes and how 

they manifest in local contexts is far from straightforward as specific environmental programmes 

are often composed of interacting and competing rationales for governing local spaces. While 

Paper 3 details the MEF and its analytical value in relation to telecoupling, here I specify the 

origins of the framework and how it emerged from the analytics of governmentality and 

environmentality. 

 

The MEF has its roots in Michel Foucault’s analytic of governmentality, or the “conduct of 

conduct” (Fletcher, 2020; Foucault et al., 1991). Governmentality comprises “the ensemble 

formed by the institutions, procedures, analyses and reflections, the calculations and tactics that 

allow the exercise” of state power enacted through government programmes (Foucault et al., 1991, 

p. 103). The object of analytical focus is the largely invisible structures of political power 

embedded in institutions and state bureaucracies and expressed through daily practices (Rose et 

al., 2006). Such a conception of power embraces the complex formation of state-society 

relationships directed by multiple “finalities of government”, whereby political authority is 

diffused among a range of actors and interests not necessarily bounded by political boundaries or 

geographical territories (Gregory & Vaccaro, 2015). Under this perspective, power permeates 
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inter- and intrapersonal relationships and refers to an ongoing process of subject formation. Certain 

positions and institutions may be associated with certain formal powers, but their enactment 

materialises through social practice. The expansion of state power is associated with political 

rationalities and techniques of government grounded in the bureaucratic functioning of state 

agencies. It captures the process through which a particular form of state power expands and 

becomes entrenched in social relationships (Scott, 1998). In other words, “power relations 

[become] progressively governmentalized, that is to say, elaborated, rationalised, and centralised 

in the form of, or under the auspices of, state institutions” (Foucault 1983, p. 224). This conception 

of the state avoids subscribing to a “unity” or “rigorous functionality” of the state, emphasising 

instead the ways in which state power becomes embedded in institutions and expressed through 

daily practice (Foucault et al., 1991, p. 103). It thus allows for more opportunistic and ad hoc 

expressions of state power, as well as unintended “instrument” or “anti-political” effects. 

 

An important concept to emerge out of governmentality analyses is “instrument effects”. First 

proposed by Ferguson (2007) in the context of development interventions in Lesotho, the concept 

encompasses the actual outcomes of externally rationalised interventions that may or may not 

succeed in their intended goals. He demonstrates how webs of development practitioners operate 

on highly technical and bureaucratic discourses that embody aspatial and decontextualized forms 

of knowledge in order to render activities coherent across a transnational apparatus of loosely 

connected actors and institutions. This reflects the discursive allegiances of experts and trained 

professionals who maintain linkages with epistemic communities in other geographic contexts. 

Though interventions failed to reach their intended goals, they orchestrated wide-reaching 

“instrument-effects” by expanding and entrenching bureaucratic forms of state power in rural 

spaces. Ferguson (2007, p. 256) highlights the two-fold nature of instrument-effects: “the 

institutional effect of expanding bureaucratic state power” and a “conceptual or ideological effect 

of depoliticising both poverty and the state”. The latter refers to a process of reducing intractable 

social, economic and environmental problems to become amenable to technical programme 

intervention, whereby problem analyses by external agencies are formulated in ways that 

necessitate a predefined solution or intervention (Li, 2007; Rutherford, 2017). The instrument-

effect involves the depoliticisation of both the object of rationalisation (poverty) as well as the 

state machinery through which programmes are enacted.  
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Governmentality scholars thus recognise an important discursive process to establishing the 

conceptual and ideational prerequisites for intervening in complex social systems. To render a 

place and its people amenable to government interventions, social phenomena must be made 

legible to planners by reducing them to standardised grids of information in the form of maps, 

graphs, numbers, and statistics (Scott, 1998). In the context of the national economy, Miller & 

Rose (1990, p. 87) highlight three dimensions of doing so: “a language in terms of which it could 

be thought, an institutional apparatus through which it could be enacted, and a set of statistical and 

economic-calculative techniques through which it could be rendered operable”. 

 

Along this line of thinking, PAs do not constitute ontological entities. They are discursively 

constructed and manifest in different domains of practice (for example, the CBD Conference of 

Parties; a National Assembly debating ratification of legislative changes; village meetings with 

government officials regarding permissible agricultural areas in the PA; boundary demarcation 

through setting up signs and law enforcement) and produced through multidirectional flows and 

cross-scale interconnections. In other words, they are epistemological constructs requiring 

multidimensional and multi-level forms of intervention. The calculations, narratives and 

rationalities that render a PA an entity amenable to government intervention and securing a 

particular normative and political conception of a place and its people are key dimensions of 

enhancing PA conservation. It therefore becomes necessary to examine the multi-level interactions 

and negotiations through which a PA not only becomes legally formalised and gains legitimacy in 

political processes. We also need to examine the processual dimensions of how particular 

programmes of environmental governance are designed and enacted on the discursive, visionary, 

and institutional premises established in extra-local contexts. 

 

The concept of environmentality emerged from the governmentality analytic to focus specifically 

on the ways in which environmental subjects, or people who care about the environment, emerge 

through state-society formations (Agrawal, 2005; Li, 2007; Rutherford, 2017). The analysis 

focuses on the “gaps” between visions of environmental planning and individual subject formation 

and behaviour change, implying a relational and temporal element to environmental governance 

practices. It also opens up for analysis of “counter-conducts” or dissenting behaviours that emerge 

in response to efforts to govern subjects according to predefined rationales (Parnell, 2015; Scott, 

1998). Since its original application (Agrawal, 2005; Luke, 1995), the concept of environmentality 
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has evolved to encompass multiple distinct rationalities of governance (Burchell et al., 2008). 

Work by scholars (see Fletcher (2010, 2017) and Fletcher & Cortes-Vazquez (2020)) following 

the translation of a lecture series by Foucault in 2008 that provided further details on Foucault’s 

analytic of governmentality (Burchell et al., 2008) has led to the refinement of a Multiple 

Environmentalities Framework (MEF). 

 

The MEF helps to nuance earlier “monolithic” applications of environmentality on the recognition 

that interventions seeking to cultivate environmental subjects do so according to diverse 

rationalities of governance. It distinguishes between the multiple, co-existing and sometimes 

conflicting logics of governing human subjects that are embedded in environmental programmes 

(Fletcher, 2017). A PES scheme targeting local farmers to dissuade forestland conversion might 

co-exist with measures that increase regulatory enforcement of the same forest patch, implying 

two different modes through which people’s subjectivities, and consequently their practices, are 

envisioned to be changed. The framework thus aids in disentangling efforts to govern “at a 

distance” via multiple environmental programmes that unfold in a relational and geographically 

uneven manner (Miller & Rose, 1990). The MEF, as it is used in the thesis, provides a theoretical 

framework to elucidate the nonmaterial interconnections through which local environmental 

governance materialises in intervention. It serves as a basis for developing substantive theoretical 

propositions that specify the nature of these interconnections. The MEF further helps to examine 

the geographically uneven and relational dimensions of environmental politics as they play out in 

empirical contexts by interrogating how people are differentially integrated into environmental 

programmes that are enacted by cross-sector and multi-level actors.  

 

In the thesis, the conceptual apparatuses of discursive-institutionalism and MEF complement the 

telecoupling heuristic in analysing the nonmaterial interconnections associated with transnational 

conservation actions and how they shape behaviours. However, in order to understand 

transnational conservation as embedded in a socio-institutional system of interactions linking 

distant places and actors, I needed to integrate two additional theoretical perspectives. The first is 

a more explicit recognition of the organisational complexity of actor networks that mediate 

transnational conservation flows. Conservation actors are sociologically complex, marked by 

intra-organisational cultural tensions, dominant institutional logics and informal social 

relationships, suggesting a two-way interplay between the organisational and institutional 



40 

 

 

structures of biodiversity conservation and the agency and interests of individual organisational 

actors (Brockington & Scholfield, 2010a, 2010b). Transnational conservation involves the 

interconnecting of actor networks across scales, jurisdictional boundaries, cultures, and physical 

distance (Boillat et al., 2018; Eakin et al., 2014). To explore how conservation actors position 

themselves in a transnational system, as in Paper 2, I drew on the emerging literature on the 

anthropology of conservation NGOs (Larsen & Brockington, 2017) and insights from 

organisational studies. These highlight the lack of attention to the social world and institutional 

conditions of conservationists, which has been overlooked in accounts of the outcomes and 

processes of biodiversity conservation (Kiik, 2019). To understand the logics driving conservation 

actions, it is crucial to investigate the sectoral and organisational conditions that conservationists 

are embedded in (Larsen & Brockington, 2017).  

 

Second is the need for a theoretical framework that can help elucidate the ways in which 

transnational conservation actions shape inclusionary and exclusionary mechanisms at local 

scales, specifically how interventions affect land-use and livelihood practices, which is the aim of 

Paper 4. Most scholarly work on PA conservation tend to only marginally address the market 

economy as a structural driver of livelihood practices that lead to biodiversity loss. In Paper 4, 

therefore, I drew on the Sustainable Livelihoods Approach to (a) provide a robust 

conceptualisation of multiple dimensions of livelihoods and their measurement in empirical 

context and (b) grounding livelihood dynamics in broader political economy processes.  

3.4. The Sustainable Livelihoods Approach 

Livelihood has been described as a “dynamic and holistic concept” (De Haan & Zoomers, 2005, 

p. 32) and a “boundary term… that brings disparate perspectives together” (Scoones, 2009, p. 

172). The Sustainable Livelihood Approach recognises the diverse assets and capitals that rural 

residents draw on to construct a portfolio of livelihood activities (R. Chambers & Conway, 1991). 

They are people-centric and grounded in the multidimensionality of life, expressing an explicit 

recognition of the agency of resource-poor people who actively shape their lives by means of the 

material and immaterial assets at their disposal (De Haan & Zoomers, 2003). Analyses typically 

deconstruct livelihoods into human, environmental, financial, physical and social capitals, 

contextual institutional conditions and organisations, and livelihood outcomes and 

responses/feedback, in order to explain livelihood diversification or lack thereof. Ex-post 
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diversification is distinguished from ex-ante, the former constituting measures employed to cope 

with unexpected events while the latter is formulated on an economic logic of capital accumulation 

and risk management (F. Ellis, 1998). People thus diversify their livelihoods in response to 

dynamic and sometimes abrupt changes in economic and political conditions, through migration, 

nonfarm, off-farm and on-farm measures.  

 

An important distinction lies between livelihood strategies and pathways. Employing quantitative 

methods, authors have examined household livelihood portfolios in different contexts (Amevenku 

et al., 2019; Huy Phan et al., 2019; Tittonell et al., 2010). Such applications tend to conflate 

measures of livelihood activity portfolios with strategies and only marginally address the structural 

dimensions of geographical location and resource access institutions. In addition, they often do 

not capture the nonmaterial aspects of livelihoods including information access and social 

relationships, which are important explanatory variables for livelihood outcomes and feedback 

processes (De Haan & Zoomers, 2005). The concept of livelihood pathways, meanwhile, 

recognises that individuals construct a portfolio of activities based on historical experiences and 

in the context of unstable environmental, political and economic conditions (F. Ellis, 1998). 

Moreover, it questions the view of human behaviour as strategic or the product rational decision-

making, as is often ascribed to decision-makers in land system change (Geist & Lambin, 2002; 

Verburg et al., 2013). Livelihood pathways reflect a coordination process of actors across scales 

and spatial distance, which “emerges from individual strategic behaviour embedded both in a 

historical repertoire and in social differentiation […] which pre-structure subsequent decision-

making” (De Haan & Zoomers, 2005, p. 43).  

 

Systematically integrating the ways in which forces of globalisation (including market expansion, 

capital and conservation) and local livelihoods are entangled in mutually constitutive processes 

remains a challenge for the approach (de Haan, 2012; Scoones, 2009). While local livelihoods are 

always grounded in the institutions and conditions of a particular place, they are increasingly 

shaped by distant economic and political processes. The implications for local livelihoods are often 

unequally distributed and dependent on factors such as natural resource abundance, infrastructure, 

and market accessibility. In response, researchers have shifted focus to multi-locality of livelihood 

composition, including migration and remittances (Baird, 2010; Barney, 2012; Benz, 2014; Jaquet 

et al., 2016; Sunam & McCarthy, 2016).  



42 

 

 

 

Theoretical approaches must therefore capture the multi-level and networked dimensions of 

livelihoods by combining a bottom-up perspective of resource endowments (embedded in socio-

environmental conditions and access institutions) with broader market and political changes. 

Macro-level influences are mediated by extra-local relationships that influence the agency of local 

people in crafting livelihoods (Medina et al., 2009; Newton et al., 2016; Taylor, 2016). Centres of 

commercial and social exchange in villages, district towns and urban centres are connected via 

physical and communication infrastructure. Hence, location-specific factors shape diversification 

responses to market expansion and conservation measures (Jansen et al., 2006; Soltani et al., 

2012), factors that are operationalised in the analysis in Paper 4. 

 

In the context of transnational conservation, the sustainable livelihood approach provides a basis 

for analysing the multidimensional impacts of interventions through recomposing the different 

dimensions of livelihoods (Igoe, 2006). Delimiting land-use zones and increasing enforcement 

capacities will have largely negative effects, but consequent effects on livelihoods will depend on 

how livelihoods are composed including access to assets and capital and well as context-specific 

factors tied to tenure regimes and market institutions. Moreover, short-term effects may be offset 

by providing alternative livelihoods via capital, inputs, technical training, or remuneration for 

participation in activities. But the ways in which these interventions translate into livelihood 

changes is dynamic and relational; people’s capabilities to cope with access loss and to take 

advantage of emerging conservation livelihoods are mediated by factors at the household and 

village levels, as well as broader political economy dynamics. Social capital at the community or 

household level might be strong enough to resist restrictions or negotiate with park management; 

income from non-farm activities might be adequate to offset loss; or dependence on natural 

resource harvest might be strong enough to accept the risk of sanction. Understanding these 

relational outcomes requires empirical investigation.  

 

In the case of NEPL, the livelihood approach was fundamental for contrasting the livelihood 

implications of market dynamics with those of the PA interventions. Figure 2: Variables 

operationalised in Paper 4 illustrates the variables and proxies operationalised in Paper 4 to 

interrogate the relationship between livelihoods and park interventions. The analyses also engaged 

with broader political economy processes by accounting for market and conservation linkages at 
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village level, in order to get a sense of how economic globalisation and transnational conservation 

shapes livelihood diversification by influencing the institutions, structures and processes in local 

scales. 

 

Figure 2: Variables operationalised in Paper 4   

(Source: author’s own) 

3.4.1. Livelihoods and Telecoupling 

By combining process-based and place-based analyses, and disaggregating linkages in terms of 

flows connecting distant land-use systems, telecoupling can provide insight into the long-distance 

interactions that influence household responses to processes of globalisation (Eakin et al., 2014; 

Friis & Nielsen, 2017b, 2019). Examples of telecoupling and livelihood studies include 

investigating the (lack of) shared institutions between conservation and cash crop systems around 

a PA in Madagascar (Andriamihaja et al., 2019), transformations from rice production to banana 

plantations in Laos (Friis & Nielsen, 2017a), the processes through which local rice markets 

materialise in a global systemic configuration in Burkina Faso (Hauer & Nielsen, 2020), the distal 

impacts of land concessions in Cambodia (Baird & Fox, 2015), and the local land-use change 

driven by highway construction in Southeast Asia (Leisz et al., 2016). A telecoupled perspective 

on livelihood pathways captures the scale-iterative processes between the structuring forces of 

markets and conservation on the one hand, and micro-level household diversification on the other 

by elucidating the ways in which policies and government interventions influence the structures 

and institutions under which livelihoods take place and the cross-scale networked processes 

through which flows that link the geographic context to distant systems are mediated (le Polain de 
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Waroux, 2019). Telecoupling can thereby provide insight on the interactions between competing 

telecoupling processes that drive livelihood dynamics.  
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4.0. Methodology 

4.1. Overview  

In this chapter, I explain the methodological approach taken in the thesis. Figure 3: Methodological 

approach captures the research approach and illustrates the relationship between the different 

methodological components. The overarching aim of the thesis, to explain how global biodiversity 

conservation discourses manifest in local contexts by shaping land-use and livelihood practices, 

involved two phases. First was a descriptive phase, in which a literature review, coupled with 

initial scoping fieldwork including exploratory interviews, helped generate theoretical 

propositions on the discursive interlinkages between conservation discourses and local 

manifestations of conservation interventions. This underpinned the work that led to Paper 1. The 

retroductive analysis phase, a methodological principle guided by iterating between data and 

theory, consisted of a case study of NEPL and a tracing methodology I term “follow the discourse” 

inspired by methodological work on multi-sited ethnography and critical policy mobility studies. 

Drawing on analytical considerations in defining system boundaries (Friis & Nielsen, 2017b), the 

telecoupling heuristic underpinned this distinction by differentiating a place-based and flow based-

component of transnational conservation. This led to a need to balance methods for examining in-

situ processes with network-centric methods to capture how distant links are established, 

maintained and influence place-specific dynamics. 

 

The case study approach provided a context to ground the observations of the empirical 

manifestations of conservation discourses, and followed a concurrent triangulation design in which 

extensive and intensive methods were employed to generate separate datasets that were analysed 

in parallel (Creswell, 2009). The methods used were documentary analysis and a literature review, 

which informed understanding of the generative logics and interconnections that lead to local 

manifestations. A fieldwork period in NEPL involved semi-structured interviews, focus group 

discussions, and a household survey. The latter provided quantitative data to measure relationships 

between variables and generate an understanding of the demi-regularities or indicative patterns of 

the empirical phenomena associated with PA interventions. In particular, a cluster analysis 

determined livelihood groups, which were then compared on a number of dimensions. The 

interviews and focus group discussions enabled qualitative inferences of generative mechanisms, 
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which together provided a basis for generating propositions on the local manifestations of PA 

interventions. Grounding the analysis in the Sustainable Livelihoods Approach, and literature on 

social, environmental and economic outcomes of PAs, was the basis for Paper 4.  

 

 

Figure 3: Methodological approach  

(Source: Author’s own based on Zachariadis et al. (2013)) 

 

“Follow the discourse” methodology involved tracing flows of funding, narratives and 

information, as well as interconnections in terms of organisational and institutional linkages 

between actors, across spatiotemporal distances. This built on the NEPL case study but I also 

expanded the scope to include cross-scale interactions related to biodiversity conservation more 

generally. Semi-structured interviews and ethnographic observations were generated during three 

fieldwork periods, while documentary analysis and ethnographic artefacts based on material 

produced by state and non-state actors informed a historical, evolutionary understanding NEPL as 

a protected area. Coupled with primary qualitative data generated from the fieldwork that helped 
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establish qualitative inferences, I generated propositions on the distal interlinkages, actors and 

generative mechanisms involved in biodiversity conservation. Grounding this work in the Multiple 

Environmentalities Framework laid the basis for Paper 3, while literature on anthropology of 

conservation NGOs provided insights for Paper 2.  

 

In the rest of this chapter, I explain the methodological choices of the thesis. I begin by expanding 

on how Critical realism was used as the epistemological perspective underpinning the thesis. 

Critical realism provided a coherent epistemological perspective to frame the methodological 

approach through an iterative analytical process, combining case study and tracing methodologies. 

The perspective also reflects the ambitions of the thesis to make substantive causal propositions 

about transnational conservation policy and its manifestations in local contexts. This is followed 

by a detailed description of the formulation and application of the empirical instruments and a 

discussion on the limitations of the methodological approach, before finishing with ethical 

reflections including self-reflexivity of the research process.  

4.2. A critical realist perspective on transnational conservation 

Ontology and epistemology centre on debates on the fundamental nature of reality. 

Epistemological positions in social science are normally contrasted between two broad camps: 

empiricism and interpretivism (Chalmers, 1999; Mingers, 2002). Scholars grounded in empiricist 

epistemological approaches tend to understand social reality as accessible by empirical 

observation, seeking to describe and explain social phenomena through appropriate design and 

application of instruments capable of measuring regularities. Post-structural, postcolonial and 

feminist critiques of the Western and gendered foundations of science has led to the recognition 

of the situatedness of knowledge claims and the limitations of empiricism (Haraway, 1988; 

Mansvelt & Berg, 2005). Related epistemological positions argue that knowledge of social reality 

is equivocal – there is a necessarily interpretive dimension to all claims to knowledge, which are 

rooted in social context and the conditions of the observer.  

 

Critical realism has been proposed as an alternative, “middle-ground” to epistemological positions 

of interpretivism and empiricism (Zachariadis et al., 2013). Critical realism holds that there is an 

objective reality that is independent of observers’ cognition of it (Sayer, 1992). However, our 

apprehension of the world is not unequivocal and is circumscribed by the fallibility of human 
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perception and cognition, providing a critical role for conceptual apparatuses and theory to 

establish causal relationships. Theoretical frameworks are employed as constructs that allow the 

attribution of meaning. Although this interpretive dimension does not occlude the possibility of 

uncovering underlying structures of social relations, we are unlikely to fully comprehend social 

systems because of perceptual limitations. The perspective thus embraces both an intransitive 

position on knowledge accumulation, by acknowledging the existence of an independent reality, 

and a transitive position, recognising that knowledge is “historically emergent, political and 

imperfect” (Zachariadis et al., 2013, p. 857). Critical realism stratifies the world into three 

domains: the real, actual and empirical (A. J. Fletcher, 2017). The real domain consists of entities 

and structures that have inherent powers to cause events by acting on other objects and liabilities 

to be acted upon by other objects (Easton, 2010). Generative mechanisms refer to the way in which 

entities act to cause events that exist in the actual domain, which may be unobservable. Crucially, 

the same mechanism can produce different events, and the same event can be caused my multiple 

mechanisms, depending on context-specific conditions. The empirical domain, lastly, consists of 

the observable traces of events, whose apprehension requires empirical enquiry.  

 

I found critical realism to provide a valuable perspective for investigating the causal relationships 

behind environmental programmes and policies, specifically transnational conservation. It 

recognises that there are inherent structural dimensions of social reality that, although likely never 

fully graspable, can be attenuated via careful empirical inspection and grounding in theory to make 

substantive claims about the nature of social phenomena. Its ambition is to employ causal language 

to describe the world while acknowledging the perceptual limitations of empirical observation 

(Easton, 2010), which is crucial to understand the complex interlinkages associated with 

globalisation and global environmental governance. The core methodological principle is 

retroduction, which involves an iteration between theory, (causal) propositions, data collection, 

and methods, to explain the mechanisms and structures that generate events associated with a 

particular social phenomenon (Zachariadis et al., 2013). The retroductive approach to knowledge 

propositions was particularly valuable in disentangling the relationships established through 

distant interconnections involved in PA conservation, and opens up for methodological flexibility 

and the grounding in theoretical perspectives to distinguish between potential generative 

mechanisms. Given that empirical instruments are measures of entities that can only register 

quantifiable change, and therefore have no explanatory capacities in themselves, only theory can 
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establish relationships to grasp empirical phenomena. Moreover, critical realism carves out an 

important function for academic discourse and debate in knowledge accumulation, embracing 

multiple methodological tools, and encourages interdisciplinary collaboration and methodological 

reflexivity (Zachariadis et al., 2013).  

4.3. Methodological approach 

4.3.1. Case study of a protected area 

A case is essentially “a mental, or analytical, construct aimed at organising knowledge about 

reality in a manageable way” (Lund, 2014, p. 224). This involves combining intuition (not 

constricting the research by a priori framings) and rigour (maintaining a systematic approach to 

data collection, recording and communicating cases) to construct a case of potential theoretically 

generalizable value. According to Yin (2009, p. 17), it is “an all-encompassing method, covering 

the logic of design, data collection techniques, and specific approaches to data analysis” that is 

well suited to research that seeks to explain processes and events associated with an empirical 

phenomenon (Easton, 2010). The phenomenon itself does not constitute the case; rather it is the 

outcome of a process of analysing empirical data via processes of generalising, abstracting and 

theorising (Lund, 2014).  

 

I employed case study research as a means to ground theoretical propositions in concrete, context-

dependent processes of PA enactment (Flyvbjerg, 2006). Based on the critical realist assumption 

that multiple interacting mechanisms give rise to observed empirical phenomena, events may be 

“trivially” but cannot be “substantially” unique, on the assumption that an underlying structural 

dimension can be accessed through empirical investigation (Easton, 2010). Case study 

methodology is therefore appropriate for investigating complex but relatively bounded social 

phenomena where boundaries between phenomenon and empirical context are not directly 

apparent (Easton, 2010; Yin, 2009), such as in PA governance. The ambition is to make 

substantive, albeit provisional, claims about events associated with the phenomenon and contribute 

to theory development through clarifying relationships between entities and contextual conditions, 

while acknowledging that these are “reasoned, though provisional judgements about what reality 

is objectively like” (Archer et al., 2004, p. 2). 
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The rationale of case study methodology has important implications for the thesis. For one, while 

the features of NEPL were initially defined through a literature review and conceptual framework, 

they came to be refined and advanced through iteration between data, literature and theory, and as 

analytical propositions began to take form. NEPL was purposively selected to investigate PA 

conservation and its manifestations in local empirical context. It provided a “deviant” case for PAs 

in Laos as it constitutes a policy model for replication across contexts and therefore plays an 

important function in Lao environmental policy. Considerable resources have been invested in 

NEPL along with a diverse set of interventions rationalised on different premises. The case is well 

documented by conservation practitioners providing an important source of data to trace the 

evolution of NEPL as a PA over time.  

 

Although these features enhance the potential theoretical value of NEPL as a case, this was not 

known at the outset of the project. Rather, it was the outcome of the research process and an 

iteration between theoretical value propositions, existing literature on PAs, and theories that could 

help explain the observed phenomena, whereby an understanding of the social phenomena related 

to conservation in NEPL crystallised over time (Tracy, 2010). The study thus benefited from prior 

theoretical propositions to guide the empirical enquiry and at the same time aim to develop 

analytical generalisations that are useful for theory development. Through application to the case, 

concepts were deconstructed in efforts to make sense of empirical data and elucidate relationships 

to explain the observed phenomena. By explicating how theoretical insights add to, refute or 

challenge existing claims, or establishing “resonance” with the literature (Lund, 2014; Tracy, 

2010), it was possible to generate analytically generalizable propositions.  

  

The boundaries between the phenomenon of PA conservation and the complex social system 

dynamics that constitutes the context in which PA conservation plays out is not straightforward 

and require iteration between theory, empirical data, and analytical propositions until reaching an 

acceptable degree of saturation (Easton, 2010; Lund, 2014). The framing of NEPL as a case was 

ultimately interpretive and resulted in a conceptualisation of PA conservation not simply in terms 

of its geographical features but relationally between units at multiple scales. For instance, living 

in a PA has no bearing on a person’s life if that person has never directly interacted with the 

management authorities and knows nearly nothing about it. The manifestations of interactions is 

relational and an outcome of relationships between entities. At another spatial scale, if the PA is 
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disregarded in local development planning, then it cannot be said to exist beyond the cognition of 

national planners. PA conservation thus has interacting geographical, social, environmental, and 

political dimensions that cannot be established a priori but whose relationships must be empirically 

examined.  

 

Methods for case studies should be chosen to suit the research questions and phenomenon of 

interest depending on constraints such as access to data sources and resource limitations (Easton, 

2010; Yin, 2009). Given the research aims, I employed methods that record and analyse events as 

they unfold and that access people’s memories and accounts of these events. The former included 

ethnographic observations (to a lesser degree) and the latter interviews and documentary analysis. 

Moreover, extensive methods included surveys were are used to identify indicative patterns, while 

intensive methods include in-depth interviews to gauge causal propositions (Easton, 2010; 

Zachariadis et al., 2013). However, conservation policy and associated interventions are 

constituted by system interactions within and between multiple actor networks and arenas that 

extend beyond the spatial boundaries of the PA and the network of actors directly influencing 

events. I thus needed to integrate a methodological perspective that could capture the distal 

dynamics that influence transnational conservation actions and PAs. For this, I borrow from 

methodological approaches of “tracing” interconnections between people and places.  

 

4.3.2. Tracing the conservation flows: “Follow the discourse” 

The second methodological toolbox on which I draw is broadly associated with “tracing” 

methodologies that involve “strategies of quite literally following the connections, associations, 

and putative relationships” of translocal interconnections (Marcus, 1995, p. 97). Though there is 

much research on telecoupling that traces material flows such as commodities (Eakin et al., 2014; 

Liu et al., 2014), the limitations of telecoupling to capture nonmaterial and ephemeral connections 

“in the realm of discourse and modes of thought” led me to integrate methodological approaches 

that “follow” a discourse, policy, actor, or metaphor (Marcus, 1995, p. 108). These approaches 

originate from multi-sited ethnography (Freidberg, 2017; Marcus, 1995; Burawoy, 2009) and have 

informed assemblage methodologies (Baker & McGuirk, 2017; Corson et al., 2019; Murray Li, 

2007; Prince, 2012; Wilshusen, 2019) and the study of critical policy mobility (Peck & Theodore, 

2010, 2015; Shore & Wright, 2011). Related tools allowed me to critically examine the “flow-
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based” or network-centric component of land-use governance processes associated with 

transnational conservation. The approach is an effort to address the methodological challenges of 

studying globalisation and allowed me to conceptualise the mainly immaterial interconnections 

between actors and places through conservation and PA policy and practice.  

 

Going beyond single-sited research is necessary to understand the spatiotemporally specific 

manifestations of globalisation by interrogating interconnections between sites. As Burawoy 

(2009, p. 149) explains, “What we understand to be ‘global’ is itself constituted within the local; 

it emanates from very specific agencies, institutions and organizations whose processes can be 

observed first-hand” (Burawoy, 2001, p. 149). For instance, institutions related to global 

environmental governance such as the Convention of Biological Diversity are grounded in and 

emerges from locally constituted practices in meetings, events, and organisations through actor 

interactions (Corson et al., 2019). Interconnections and their associated power dynamics 

materialise in documents and decisions that have consequences for actor behaviours at other scales 

such as national ministries or local community organisations. Interrogations encompass sites in 

which particular visions – and faith in instruments to achieve those visions – are produced and 

espoused. The result of these dynamics is a provisional policy coherence that is constituted by a 

complex set of relations between texts, agencies, institutions, materials, and technologies. Such as 

state is not indefinite, however, but requires active labour investments by actors (Baker & 

McGuirk, 2017).  

 

The focus of “follow the policy” is on the socio-institutional character of translocal policy-making, 

emulation, and adaptation processes (Peck & Theodore, 2010, 2015). This was particularly 

relevant for studying policy models such as those centring on PAs that involves the “essentialising 

of some supposedly definitive cluster of design features or packaging some programmatic 

philosophy” (Peck & Theodore, 2012, p. 23). Policy mobility is treated as a contested process that 

is both socially structured and discursively framed in ways that occlude alternative policy 

rationales (Shore & Wright, 2011). Analytically deconstructing the provisional alignments 

between agents, discourses, institutions and technologies through empirical investigation provides 

insights into policy as processes of political transformation, including their generative logics 

(Shore & Susan, 2011). However, the bundles of practices policy formulations imply have a 

structural character that manifests in empirical contexts and can be measured.  
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I thus draw on Peck & Theodore’s (2012) “distended case approach” to critically examine the 

transnational policy processes involved in biodiversity conservation. Policy models “move in bits 

and pieces —as selective discourses, inchoate ideas, and synthesized models” through cross-scale 

and translocal processes of emulation and local adaptations unfolding in nonlinear ways (Peck & 

Theodore, 2010, p. 171). Examining the processes through which a policy model, such as that 

around NEPL, emerged as a replicable bundle of practices and policies can help to shed light on 

the discursive practices and negotiations involved in enacting embedded logics in practice 

(McFarlane, 2011). 

 

The “tracing” methodology has a number of other implications for the thesis. It means attending 

to the in-situ manifestations of policy enactment, the outcomes of which are shaped by contextual 

socio-political and institutional conditions (Peck & Theodore, 2010, p. 170), as well as discourses, 

prescriptions and policy programmes (McCann & Ward, 2012). It thus makes sense to combine 

tracing methodologies of the interconnections involved in transnational conservation with a case 

study of their in-situ manifestations, as well as the mediating actor networks. The tracing includes 

interactions to the “context of context” (Brenner et al., 2010), or the spaces where the outcomes of 

policy interventions are rationalised, reduced and communicated, an important dimension of how 

local-global feedback flows for biodiversity conservation are structured. The rationalisation of 

policy interventions is more than a discursive process – it becomes necessary to incorporate the 

organisational, institutional and normative contexts that set the constraints for interactions, 

including the social relationships through which policy interventions are (re)produced (Peck & 

Theodore, 2012). Rather than assessing the success of policy projects according to their predefined 

goals, it involves interrogating how success is constituted and communicated in different spaces 

(Mosse, 2004). Hence, it involves tracing “the flows of knowledge, expertise, technologies and 

cosmopolitan policy actors that connect and remake ‘local’ sites of policymaking… by following 

processes, practices, discourses, technologies or networks, thereby connecting sites, scales, and 

subjects” (Peck & Theodore, 2010, p. 170). It thus opens up for a genealogical tracing of the 

historical alignments that structure contemporary policy practices, a critical dimension of 

understanding how PAs materialise in practice.  
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The focus on actor networks is pertinent to the methodological approach. Policy actors are 

“sociologically complex”, operate under specific organisational and political conditions, and 

subject to a range of pressures (Peck & Theodore, 2010, p. 170). An understanding of actors 

involves analysing how they “are advantaged or disadvantaged by particular contexts and how 

they marshal resources, expertise, relationships, and the like to enable action” (Baker & McGuirk, 

2017, p. 432). But it also requires being attentive to the relational and fractal understandings of 

actors. A “local community” is highly heterogeneous and affected by policy interventions in 

different ways, while an organisation supporting conservation policy might be marked by internal 

disputes due to competing organisational visions. It is crucial not to lump these groups together in 

a study of actors, as internal interactions can produce shifts in externally observed behaviours. The 

methodology emphasises an active role not only for those who seek to govern subjects through 

policy intervention but also the subjects of attempts to govern and the intermediating technologies, 

logics and actors (Shore & Wright, 2011). By doing so we can understand how the geographies of 

policy are socially constructed and spatially constituted (Larner & Laurie, 2010), while examining 

how policies become embedded in wider political economy conditions (Baker & McGuirk, 2017; 

McCann & Ward, 2012). 

 

Rather than pointing to a pre-defined set of methods, an open-ended and reflexive approach to 

combining methods, defined by the research purpose and constraints of the research process, is 

encouraged (Peck & Theodore, 2012). This involves adopting an “ethnographic sensibility” or a 

“critical and questioning disposition that treats the familiar as strange” through methods that 

produce defamiliarised accounts of policy practice (Shore & Wright, 2011, p. 15; Roy, 2012). I 

therefore employed semi-structured interviews as a means to “probing, interrogating, and 

triangulating issues around the functioning of global policy networks, the reconstruction of policy 

models, and the adaptation of policy practice” (Baker & McGuirk, 2017; Peck & Theodore, 2012, 

p. 26), in addition to genealogical and documentary analyses to trace NEPL policy over time and 

its connections through stories and social media (McCann & Ward, 2012; Peck & Theodore, 

2010). Organisational and institutional texts and material, including reports, briefs, presentation 

slides and spreadsheets (Peck & Theodore, 2010) were treated as “ethnographic artefacts that 

provide windows into the creation, mobilization, and application of policy knowledge […] These 

artefacts function, on the one hand, as texts that reveal particular ways of thinking and acting, and 
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on the other, as lively objects whose itineraries and effects can be apprehended by following their 

‘traces’ in different contexts” (Baker & McGuirk, 2017, p. 434).  

 

The methodological approach combining case study and “tracing” underpins the decisions to mix 

multiple methods. The case study of NEPL benefited from mixing extensive and intensive 

methods, while the “tracing” of transnational conservation discourses employed different intensive 

methods. In the following section, I describe the logic of mixing methods and the specific methods 

employed, followed by a detailed description of the progression of the empirical work and the 

application of the empirical instruments in the research. 

4.4. Methods  

4.4.1. Why mix methods? 

Mixing methods is compatible with case study research and aspirations to make substantive claims 

about the generative mechanisms of observed social phenomena (Zachariadis et al., 2013). While 

mixing methods can provide new opportunities for investigating social phenomena, methods can 

be combined in diverse ways (Small, 2011). Quantitative and qualitative researchers tend to have 

different traditions and perspectives on the capacity of empirical instruments to measure and 

validate descriptive and explanatory inferences of social phenomena. “Causes of effects” 

approaches use qualitative methods and emphasise theoretical value in establishing causal and 

descriptive inferences, while “effects of causes” approaches tend to employ statistical calculations 

to establish correlative measures and validate observed patterns through operationalising 

modifiable indicators (Mahoney & Goertz, 2006). Hence there are opportunities for mixing 

methods in different ways, including complementarity (gaining multiple views on the same 

phenomenon), completeness (producing greater detail of a phenomenon), developmental 

(inferences from one informing questions for another), corroboration (using results from multiple 

methods to confirm hypotheses), and compensation (compensating for respective weaknesses) 

(Zachariadis et al., 2013).  

 

For the case study, extensive methods were valuable for generating descriptive quantifiable 

summaries and indicative patterns and magnitudes of an event or relationship associated with PA 

conservation (Zachariadis et al., 2013). The measurement of empirical traces of events cannot be 



56 

 

 

conflated with the events themselves, however, because of the possibility that multiple interacting 

generative mechanisms under a particular set of circumstances may not produce the same 

observations under other conditions. Intensive methods, including interviews and focus group 

discussions, draw on conceptual frameworks to explain causal tendencies elucidated from an 

empirical investigation (Creswell, 2009). Hence, “the choice of methodology then depends on the 

capability and complementarity of different methods to convey different kinds of knowledge about 

generative mechanisms” (Zachariadis et al., 2013, p. 864), together providing a basis for 

elucidating the causal relationships that best fit the data to explain an observed social phenomenon 

(Easton, 2010) and in this way strengthening causal claims (Lieberman, 2005). Intensive 

qualitative methods were therefore important to establishing the ways in which distant processes 

and actor interactions influenced local manifestations of PA conservation, and vice versa. 

4.4.2. Combining extensive and intensive methods 

The data sources for each paper are listed in Table 1. Each method type has implications for 

establishing validity and reliability, sampling approach, and analysing the datasets. The primary 

data collection in NEPL, mainly informing Paper 4, reflected a mixed-methods study design as it 

employed quantitative and qualitative techniques for data collection and analysis (Small, 2011). 

The theoretical framework derived from the sustainable livelihood approach and pre-existing 

literature on PAs informed the methodological framing. I followed a concurrent triangulation 

design mainly for cross-validation and corroboration (Creswell, 2009). The extensive method 

consisted of a survey questionnaire and a series of statistical analyses on the quantitative dataset 

(see Paper 4 for details on the quantitative methods employed). By focusing data collection at the 

village level, I used the eight villages as individual cases within NEPL to compare local 

manifestations of transnational conservation, and investigate relationships related to village 

conditions and PA interventions (VanWey et al., 2005). Interview participants were selected on 

the premise that the effects of PA interventions are conditioned on dominant livelihood strategies 

and household endowments and capabilities. The empirical work resulted in two datasets that were 

analysed separately while results were compared side-by-side to validate and substantiate the 

findings, and derive provisional propositions on interactions between PA interventions and local 

livelihoods.  
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Table 1: Data sources for each paper 

Paper Data Sources 

P1 1. Conceptual paper based on a literature review: Environmental discourse 

analysis; discourse-institutionalism; case studies of conservation interventions 

P2 1. Literature review: Anthropology of Conservation NGOs; Social science 

perspectives on conservation; organisational studies 

2. 45 Semi-structured interviews with programme managers at (international) 

conservation NGOs in Cambridge, Bangkok and Vientiane 

3. Analysis of organisational documents/ websites 

P3 1. Literature review: Environmentality studies including anti-political effects; 

PA conservation in Laos and other national contexts 

2. Semi-structured interviews: 40 with stakeholders at national, provincial and 

district levels and 39 with park resident households in 3 villages (the latter 

overlapped with Paper 4) 

3. Grey literature and organisational documents: on NEPL conservation from 

2000 and transnational conservation in Laos from 1993 until now 

P4 1. Literature review: Sustainable Livelihoods Approach / Framework; 

Conservation, land-use and livelihoods in Laos; Livelihoods and PA 

conservation 

2. Survey questionnaire with 255 resident households 

3. 93 Semi-structured interviews with resident households  

4. Participatory land-use mapping and Focus Group Discussion in each of 8 

villages 

5. Secondary national statistics data 

 

The intensive methods included semi-structured interviews, analyses of organisational documents 

and other material, land-use mapping and Focus Group Discussion (FGD). I followed a number of 

quality criteria to ensure validity and reliability of the research process and resulting outcomes 

(Tracy, 2010), many of which reflect general good research practice. Beyond ensuring reflexive 

and ethical research practices (See section 4.6. Ethics and self-reflexivity), triangulation is an 

important principle. Triangulation is the iterative corroboration of findings, which can be achieved 

in multiple ways including collecting different types of data from different sources, comparing 

across theoretical frameworks, identifying literature that demonstrate similar results, and 

integrating multiple researchers’ perspectives (Tracy, 2010). Triangulation expands the scope of 

research applicability, enhances resonance across research and deepens understanding, a key 

means for which is using rich, thick description to convey findings (Mansvelt & Berg, 2005). 
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Meaningful coherence is achieved by explicating linkages between literature, findings, research 

questions, conclusions and data presentation (Tracy, 2010).  

 

Semi-structured interviews were conducted with participants embedded in a diversity of 

geographical, social and cultural contexts. These can be distinguished from unstructured and 

informal interviews by being a scheduled, open-ended activity that follows a script (or interview 

guide) and covers a list of topics (Bernard, 2011). The semi-structured interview is a flexible 

method that is particularly useful when there is only one opportunity for interviewing or when 

language barriers require interpretation (Bernard, 2011; Easton, 2010). While establishing rapport 

with the interview participant early in the interview is important and there are a number of probing 

and other interview techniques to elicit responses in different circumstances, not all participants 

are able or willing to share relevant information (Bernard, 2011). Other considerations are 

planning for boredom and fatigue, especially given that an hour of interview can equate to 6-8 

hours of transcribing; working and adapting self-presentation to the circumstances and participant; 

and practicing systematic note-taking and tape recording while remaining flexible and adaptive to 

pressures from the specific circumstances.  

 

Moreover, the process is often one of interpreting on the go, where preliminary propositions and 

analysis are brought forward in subsequent interviews. It was thus valuable to share initial 

propositions and explain the research more fully during the interview process, as this often 

prompted further enquiry (Kvale, 1996). Statements are co-authored by the interviewer, and reflect 

living conversations that become static through transcription and text analysis (Kvale, 1996). 

Semi-structured interviews are dialogical and reflect a particular social context in which pluralistic 

meanings are embedded; the conversational value of this dialogue opening up new paths of enquiry 

should be acknowledged.  

 

Coding of qualitative data, defined as “the process of organising the material into chunks or 

segments of text before bringing meaning to information” (Creswell, 2009, p. 186), provides a 

means to reduce and make sense of data by grouping, abstracting, and arranging information. Cope 

(2005) distinguishes between descriptive codes (simple category labels that are stated directly) and 

analytic codes (thematic or theoretical themes that emerge from the analysis and involve some 

level of abstraction). A codebook structures the coding process. Normally an initial coding scheme 
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is informed by theory and research questions. Broad codes are subsequently refined and split into 

more specific themes (Corbin & Strauss, 2008). Reliability in the coding process refers to the 

consistency of codes and themes as applied to the data, combined with an inclusion and discussion 

of data that conflict with the themes (Creswell, 2009). For Paper 2, for instance, the coding 

structure was developed by (1) deriving a series of hypothesised themes from the research 

questions and literature; (2) adding, removing, merging and splitting codes based on preliminary 

analysis; (3) re-engaging with the literature, research questions and purpose of the paper; (4) 

establishing links across the themes; and (5) coding all interview data (see Appendix A: Coding 

scheme used for Paper 2).  

 

The systematic presentation of coding procedures masks the creative process of coding, an integral 

part of qualitative analysis. Coding is thus “a recursive juggling act of starting with initial codes 

from research questions, background literature, categories” that becomes an interpretive exercise 

in the search for patterns and ascribing meaning to events and relationships (Cope, 2005, p. 285). 

Presenting results from the coding analysis is typically performed using narrative passage and a 

discussion of interconnecting themes as these relate to the research questions and to established 

literature and theory. However, Bazeley (2009) calls for going beyond the identification of themes 

using supporting quotations in the presentation of qualitative research. This can be achieved 

through a number of strategies. By grounding the themes in literature and background knowledge 

of the phenomenon of interest and shifting between different levels of abstraction to relate themes 

to theoretical frameworks, the presented findings build an overarching argument. Integrating 

notions of scale, comparing across groups, and actively using divergent views or outliers, are other 

strategies. 

 

4.4.3. The research process: developing and implementing the empirical instruments 

Fieldwork 1, 2 and 4: exploratory interviews, case selection, and tracing flows  

The research process is depicted in Appendix B: Progress on the empirical work of the PhD, where 

I distinguish seven phases. The data related to tracing flows across spatiotemporal distances was 

collected in three separate fieldwork components, in addition to analysis of documents and other 

ethnographic artefacts. Prior to the first fieldwork period in Laos, I scoped the actor networks 

involved in national biodiversity and forest conservation programmes through literature and web 
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searches. This provided a list of actor organisations and individuals, including government and 

non-governmental organisations, researchers and academic institutions. Selection of interview 

participants was based on purposive sampling and snowballing (Bryman, 2012). Along each 

administrative level I conducted interviews with government officials in Vientiane, Xam Neua 

(Houaphan provincial capital) and four district towns of NEPL (Hiam, Xone, Xam Neua and Houa 

Meung) during a two-week visit to NEPL. District and Provincial Agriculture and Forestry Office 

(DAFO and PAFO) officials provided insight into the operationalisation of forest enhancement 

policies and into competing land-use change dynamics, while central government officials 

highlighted different models for PA governance. I also conducted semi-structured interviews with 

representatives of various conservation NGOs in Vientiane and Xam Neua. These focused on 

current project activities, organisational connections and interactions, and histories of biodiversity 

and forest conservation in Laos (See Appendix C: Interview guides with different participant 

groups). NEPL was selected as a case study based on key informant interviews, internet searches 

and previous literature, in addition to institutional connections through prior research activities, 

which greatly facilitated access.   

 

The first NEPL visit included a short stay at a village engaged in the ecotourism programme and 

seven interviews with local residents. Two masters students from the University of Copenhagen 

conducted an in-depth study of environment-development interactions in the village, which partly 

overlapped with the stay (Johansen & Sten, 2019). Fruitful discussions and sharing data provided 

insights into the conditions that shape the conservation interactions in this village. Together these 

insights helped to prepare for the mixed-methods study of NEPL. 

 

Interviews with representatives of conservation NGOs were conducted during a secondment at the 

World Conservation Monitoring Centre (WCMC) in Cambridge, UK as part of the PhD project. 

Being embedded in the organisation for six weeks gave insight into the organisational logics and 

social worlds of conservationists working with transnational conservation. Cambridge hosts the 

EU offices and headquarters of many international conservation NGOs, including a dedicated 

building for conservation (the David Attenborough Building). While based in WCMC, I conducted 

semi-structured interviews with senior programme managers and technical specialists at these 

organisations. Selection was based on purposive and snowball sampling (Bryman, 2012). Contacts 

at WCMC provided crucial gatekeeping functions to access participants that otherwise would have 



61 

 

 

been very difficult if not impossible to access. Contacts suggested potential interview participants 

and I would send an invitation email and two follow-up emails. Visiting potential interviewees at 

their office greatly improved response rates, although several were not available for interview due 

to time constraints, and others did not respond. Though it would have strengthened the analysis to 

have a full representation of the organisational network in Cambridge, the 25 interviews conducted 

provided a strong understanding of how organisational logics and interpersonal relationships shape 

conservation actions across scales and distances.  

 

The interview guide was developed focusing on questions around personal networks, 

organisational connections and constraints, major project activities and the conditions under which 

they took form, and funding sources and how they influence operational framings. Informed by 

the telecoupling heuristic, I sought to base the questions on flows and actor interactions (see 

Appendix D: Interview guide for Paper 2). The purpose was to identify the mechanisms and 

channels that link conservation NGOs to distant places through project activities or institutional 

connections and other networked exchanges. It was often through open discussion with the 

participant that valuable data would emerge from the interview; flexibility and eliciting answers 

by nudging the discussion was important, including giving participants space to reflect on the 

question and expand on initial thoughts. At the same time, however, participants responded very 

differently to the elicitations. The appropriate framing for the interview questions and approach 

took several trials, and using telecoupling terms helped to frame the interview process. The 

secondment also provided ad hoc opportunities for observations during team and organisational 

meetings and informal discussions that gave further insight into organisational structures and work 

flows. 

 

I had planned to conduct interviews with conservation NGOs and other conservation actors in 

Bangkok and Vientiane following the “tracing” methodology and mirroring interviews conducted 

in Cambridge, but this only lasted three weeks due to the COVID pandemic. I conducted 10 

interviews in Bangkok with organisational representatives and had additional interviews planned 

following the same structure as the interviews in Cambridge. Despite being cut short, these 

interviews, coupled with insights from previous interviews with representatives of conservation 

NGOs in Vientiane, served as a solid basis to develop theoretical propositions on distal 

interconnections in transnational conservation actions. 
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Fieldwork 3: the mixed-methods study of NEPL 

Empirical instruments for the mixed-methods study in NEPL were designed to access data on how 

the land-use and livelihood practices of local residents have been affected by national park 

interventions. The main methods consisted of semi-structured interviews, a household 

questionnaire, and FGDs coupled with a land-use mapping activity. Eight villages were selected 

to investigate the geographically uneven ways in which PA conservation interventions unfold at 

local scales. Documentary analysis and key informant interviews informed the village selection. 

In the first village, the data collection instruments were trialled and refined, resulting in a 

systematic approach across the sites to enhance comparability and consistency. The research team 

consisted of myself, an independent national researcher recruited to support the fieldwork (Mr 

Anousith Keophoxay), three enumerators/research assistants who were bachelor students, and one 

senior staff representative of the Faculty of Forestry, National University of Laos (NUOL). The 

enumerators were trained by a staff member from NUOL for three days prior to the data collection 

and supervised by Mr Keophoxay until assurances that the data was of sufficiently high quality. 

Training and facilitation was necessary when the NUOL representative was replaced and one 

additional local enumerator joined the team approximately halfway through the fieldwork. 

 

National stipulations in Laos dictate that local government officials accompany researchers during 

the research process. On the one hand, this enhanced legitimacy of the research by being signalling 

that the research was condoned by the government and providing assurances that open perspectives 

on the PA were encouraged. The local government normally have established working 

relationships with the village authorities, and their presence facilitated access, especially to local 

elites. The accompanying DAFO staff was also a valuable source of information on government 

practices and policies. On the other hand, it made it more difficult to provide assurances of the 

independence of the research, and their presence could have biased the data from participants, 

particularly in relation to illegal livelihood activities such as hunting. To mitigate influences, other 

than ensuring informed consent and explaining the purpose of the research (see 4.6. Ethics and 

self-reflexivity), a senior research staff from NUOL provided verbal assurances of the 

independence and anonymity of individual research participation during the initial meeting with 

village authorities, which was publically confirmed by the government official. Moreover, the 

government official did not participate in the data collection, was not present during any of the 

interviews, and his presence during the survey was noted, which was shown to be rarely.   
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For each village, we developed a clear structure for the data collection, which took 6-8 days per 

village. However, the first village was larger and included testing and refining the empirical 

instruments and training the enumerators, and therefore took eleven days. The structure was as 

follows. The first half day consisted of a meeting with village committee members where we 

introduced the research team and purpose of the research. This was followed by a Focus Group 

Discussion (FGD) that incorporated a participatory land-use mapping activity. We then obtained 

the list of households in the village from the village headman, which we used to randomise the list 

of participants (Bryman, 2012). The random sampling followed a clustering approach, whereby 

villages were purposively selected and residents within each village were randomised and selected 

to represent the village population (Creswell, 2009). We then made appointments for the following 

3-4 days for conducting the survey with 30 households for each village (45 for the first village to 

account for its larger size), which represented between 37% and 71% of households in each village 

(18.5% for the first village). Appointments were facilitated by the village authorities.  

 

This was followed by a semi-structured interview with the village headman to gain additional 

details of the socio-economic conditions and history of the village, including possible connections 

with old village land, population changes, and communal goods. Other questions concerned park 

interactions and communication, the Community Conservation Agreements, the park status 

change, and other government interventions, for instance Participatory Land-Use Planning (PLUP) 

(see Appendix E: Interview guide with the village headman). The data output for the morning was 

a hand-drawn map of village resource use areas, the location of NEPL and other conservation 

areas, as well as a tape recording and notes from the FGD. The afternoon consisted of a visit to the 

main agricultural fields (accompanied by a local guide) and informal discussion about the village 

context, commodities, and so on. Days 2-5 would focused on administering the survey 

questionnaire, approximately 10 per day. Each survey was checked by Mr Keophoxay for 

consistency and completeness, sometimes returning to the household for clarification. Days 3-6 

were dedicated to interviews with households to gain a more detailed understanding of how the 

park has affected land-use and livelihood practices, with around 3-4 interviews per day (10-14 per 

village). The rest of this section explains the process of developing and implementing the empirical 

instruments. 
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The FGD and land-use mapping 

Focus Group Discussions (FGDs) are valuable complements to surveys as they focuses on the 

processes of social phenomena to elucidate causal relationships and test provisional propositions 

(Bernard, 2011). The FGD was organised around a number of themes and lasted between 1.5-2.5 

hours. Participants were representatives of the various village-level committees, including deputy 

headmen, Women’s Union, Trade Union, Elder Committee, Advisory Committee, Youth Union, 

and Foresters. Between 6 and 10 people participated, depending on the village. The land-use 

mapping activity served as a catalyst for discussing the area-based impacts of the national park 

interventions and government land-use regulations, particularly along the village borders, and how 

resulting constraints affected agricultural land in the village (see Appendix F: FGD and land-use 

mapping instrument, and an example of the outcome). The major features drawn were 

infrastructure and residential areas, village boundaries, main production and cultivation areas, 

main Non-Timber Forest Product (NTFP) collection areas, livestock grazing areas, the various 

forest areas including conservation, protection and use forests, and the park boundaries. 

 

Discussion elucidated other impacts from the park and government interventions that targeted 

people’s livelihood and land-use practices. This included impacts on NTFP collection, hunting, 

access to land for agriculture and livestock grazing, as well as how the boundaries and other 

restrictions were established and negotiated. In addition, we gained information on the most 

important commodities produced and traded by villagers, including marketing processes and 

history of trading; the major communal shocks experienced in the past five years and how these 

were mitigated; major extension services (e.g. for agricultural intensification or livestock); and 

other government interventions such as infrastructure construction. Other themes included general 

interactions with the NEPL Management Unit (MU), including whether villagers participated in 

activities including meetings and received benefits. The discussion was led by Mr Keophoxay who 

had prior experience in facilitating similar land-use mapping and FGD activities. The session was 

tape-recorded and notes taken by a research assistant. 

The household questionnaire 

The draft of the household questionnaire was developed based on a literature review and 

subsequently refined in the field site based on close consultation with three national experts in 

forestry and land-use (two from NUOL and Mr Keophoxay), my supervisor (Ole Mertz), and a 
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master's student from Copenhagen University (Michael Zörner). Additional revisions were made 

after two rounds of testing with 2-3 participants each round, mostly adjusting questions to improve 

clarity and removing questions that did not generate the required data. Survey questions were 

mostly closed though some open-ended questions were included. Informed consent was sought 

prior to each survey. The survey was administered mostly with the household head or the spouse 

of the household head and lasted between 45-70 minutes. In some cases, another family member 

with knowledge of the household affairs was interviewed. At the end of the interview, the 

participant was provided an opportunity to ask questions. The survey questionnaire was translated 

into Lao and printed. Answers were recorded directly on the questionnaire. In case a selected 

household was not available within the visit, a neighbouring household was sampled. This was an 

issue mainly in the first village, where out of 45 households originally selected, seven were 

unavailable and surrounding households were sampled as replacement. Most survey respondents 

were conversant in Lao. For those that were not, one of the enumerators from the area who spoke 

the ethnic language (Hmong) or a family member with knowledge in Lao facilitated interpretation.  

 

The aim was to operationalise a number of variables in the survey that related to livelihoods, land-

use practices and the national park. This allowed me to analyse the relationship between dominant 

livelihood practices, experiences with park interventions, and park attitudes. Variables included: 

(a) The socio-political standing of the household, including position on government committees 

and access to extension services; (b) The wealth level of the household based on proxies; (c) 

Livelihood diversification and market linkages, including sources and levels of income; (d) 

Resilience to shocks; (e) Reliance on NTFPs; and (f) Park-related variables. These included 

awareness of the park and its operations through open-ended and binary questions, measurements 

of participation in park activities such as patrolling or ecotourism, and benefits derived from 

participation (see Appendix G: Final survey questionnaire, in Lao and English). We also sought to 

assess respondents’ perceptions of and attitudes towards the park based on a series of Likert scale 

statements with responses measured on a 5-point scale. 

 

All answers to survey questions that were not structured (i.e. coded numerically) were translated 

from Lao to English by Mr Keophoxay. Photos of completed questionnaires were stored on two 

separate drives and were used for manual entry into an excel spreadsheet. This was exported to 

IBM SPSS version 27 for conducting the univariate, bivariate and multivariate statistical analyses. 
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Prior to analysis, variables were amended/ constructed by combining variables in various ways. 

During data entry, we spent many hours verifying the data, including seeking out information from 

enumerators where uncertainties remained. Most errors occurred due to miscalculations or 

mislabelling that could easily be corrected. Others that were questionable were left blank.  

The follow-up interviews 

Follow-up interviews aimed to assess whether and how people adapted the livelihoods to park 

interventions, motivations for participating (or not) in park activities, and the outcomes of doing 

so. Selection was based on a preliminary assessment of livelihood strategies of the household 

based on survey responses and indications of how the household had been affected by the park 

interventions. Administering the survey helped to identify informants who spoke openly about the 

impacts of the park or signalled awareness of its activities and functions. Highlighting the 

participant selection process facilitated access for the interview. Other relevant informants were 

traders, community leaders and elders.  

 

Rather than having a detailed interview guide, semi-structured interviews with households 

followed a consistent structure that took a more conversational form to allow for new avenues of 

enquiry based on elicited responses. This structure was developed together with the national 

researcher, Mr Keophoxay. Initially I led the interviews with Mr Keophoxay interpreting, but 

eventually he took the lead and translated important observations to me and I provided suggestions 

and advice on the interview process. Here it was critical to ensure consistency in interviewing style 

in eliciting responses since Mr Keophoxay would continue the data collection autonomously for 

the second half of the fieldwork. Interviews were tape-recorded and notes of the interview were 

taken by a research assistant. The interviews took the following structure (see Appendix H: 

Household semi-structured interview, example questions). (1) Details on the household’s 

livelihood strategies, including spatially explicit access dimensions; (2) Whether and how the 

household has experienced constraints or restrictions on livelihood activities (e.g. constraints on 

accessing new farm plots); (3) Perception on livelihood prospects in the village, including 

awareness of any government plans or land-use regulations; (4) Whether and how members of the 

household have engaged in or affected by park activities; and (5) access to information on the park 

and government policy.  
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The research involved remote collaboration with Mr Keophoxay during the second half of the 

fieldwork. While this implied trade-offs in terms of potential missed opportunities for follow-up 

questions and observations, it was critical to ensure resources were available for entering, 

processing and analysing large datasets produced through the research. It also greatly trained my 

capacities to collaborate on research processes remotely, which is important for participatory 

research across countries and cultures. During this period short status updates were provided on a 

daily basis and weekly calls were made to discuss progress and observations more in-depth. 

Interviews were tape recorded in nearly all cases, and when this was not possible, detailed 

interview notes were taken. Audio records were stored securely on two separate drives. Interviews 

were transcribed into Lao and translated into English by the national researcher, which were then 

sent to me for analysis in NVivo 12. These were coded into themes related to livelihood decision-

making and constraints and perceptions of and experiences with NEPL and government land-use 

interventions.   

4.5. Methodological limitations of the research 

A number of methodological limitations emerged through the research process. I distinguish 

between limitations of the methodological approach and constraints and biases that might have 

influenced the validity and reliability of the collected data. 

4.5.1. Limitations of the methodological approach 

The methodological approach implies a number of limitations. Research practices in the social 

sites of policy formulation are of a different nature from the empirical work with the people that 

policy seeks to influence (Marcus, 1995). The methodological approach therefore implied 

practical, resource, and theoretical trade-offs of balancing in-situ investigations of policy 

enactment on the one hand, and the network-centric perspective of tracing linkages sites and actors 

on the other. Access and resource constraints limit the possibility of immersive ethnographic 

methods in an iterative manner across multiple sites with context-specific social, geographic and 

institutional conditions. Bureaucratic-political agencies and policy-invested conservation actors 

are often difficult to access through such methods (Baker & McGuirk, 2017). Hence, interviews 

are often the only way to access certain organisational and institutional actors, and literature was 

important for comparing empirical observations across research.  
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While the research design is compatible with multiple methods and data sources, trade-offs must 

be negotiated according to the context of circumstances of the study. For instance, though it would 

have been ideal to trace the specific actor network associated with NEPL to diverse geographical 

contexts, access and resource limitations made this infeasible. A stronger emphasis on the 

network-centric methods would have required compromising on the in-situ investigation that 

produced crucial insights on the local manifestations of PA conservation. Instead, the fieldwork 

for Paper 2 took advantage of access opportunities presented in the project to examine the logics, 

organisational networks and bureaucratic infrastructure that generate transnational conservation 

actions, albeit not specifically focusing on NEPL or PAs. There was sufficient scope for generating 

insights of theoretical value from balancing network-centric and in-situ methodologies to accept 

these limitations.  

 

Moreover, there are considerable trade-offs to mixing quantitative and qualitative methods. For 

one, communicating across methodological camps and convincingly translating core assumptions 

about quality, validity, and reliability in the research design is a challenge (Mahoney & Goertz, 

2006; Small, 2011). For this, it was critical to clearly rationalise and communicate the added value 

of employing both types of methods. Moreover, there is a background literature employing mixed 

methods in evaluating environmental policies on which I could build. Mixing methods also 

involves extensive data collection, and analysing text and numeric data can be highly time 

intensive and requires familiarity with both types of methods (Creswell, 2009). The research for 

the thesis resulted in extensive datasets that needed to be cleaned, entered, and analysed using 

different software programmes, and learning new statistical analyses for the survey data. This was 

a major challenge given the scope of the project, and ultimately I relied on detailed planning, 

support from co-authors and peers, and collaborative work with the research team in Laos.  

 

A major challenge of mixed methods is ensuring commensurability, or coherence between 

epistemological perspectives, methods used and the knowledge that these generate (Small, 2011). 

According to this view, different types of methods may simply speak to different types of 

knowledge, so there is not much to be gained from mixing methods, and it is unclear how potential 

discrepancies and conflicts can be resolved. However, a critical realist perspective is compatible 

with mixed methods with a clear logic of combining methods. Intensive methods, grounded in 

theory, provide a basis for establishing causal relationships of observed empirical phenomena. If 
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budget and time allows, and in line with the retroductive analytical approach, discrepancies are 

resolved through additional data collection or theory development. In my case, however, some 

discrepancies between the qualitative and quantitative data could not be resolved due to time and 

resource restrictions, such as indications of the importance of wildlife hunting (see following 

section). 

4.5.2. Limitations of the research process: data collection, analysis and writing up 

A number of limitations arose during the progress of the empirical work. Table 2 captures the 

potential threats, biases and errors for the qualitative and quantitative methods that could have 

influenced the research process and the steps taken to mitigate these. For the household survey and 

statistical analyses, the potential limitations are mainly related to sampling procedures, participant 

non-response, procedures for interviewing and data collection, and data processing (Bryman, 

2012; Creswell, 2009). Steps were taken to reduce threats to internal validity (i.e. that reduce the 

likelihood of making valid inferences from the data about the study population), and external 

validity (that reduce the likelihood of drawing meaningful inferences that could be applicable 

across contexts) (Creswell, 2009). Other threats include statistical conclusion validity whereby 

inferences are incorrect due to violation of statistical assumptions and threats to construct validity 

whereby the indicators of instruments fail to measure what they intend to due to definitional 

inadequacies. Minimising these threats involved a combination of grounding the measures of the 

survey instrument in literature, theoretical frameworks and contextual knowledge, thoughtful 

questionnaire design, and applying a systematic approach to the data collection.  

 

Though popular in assessing impacts of environmental conservation interventions (Abbot et al., 

2001; Bergseng & Vatn, 2009; Rueda et al., 2019), the Likert scale was particularly challenging 

to operationalise. It was crucial to ensure the logic of the statements translated well from English 

to Lao. To enhance consistency in eliciting responses, enumerators followed this structure: (1) The 

structure of the section was explained to the participant (including the five options available); (2) 

The statement was read to them; (3) The participant was asked whether he/she agrees, disagrees, 

or neither agrees nor disagrees; (4) If the response was disagree, the enumerator would ask a 

follow-up (e.g. 'disagree or strongly disagree?') to elicit intensity of position; (5) If the participant 

did not understand the statement, the statement was explained in simple terms and left blank if 

unable to answer; (6) the response was recorded. Occasionally using a local translator was 
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necessary, and we did not create a systematic translation of each sentence into Hmong, which 

yielded additional biases. For the first village, there may be some data quality issues because of 

inconsistencies in enumerator approach that had not yet been rectified. There is also an issue of 

confirmation bias, whereby participants hesitate to contradict the researcher and simply agree with 

the statements. Analysis of the data indicated this was not the case, however, as there was a spread 

of responses that did not seem to reflect any systematic bias. 

 

Semi-structured interviews and qualitative methods also have limitations. Because explanations of 

social phenomena are ultimately interpretivist in character, there is a problem of the “double 

hermeneutic,” or the interpretation of participants’ interpretation of events (Easton, 2010). In 

addition, interviews provide indirect information on events and relationships and are 

communicated outside the natural “field” setting. There is also the issue of bias, blatant dishonesty, 

and accuracy of memory that, though this can be mitigated via good research practices of 

establishing validity such as triangulation, are not unavoidable. As for documentary analysis, 

important documents might be inaccessible, others might be inauthentic, and there may be 

substantial restrictive barriers to obtaining them (Creswell, 2009). For the FGDs, there are risks 

that discussions become dominated by a few powerful or vocal individuals, requiring mediation 

and facilitation. 

 

There were a number of unexpected events during the fieldwork. Landslides occasionally affected 

accessibility of villages, requiring adjustments. Appointments were sometimes not respected, 

requiring flexibility to participants’ schedules. Staying overnight in the villages would have greatly 

improved related ethnographic observations but was not permitted by the government. The reason 

provided was lack of access to amenities, though it is likely that the government was unwilling to 

take the risk of foreign researchers staying in the villages based on a history of conflict with the 

communities in the area and an ongoing military presence.  

 

A major challenge to the data collection revolved around the politicisation of hunting that affected 

the reliability of both qualitative and quantitative data on this practice. Law enforcement activities 

have targeted hunting in NEPL. Legal prescriptions restrict hunting of certain species, using 

advanced equipment regardless of geographical area, and of any species in the TPZ, regardless if 

the purpose is for home consumption. As a result, most participants were not willing to discuss 
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this topic openly, apart from a few informants who provided indirect information. Because of this, 

the survey questionnaire did not ask directly about hunting practices but was formulated in terms 

of collecting wild animals (encompassing for instance field rodents in fallow plots). These 

responses indicated that hunting was of much lower importance than expected. However, 

qualitative evidence suggested that it continued to be an important practice for (a) hunters that sold 

to wildlife traders illegally and (b) low-income households that hunted for home consumption. 

Only additional data collection can resolve these discrepancies, however. 
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Table 2: Potential sources of biases and errors, and mitigation measures 

Possible source of 

bias 

Explication and implications Mitigation 

Both qualitative and quantitative  

Researcher affiliated 

with government 

agency 

Participant misreporting or avoiding 

providing information that can be 

considered critical;  

Non-neutrality of researcher  

Explanation of independence of research including how the 

participant was selected; Informed consent 

Presence of local 

government staff 

Government regulations required that 

agency staff accompany the research 

Ensured staff member was not present during interviews; rarely 

present during survey  

Presence of 

neighbours and 

family members 

Respondents confer with others before 

answering;  

Possible aversion to giving personal 

opinion 

Can improve accuracy of response, especially on livelihood 

dimensions; tried to ensure in-depth interviews were conducted 

individually 

Quantitative data  

Content validity Instrument items do not measure what 

they were intended to measure 

Instrument design was based on literature; trials were conducted 

leading to amendments; validity of items was verified with national 

researchers  

Concurrent validity Results on one item do not correlate 

with other measures of items 

measuring similar constructs 

Concurrent validity was checked by testing correlations between 

similar items (e.g. income and wealth) 

Recall bias and 

incomplete answers 

Some questions required recall of past 

12 months and summarising household 

activities 

Income amounts were based on calculating over time periods and 

summing from different sources; questions were methodical in 

eliciting incomes from possible sources, and estimating based on time 

periods or number of times that a particular practice was engaged in 

Data-recording 

errors 

Data recorded erroneously either by 

enumerator, during translation of 

There was a clear structure to the survey enumeration with guidance 

on individual questions; enumeration was supervised until able to 
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survey responses, or during digital data 

entry 

autonomously administer the survey (followed by occasional spot-

checks); double-check data entry and revert to original instrument to 

track down potential errors 

Sampling error  The sample is too small and/ or not 

representative;  

Restricts generalisability of the 

findings to the population 

The survey yielded sufficient data points for confidence in the results; 

Complete randomisation of the PA population was not feasible due to 

practical issues. Instead, each village sample was expected to be 

representative of resident households in that village, while ensuring 

the individual village groups were not below 30 to facilitate cross-

village comparisons.  

Question framings: 

household vs. 

individual 

The instrument combined questions 

from individual perspective and as 

representative of the household 

Ensured questions clearly articulated whether the respondent should 

answer on behalf of the household or from the participant’s 

perspective 

Enumerator 

inconsistency  

Affects internal data validity; 

Differential interpretation by 

enumerators; Lack of consistency in 

interview techniques;  

Substantial attention to explaining and ensuring mutual understanding 

of the questions between the enumerators; training and supervision of 

enumeration. 

Assessing land area 

measurement  

Accurate land area assessments are 

challenging in household surveys 

(Carletto et al., 2016) 

Relied on locally relevant heuristics for measuring land-based crop 

production (e.g. Rai or 40 kg bags of crops); asked for measures to 

verify response 

Survey respondent 

not knowledgeable 

on household 

activities 

Affects reliability of responses Mainly household heads were interviewed who are generally 

knowledgeable on household affairs; if not possible spouse or parent 

was interviewed; Most households did not engage in many separate 

activities  

Survey translation 

errors 

Affects internal validity Several Lao researchers were involved in the translation; extra 

attention was given to difficult terms 

Non-response bias Household non-response was mainly 

due to preoccupation with other 

The impact of no-response was minimal due to flexibility of research 

design and household availability; in the first village 7 households 
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activities either working in the field or 

having left the village for errands 

were unavailable, which might have skewed the results as the reason 

for non-response was likely preoccupation with other activities 

Qualitative data  

Participant 

represents employer 

entity e.g. 

government official 

or NGO staff 

Evasion of criticism of organisation;  

Averse to giving full information due 

to possibility of subsequent 

consequences, despite confidentiality 

assurance 

Explanation of research purpose; detailed informed consent; 

techniques to establish rapport 

Use of interpreter Possible interpretation errors affecting 

reliability of responses 

Thorough discussion on technical terms and concepts prior to 

interviews; sharing a detailed interview structure; building familiarity 

with interview styles; recording, transcribing and translating the 

interviews from Lao to English 

Politicisation of 

research topic 

(protected areas and 

hunting, especially) 

Participants reluctant to speak 

negatively about government 

interventions 

Assurances of independence from government; establishing rapport; 

detailed informed consent 
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4.6. Ethics and self-reflexivity 

Tracy (2010) distinguishes between procedural (or categorical) and situational ethics when 

conducting social science research involving data collected from human subjects. Procedural 

ethics refers to ethical procedures institutionalised by larger organisations and governing bodies, 

for instance ethics approval for research projects, which covers issues such as informed consent 

and securing personally identifiable data. Situational ethics are more complex, and particularly 

demanding in research addressing development-related issues (Kapoor, 2004). It refers to context-

specific ethical reasoning and practices dictated by the circumstances of the day-to-day research. 

Navigating ethical dilemmas is guided by principles of self-reflexivity and continuous self-

critique, and requires a constant reflection on the trade-offs of methods and data collection 

processes. For instance, probing during interviews can encourage sharing of information that can 

result in emotional distress as the potential consequences of devolving potentially secret 

information is felt (Bernard, 2011). It is the researcher’s responsibility to identify and avoid such 

instances and engage in practices that instead empower research participants (Brittain et al., 2020). 

The validity of the research is fundamentally preconditioned on ethical research practices in both 

domains.  

4.6.1. Procedural ethics  

The PhD project was approved by the ethics committee at the Copenhagen University SCIENCE 

faculty on 9th January 2019 (see Appendix I: Ethical approval from University of Copenhagen 

ethics committee), which assured project compliance with Danish and International standards and 

guidelines for research ethics. The project also involved close collaboration with the Faculty of 

Forestry, National University of Lao PDR (NUOL), which ensured necessary national approvals 

of the research as well as conformity to national rules, guidelines and expectations of ethical 

research standards. Research approval was also gained from the National Research Council of 

Thailand for the interviews in Bangkok.  

 

Principles of doing no harm to participants or their environment were followed at all times. 

Through dialogue with national researchers, I aimed to ensure the research was sensitive to local 

customs and cultural practices at all times. National researchers provided important knowledge on 

national and local conditions for research practice, including informal and formal codes of 

conduct. Recognising that illiteracy pose challenges to written consent (Brittain et al., 2020), 

during the NEPL fieldwork verbal informed consent was sought, covering assurances of 

anonymity, voluntariness, right of withdrawal and nondisclosure of any data provided by the 
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participant, and right to terminate participation (see Appendix J: Informed consent sheet). 

Explaining the participant selection process (random sampling) and scale of the study (covering 

eight villages) provided context to the participant’s role in the research. Contact details of the 

national research consultant were provided in case of future questions. Data handling involved 

anonymising participants through pseudonyms and codes. Data was stored in paper form (printed 

questionnaires), and in files on physical hard-drives (work computer and backup hard-drive).  

 

For the fieldwork in Cambridge, Bangkok and Vientiane, written or verbal informed consent was 

sought before each interview. This focused on explaining the research purpose, how the participant 

was selected (purposive sampling of the organisation or agency, or snowballing based on 

information from previous interviews), and the participant’s role in the research (Bryman, 2012). 

I also provided assurances of individual anonymity (though not organisational anonymity) through 

creating pseudonyms in the stored data, explained how the data would be handled, and that the 

participant could withdraw at any time and retract any previous statement.  

 

The research produced a range of tangible and intangible benefits. The project created 

opportunities for knowledge exchange with staff members at National University of Laos (NUOL) 

and with other national research organisations such as the Centre for Development and 

Environment, University of Bern in Vientiane. One NUOL staff member participated in and 

contributed to the research during the fieldwork period. Through the project two national 

researchers were recruited (Mr Sisouthone Oupaxayorvanh for three weeks and Mr Anousith 

Keophoxay for four months), in addition to three enumerators/ research assistants (6-8 weeks) 

from the national university, two of which live in Houaphan. Mr Keophoxay engaged thoroughly 

with the theoretical and empirical aspects of work underpinning Paper 4. Three master’s students 

from Copenhagen University accompanied me during fieldwork to collect data for their thesis. 

Two focused on interactions between ecotourism and village development south of NEPL and one 

focused on environmental justice and upgrading of the park in two of the villages. Knowledge 

outputs will be of relevance for national PA management, and good dialogue with the supporting 

INGO has been established through sharing of relevant data and outputs. Interviews with 

conservation practitioners provided opportunity for participants to reflect on their work, which 

several participants expressed as a benefit (Kiik, 2019; Redford, 2011). 

4.6.2. Self-reflexivity & positionality – situational ethics 

Continuous personal reflection on research practice and taking steps to (a) eliminate potential 

psychological harm to participants and (b) reduce bias in the data collection by adapting 
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accordingly is crucial for the validity and legitimacy of the research process. However, self-

reflexivity goes beyond these functional dimensions and includes reflection on how one’s 

positionality, or conditions of socioeconomic status, gender, educational background, age, culture, 

and race influence the research process, from interest and research design to choice of empirical 

instruments and the formulation of research outputs. It is the “self-critical sympathetic 

introspection and the self-conscious analytical scrutiny of the self as researcher” (England, 1994, 

p. 82) that extends to the multiple scales the research process and the diverse research groups 

involved. It demands the critical examination of unequal researcher-participant power 

relationships and the politics that is embedded in research practice (Sultana, 2007). 

 

The research undertaken for this project involved data collection at multiple sites in different 

contexts with participants with diverse educational, social, economic, and political circumstances, 

ranging from smallholder farmers with limited material resources to government ministerial staff 

and organisational directors. Navigating the expectations, assumptions, and anxieties of 

conducting research in such diverse contexts required continuous self-reflection and adaptation. 

Previous training in development research and familiarity with conducting research in Southeast 

Asia facilitated this process. During the fieldwork in NEPL, consent was viewed as an ongoing 

negotiation between myself and the research participant rather than an outcome. It was crucial to 

discuss cues that signal a change in interest in participation or hesitation to answer questions 

honestly. Mr Keophoxay and I continuously reflected on this and adapted various practices to build 

mutual trust and rapport with the participant, including (re)assurances of anonymity and the value 

of participant’s views, turning off the tape recorder, putting away the interview protocol, and 

simply finishing the interview early and thanking the participant for their invaluable contribution. 

It was important to cultivate an ethic of care that “recognises and values, mutual respect, dignity, 

and connectedness between researcher and researched, and between researchers and the 

communities in which they live and work” in the relatively short amount of time we had in the 

communities where the research was conducted (C. Ellis, 2007, p. 4). During and after the 

interview we provided space for participants to reflect on the interview and encouraged them to 

approach us if they had any questions or concerns.  

 

However, I and the rest of the research team arrived with a priori framings and an understanding 

of the discourse into which research outcomes would feed. This was shaped by my interest in the 

local consequences and framings of conservation interventions and so it took these formalised, 

largely top-down institutions as the starting point for the research. This was done to ground the 
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research in theoretical propositions from extant literature, but it implied that the worldviews of 

research participants were not addressed in a detailed manner. Grounded, bottom up, immersive 

ethnographic methods are better attuned to account for this, and while it was a consequence of the 

research methodology and study design, this did occlude the possibility for research participants 

to express their worldviews (and indigenous ecological knowledge), and for their perspectives to 

shape the parameters of the research outcomes. Despite taking measures to mitigate the sensation 

that I was extracting information from participants to answer questions defined without direct 

participant input, for example by explaining the value of information shared to evaluate the impacts 

of conservation interventions, it was not possible to do justice to this in the time frame of the study. 

Only prolonged time in the local context and investing in building mutual trust and linguistic and 

cultural fluency would properly mitigate these dilemmas, but this would imply a different research 

design.  

  

Mr Keophoxay led the empirical work, including implementing the second half of the fieldwork 

autonomously, so I relied heavily on his adaptation to the local conditions and experience in 

conducting primary research on sensitive issues. For this, ongoing discussion on the ethical 

dimensions of the research was crucial to ensure a consistent and ethical research practice. Mr 

Keophoxay was highly adept at navigating situational ethics in a sensitive manner. For instance, 

the lack of female members in the research team was expected to cause issues in the research 

process given cultural and gendered constraints on social interactions, but based on mutual 

observations we could not sense any reluctance on female participants in the research, although 

this does not mean there was none. In addition, mitigating cultural aspects with the ethnic Hmong 

minority was facilitated by having a Hmong research assistant on the team, who was able to 

provide insight into local customs and practices while establishing rapport with participants who 

did not speak Lao.  

 

Beyond this, it was important to recognise that local residents are far from homogenous and must 

be understood as a highly socially differentiated entity along lines of ethnicity, wealth and 

socioeconomic standing, and access to social networks. Previous research experience, literature 

reviews and reflection helped to increase awareness of the effects of such local socioeconomic and 

political inequalities. Through continuous reflection on my observations and through dialogue with 

national researchers, this awareness was enhanced and steps could be taken to mitigate any burdens 

caused by the research. For instance, reducing symbols of wealth was important but sometimes 

unavoidable, such as in the use of a car to access field sites, mobile phones, etc. Other power 
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dynamics that needed to be considered in the research process were local government officials 

(discussed in the above section) and financial remuneration for team members.  

 

During the fieldwork in NEPL, I was confronted with the challenge of balancing my role as a 

researcher following intuitions and emerging insights with expectations that I was leading a 

coherent research endeavour by producing relevant narratives in circumstances when this was 

necessary (for instance when questioned by government officials or during meetings with village 

authorities). This was not always straightforward given the diverse experiences local communities 

have had with NEPL and how participants often did not differentiate NEPL with government writ 

large. Moreover, I had to balance indirect observations and a reliance on national researchers for 

data with an awareness that much of the information presented would follow scripted responses 

regarding the implications and impacts of official government policy. While this presented a 

constraint in some ways, it also allowed me to interrogate the official government policy discourse 

at subnational scales. However, dealing with a reluctance on behalf of some participants to provide 

genuine responses required being attentive to the possibility that responses were scripted, but also 

sensitive to the participants’ self-assessments of the risks they felt in divulging certain information. 

Going beyond scripted narratives involved speaking indirectly about issues, processes and 

experiences, continuous reflections together with Mr Keophoxay, and identifying key informants 

who were more open about their reflections on NEPL and the government.  

 

The self-reflexivity during research process in Cambridge, Bangkok and Vientiane was widely 

different. I was unexpectedly confronted with the linguistic and cultural dimensions of biodiversity 

conservation during the fieldwork in Cambridge for which I was not prepared. Biodiversity 

conservation is a cultural domain riddled with jargon, acronyms and technical terms that, lacking 

prolonged exposure in an organisational context, can sound quite alien. Lacking such exposure, I 

found it challenging to interview highly educated participants who regularly share their perspective 

in different media (so-called elite interviews), and also had to quickly make sense of the 

organisational context in which conservation activities take place. In addition, conservationists’ 

values, while highly diverse, are typically eco-centric and often conflicted with my own. I was 

thus confronted not only with my own lack of comprehension and a difficulty in following much 

of the narratives presented (asking questions that the participant had just answered, for instance), 

but also the challenge of synthesising insights from interviews by looking “beyond” the jargon, 

and a need for continuous reflection of my own values in relation to conservation work. 

Reflexively, and not always intentionally, I ended up positioning myself as a student trying to learn 



80 

 

from my participants, rather than eliciting responses as data to answer my research questions. This 

was not without its share of uncomfortable moments, where uncertainty about my questions and 

contributions to the dialogue prevailed (sometimes resulting in a sense of tediousness on the part 

of the participant). However, simply taking the organisational and institutional cultural references 

of conservation at face value and embracing my lack of familiarity proved the best approach, which 

gradually improved with greater familiarity. 
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1. Introduction 

Globalisation is causing unprecedented flows of people, resources and goods across the world, 

accelerating interactions between distal land systems. While creating unprecedented levels of 

material wealth, the resultant exploitation of the world’s natural resources has led to persistent 

calls for global environmental conservation efforts that reduce pressures on the natural 

environment. These flows between distant places are produced and sustained by multifaceted and 

complex causal relationships that require analytical devices that can capture this complexity.   

 

The telecoupling approach offers a framework appropriate to this task as it emerged partly in 

response to calls for better inclusion of extra-local and process-based influences on human-

environment dynamics (Friis et al. 2016). It does so by analysing the environmental and 

socioeconomic interactions between distal places, focusing on the material and immaterial flows 

between sending, receiving and spillover systems. Though acknowledging that immaterial flows 

such as discourses and information play an important role in this process, most telecoupling 

literature has so far focused mainly on material flows of goods and resources between large-scale 

systems defined by administrative boundaries (Garrett, Rueda, and Lambin 2013; Reenberg and 

Fenger 2011; Liu et al. 2013). In the meantime, Friis and Nielsen (2017) and Eakin et al. (2014) 

have framed telecouplings as a heuristic tool for reducing highly complex processes into tractable 

units of analysis in order to explain land-use change processes. This provides for a more qualitative 

engagement with the process-oriented influences of land-use change. However, there are still 

limited analytical tools available for capturing and explaining the immaterial flows between 

systems and how they manifest in local land-use change.  

 

Moreover, while there is a large body of research on the drivers and causes of land-use change in 

a multi-level and interconnected world (Adger, Brown, and Tompkins 2005; Meyfroidt et al. 2013; 

Lambin et al. 2001), there are relatively few in-depth studies on how policy discourses at the 

international level affect local land-use decisions, particularly the more site-specific mechanisms 

and interactions that produce changes in forest landscapes (Atmadja and Verchot 2012; Thiha, 

Webb, and Honda 2007). This calls for greater attention to be paid to how discourses enable 

mechanisms of influence across distal land systems. In this chapter, we develop the concept of 

‘discursive telecoupling,’ which was first introduced by Friis and Nielsen (2017a), and has been 

implicit in much of the telecoupling literature. It encompasses the notion that discourses 

accompanying material flows connecting land systems play an important role in influencing local 
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land-use change processes, for instance by legitimising certain policy models, intervention 

designs, and land-use decisions while rendering others more or less unviable.  

 

Our central argument is that the local heterogeneity in responses to and the subsequent outcomes 

of discursive telecouplings is an important component of how telecouplings may generate social 

and institutional distance, impact equality relations and produce unintended socio-ecological 

outcomes. Improved understanding of the discursive dynamics of telecouplings can enable 

decision-makers to better balance trade-offs and improve information flows between socially, 

spatially and institutionally distant actors. Making the potential influences of discourses and 

information flows on land use apparent can help create a stronger basis for cross-sector coalitions 

and more sustainable interventions. We begin by establishing the conceptual foundations of 

discursive telecouplings and then, in section three, we demonstrate the concept by analysing the 

emergence of a ‘win-win’ conservation and development discourse in the forest conservation 

literature. Based on an analysis of this literature, section four highlights four factors that influence 

the outcomes of a discursive telecoupling. These include: 1) assumptions about the agent in global 

discourses and narratives of human-environment interactions; 2) the role of intermediaries and 

actor networks in mediating global discourses; 3) how discourses structure feedback opportunities 

from local system experiences; and 4) that multiple competing and interacting discourses on land 

and the use of natural resources prevail in local systems. 

 

2. Discursive Telecouplings 

Discourse analysis centres on the use of language as a reflection and representation of power in 

social relations and its reproduction in social context. Whether connected to sustainable 

development, green growth, or environmental conservation, global discourses travel through a 

variety of mechanisms and channels to influence the forums in which actors make decisions on 

land use (Feindt and Oels 2005). While texts and narratives are usually the main units of analysis, 

the context in which particular discourses emerge and concepts are contested and negotiated, as 

well as how they become institutionalised in decision-making, are equally important (den Besten, 

Arts, and Verkooijen 2014). Discursive-institutionalism, one prominent approach in discourse 

analysis, focuses on how a particular discourse “‘disciplines’ the thinking, speaking and acting” 

of human agents, how it can make certain interests more prominent than others, and how it 

constrains policy and behavioural choices (Arts and Buizer 2009, 342), thereby emphasising two-

way interplay between discourses and social practice (Di Gregorio et al. 2017). Discourses shape 

actors’ understanding of socioeconomic and environmental problems as well as the rationalization 
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of policy solutions, and it guides the formation and representation of actor interests and preferences 

over time. Discourse analysis thus adds an important dimension to institutional analysis of socio-

ecological systems (Ostrom 2009; Berkes 2007) and polycentric governance (Oberlack et al. 2018) 

by highlighting the role of ideas, concepts and narratives in institutional dynamics and cross-scale 

interactions between actors in natural resource governance and how these concepts may be 

employed in decision-making arenas (den Besten, Arts, and Verkooijen 2014).    

 

Some authors challenge the notion that discourses are institutionalised in a predictable manner in 

policy and practice (Faggin and Behagel 2017; Gebara and Agrawal 2017). More critical analysis 

might be needed to understand how a discourse is interpreted, negotiated and acted upon by 

different actors, particularly in spaces where informal institutional arrangements for natural 

resource use prevail (Parnell 2015; Pasgaard 2015). Otherwise, an official discourse may prevail 

that masks power relations tied to ‘hidden’ or off-script discourses (Peck and Theodore 2012). 

Moreover, as Leipold (2014) highlights, discourses can help generate mechanisms of exclusion 

and inclusion, partly by structuring information flows and interactions in ways that favour certain 

interests over others. In addition to physical distance, telecoupled systems are characterised by 

institutional and social distance (Eakin, Rueda, and Mahanti 2017; Friis and Nielsen 2017a). 

Discourses may thus help shape the mechanisms that constrain groups from or enable them to 

influence political responses to telecoupled outcomes by shaping agency and structures of 

information flows between actors.  

 

Discourses often underlie unequal power relations that help produce heterogeneous outcomes and 

responses to a discursive telecoupling. Power in the context of discursive telecouplings refers to: 

1) discursive power to shape the language used to frame socio-environmental problems and the 

institutional logic of their solutions; 2) decision-making power including capacities to influence 

political and collective choice procedures; and 3) regulatory powers to (re)craft and enforce rules 

on human-environment interactions within local land-use systems (Petursson and Vedeld 2017). 

Possessing discursive and decision-making powers enables certain actors to justify particular 

interventions or changes to policy and legislation in order to address observed socio-environmental 

problems (Benjaminsen and Svarstad 2010; Pasgaard 2015; Pereira 2010). The discursive framing 

of these problems risk masking underlying complexities and resource struggles, often to the 

detriment of less powerful actors (Di Gregorio et al. 2017; Somorin et al. 2012). Moreover, experts 

serve a legitimising role for the institutionalisation of global discourses in policy and practice by 

(re)producing knowledge regimes that underpin dominant discourses, for instance, by framing 
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environmental debates in terms of depoliticised technocratic concepts and solutions (Medina, 

Pokorny, and Weigelt 2009; Aicher 2014; Arts et al. 2010). Awareness of the knowledge regimes 

and discursive dynamics that are involved in framing human–environment relationships can 

improve understanding of how these processes create (un)intended outcomes and shape 

intervention designs. 

 

As local socio-ecological systems become connected to market and policy processes on different 

levels, competing discourses may emerge that influence land-use practices in the local context. 

The basic concepts of global discourses are contested in a number of arenas on the basis of material 

and institutional conditions that are “rooted in specific cultural and political formations” (Feindt 

and Oels 2005, 163). Importantly, contestations, negotiations and adaptations of global discourses 

play out in a variety of interactions, domains and forums (Oberlack et al. 2018), and are 

renegotiated and reinterpreted over time in local systems (Nygren 2000). Global discourses 

influence land-use outcomes partly by shaping the formulation of global and local socio-

environmental problems as well as the logic of their proposed solutions, with diverse and 

unanticipated outcomes for changes in land use.  

 

3. Global Conservation Discourses: linking discursive telecouplings to local land-use change 

This section develops our notion of discursive telecoupling through application to the case of forest 

conservation discourses and related interventions. The aim of this is to demonstrate the channels 

through which global discourses shape land-use outcomes in forest frontiers. We focus on the 

emergence of a ‘win-win’ discourse on enhancing local development and conservation outcomes 

within the forest conservation literature. After providing a brief background, we illustrate the 

operationalisation of discursive telecouplings and highlight four issues that can help to account for 

the heterogeneous outcomes in local land-use systems that arise from global discourses on socio-

environmental change in the discussion. 

 

Although international debates on forest conservation have been shaping public opinion and 

decision-making for many decades, the sense of urgency is only increasing, particularly in the 

regions of the Global South with large areas of remaining forest landscapes. While in the past such 

global discourses would typically only have reached local people through a long series of 

intermediaries, today, local land and forest users have a much broader information base for 

decision making. There is a rich body of literature that looks at how global forest conservation 

discourses influence negotiations and policymaking at the national and international levels (Faggin 
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and Behagel 2017; Nielsen 2016) and examines the role of the media as a platform for actors to 

engage with discourses (Sadath, Kleinschmit, and Giessen 2013; Ludwig et al. 2012). These 

studies have produced insights into how language reflect power relations and how they constrain 

and frame policy options for environmental conservation. However, less attention has been paid 

to the mechanisms through which global discourses influence land-use practices in local forest 

areas (Leipold 2014).  

 

Historically, biodiversity and ecosystem conservation took a largely top-down approach based on 

rationally optimising land use within a particular geographic area. Often labelled fortress 

conservation, measures include zoning land areas for their conservation value, imposing 

restrictions on natural resource use, or otherwise circumventing local populations through, for 

instance, relocation and eviction (Hutton, Adams, and Murombedzi 2005). After growing evidence 

of negative social impacts, and with the merging of conservation and development as policy goals 

in the 1987 UN Brundtland report and the 1992 Convention on Biological Diversity, a win-win 

discourse began to emerge that envisioned the integration of ecosystem conservation and human 

wellbeing outcomes in intervention areas (Berkes 2007; Hutton, Adams, and Murombedzi 2005; 

Petursson and Vedeld 2017). This discourse was enthusiastically embraced as it created space for 

actors with diverse interests to form coalitions, which are usually organised along cross-scale 

networks (Di Gregorio et al. 2017; Somorin et al. 2012). An example of a win-win narrative is the 

idea that sustainable agricultural intensification can lead to increased well-being as well as spared 

land for conservation purposes (Mertz and Mertens 2017), but such desirable win-win outcomes 

are unfortunately not very common (Rasmussen et al., 2018).  

 

The market has become a central mechanism for merging development and conservation in forest 

frontier communities, for example, through agricultural intensification, ecotourism and, more 

recently, Payment for Ecosystem Services (PES) and carbon offset projects (Pereira 2010). These 

are typically operationalised through Integrated Conservation and Development Projects (ICDPs), 

pro-poor conservation and community conservation interventions. Actor networks are rolling out 

ambitious large-scale and multilateral forest conservation programmes such as Reducing 

Emissions from Deforestation and Forest Degradation (REDD+) in developing countries. Utilising 

new mechanisms and channels, including reward-based mechanisms, media and communication 

channels, and interdisciplinary forums and cross-sector working groups, these environmental 

conservation programmes are creating new forces to enable discursive telecouplings to influence 

local land use.  
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The salience of global discourses lies in their capacity to integrate emerging prescient issues 

related to environmental sustainability. In the process, however, this can potentially mask 

underlying contestations (Benjaminsen and Svarstad 2010; Buizer, Humphreys, and de Jong 2014) 

and produce unintended win-lose or lose-lose outcomes (Rasmussen et al., 2018), partly by 

propagating narratives that simplify causal relationships in human-environment interactions 

(Aicher 2014; Lestrelin et al. 2012; Pereira 2010). For instance, Pereira (2010) finds that two PES 

programmes in the Amazon were modelled on a simplified narrative of human-environment 

interactions by forest users to motivate the rationale behind the intervention. However, in the 

process these programmes neglecting the complex and layered interests of local actors. 

Meanwhile, in the context of a carbon offset project in Costa Rica, Lansing (2011) argues that the 

discursive framing of human-environment interactions, based on a simplified representation of 

land-uses and agents, was necessary to ensure the viability of the proposed solution and the 

legitimacy of the implied institutional logic. There is moreover a risk that global discourses may 

serve as a basis for avoiding considerations of trade-offs and criticisms when they are translated 

into interventions through their appeal to legitimisation (McShane et al. 2011; Pasgaard 2015). 

These tendencies to construct socio-environmental problems to suit a global discourse can 

inadvertently problematize the institutionalisation of win-win solutions in local socio-ecological 

systems over time.   

 

While the win-win discourse on conservation and development contains compelling rationales and 

serves to accommodate disparate interests, some authors note that the discourse is dominated by a 

knowledge regime that depoliticises decision making on forest issues and reduces highly complex 

and contested development processes, which in turn influences land-use change in unpredictable 

ways (Aicher 2014; Arts and Buizer 2009; Benjaminsen and Svarstad 2010; Gebara and Agrawal 

2017). In the context of an ecotourism initiative in a Tanzanian national park, for instance, Miller 

(2016) argues that, in seeking to achieve win-win outcomes, the intervention’s incentive scheme 

overlooked the political complexity in the local system and ended up creating outcomes that were 

not anticipated by the intervention. Other unintentional impacts could include for instance: 

relocations and migration to other socio-ecological systems; restricted access to land and natural 

resources; enhanced dependence on markets for subsistence; erosion of customary institutions for 

natural resource governance; and increased environmental conflicts (Temudo 2012; Petursson and 

Vedeld 2017). We can better understand these very diverse sets of outcomes arising from 

conservation interventions as partly resulting from discursive telecouplings that connect global 

discourses to local land systems.  
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4. Discussion 

While studies have shown that win-win discourses create complex and heterogeneous outcomes 

when translated and adapted to local systems, the mechanisms and interactions through which such 

a discursive telecoupling influences land use and livelihoods are less well understood. From our 

analysis of the literature on forest conservation discourses, four considerations emerge that can 

help account for the heterogeneous outcomes of a global discourse on local land-use outcomes: 1) 

the assumptions about the agents and causes of land-use change; 2) the role of intermediaries and 

networks in institutionalising global discourses in local systems; 3) how discursive telecouplings 

shape the nature of feedback responses from local systems; and 4) the fact that local systems are 

characterised by competing discourses. 

 

4.1 Assumptions about the agent in land-use change can create unanticipated outcomes 

The assumptions embedded in the prevailing discourse, and how related interventions reflect 

particular logics of behavioural change, are important considerations for understanding the 

outcomes of conservation telecouplings. Gebara and Agrawal (2017) argue that the a priori 

assumptions of the agent embedded in a particular discourse can have unintended consequences 

by not only informing the institutional design of an intervention, but also by implicitly reshaping 

the agent to conform to this preconception. For instance, Temudo (2012) shows how the socio-

environmental problem that legitimised a conservation intervention was discursively constructed 

and based on behavioural assumptions of self-interested natural resource use that disregarded 

traditional institutions for resource governance. This framing helped to motivate the imposition of 

restrictions on land and resource use, which in turn incentivised the self-interested behaviours on 

which the intervention was modelled. The case illustrates the importance of recognising the 

opportunity costs of the imposed restrictions and power imbalances between actors. 

 

Reducing the complex and multidimensional causality of land-use change to rational and linear 

simplicity in order to incentivise behavioural change engenders a generic conceptualisation of the 

agent. This may facilitate assimilation of global discourses, but can create complications when 

meeting local systems with heterogeneous conditions, institutions and historical legacies that 

constrain land-use and livelihood options for local decision-makers (Biddulph and Amberntsson 

2016; Lambin et al. 2001). As Biddulph and Amberntsson (2016) argue, environmental 

conservation programmes that do not take into account local contextual factors can be largely 

meaningless in forest landscapes where influences tied to distant processes, such as timber logging 
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networks and marketization of commercial crops, shape individual livelihood trajectories, 

incentives and agency. Adapting global discourses to local conditions of land-use and livelihood 

trajectories may help make trade-offs and intersecting influences on land and forest use more 

apparent. 

 

There is considerable diversity in how actors are telecoupled to distant processes and systems. This 

can occur, for instance, due to power asymmetries tied to official positions, wealth disparities, and 

access to information and actor networks (Pereira 2010). The assumption that agents are 

ontologically divisible from their social context does not help in the recognition of the causes or 

consequences of such relative telecoupling. In the context of the win-win conservation discourse, 

for instance, the representation of communities as homogenous entities in order to create a 

discursive fit with a simplified narrative of community agency and decision-making can obscure 

underlying power asymmetries (Travers et al. 2015; Milne and Adams 2012; Temudo 2012; 

Pasgaard and Nielsen 2016). While this facilitates the practical implementation of an intervention 

or the construction of a compelling narrative of socio-environmental change to access donor 

funding, justify policy implementations, or raise awareness, recognition of how agents are 

discursively framed in conservation programmes and policy can help reduce some of these 

unintended biases that may unintentionally propagate win-lose or lose-lose land and forest use 

outcomes. 

 

Moreover, access to information dissemination and stakeholder engagement events may affect 

individual agency. In the case of a REDD+ project intervention in Cambodia, agents with more 

discursive power were able to position themselves with reference to the win-win discourse for 

strategic purposes (Pasgaard 2015). In addition, unintended biases in information dissemination 

mechanisms may influence agency based on, for instance, procedures for inviting members to 

meetings, or a tendency to emphasise written dissemination channels (Persson and Prowse 2017). 

Recognising that access to information on conservation programmes is an asset that enhances 

individual capacities to engage with a conservation telecoupling can mitigate some of the power 

dynamics involved. Individual responses to discursive telecouplings are thus highly complex and 

difficult to predict (Nygren 2000; Gebara and Agrawal 2017; Petursson and Vedeld 2017b). The 

strategies employed by individuals are likely to be dynamic as these individuals adapt to new 

interactions and information to navigate a discursive telecoupling.  
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4.2 Intermediaries and networks shape the institutionalisation of global discourses 

To understand how multidirectional flows and networked interactions help create heterogeneous 

outcomes for land-use change, we turn our attention to the role of intermediaries and actor 

networks in a discursive telecoupling. As we have seen, the notion that global discourses are 

transmitted to national and local contexts in a predictable manner for policy and practice is a 

simplification (Petursson and Vedeld 2017; Salo, Puro, and Knuuti 2013). So is the assumption 

that intermediaries and transnational actors play a neutral role in the process. Peck and Theodore 

(2010) argue that policy transfer across borders is a political process of fragmented policy diffusion 

through which sociologically complex actors operating in networks and utilising a diversity of 

mechanisms and channels to mediate global discourses are engaged. Intermediaries can hence play 

an important role in co-constructing socio-environmental problems and presenting proposed 

solutions as technical and apolitical (Salo, Puro, and Knuuti 2013; Sadath, Kleinschmit, and 

Giessen 2013). As Leipold (2014) holds, however, this is a political process in which difficult 

questions of power generally remain unanswered. Indeed, important decisions are often made in 

arenas beyond the reach of local actors who must negotiate their position through networked 

interactions and other channels.  

 

Transnational actors similarly wield considerable power to influence discursive telecouplings and 

the resulting institutionalisation in policy and practice (Petursson and Vedeld 2017; Faggin and 

Behagel 2017). For instance, in the context of debates on conservation policy in the Brazilian 

Amazon, private sector actors in the agribusiness sector succeeded in reframing the discourse on 

sustainable forest management, which translated into a policy more favourable to private sector 

interests (Faggin and Behagel 2017). Moreover, win-win ambitions often give way to the practical, 

yet largely unrecognised, realities of the social and political contexts in which decisions on natural 

resource use are made. Pasgaard and Mertz (2016) highlight how informal networks influenced 

decision-making on the location of a conservation intervention in Cambodia. Indeed, less powerful 

local actors often end up compromising their own interests to accommodate those of powerful 

actors in order to engage with the discursive telecoupling. Medina, Pokorny, and Weigelt (2009) 

show, for example, how communities in four sites across the Amazon adjusted their initial 

demands to the interests, perspectives and narratives of intermediaries of a global environmental 

discourse. Although this new coalition enabled community actors to get their interests onto the 

agenda, it did lead to unanticipated restrictions on land and natural resource use. Understanding 

the role of discursive power in the formation of new coalitions between actors involved in a land-
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use change can help to ensure expectations on trade-offs and interests are better accounted for in 

policy and programme interventions and design.  

 

4.3 Discursive telecouplings shape feedback responses 

Intermediaries play an important role in transmitting feedback across the chain of interactions and 

media communication channels that engender and sustain a discursive telecoupling. Garnering 

donor support is crucial for the success of narratives around win-win conservation policy and 

interventions, as well as for access to donor funds (Hutton, Adams, and Murombedzi 2005; 

Petursson and Vedeld 2017). There is a risk that intermediaries employ their discursive power to 

represent interventions in win-win terms and bias information flows to highlight successes over 

failures. This strategic use of information and manipulation of feedback can create a cycle of 

conservation funding regardless of whether the particular intervention adds value (Temudo 2012). 

In such instances, a positive feedback loop – between incentives for organisational survival and 

dependence on external (project-based) sources of funding – reinforces the use of dominant 

discourses to justify the logic of particular policy solutions and incentivises the manipulation of 

information flows to other arenas of decision-making. While such outcomes are not necessarily 

intentional, the forest conservation literature provides compelling evidence that control of 

information flows and distribution of discursive power between actors involved in a telecoupling 

have important consequences for land-use outcomes and agency to influence related feedback 

responses.  

 

It is thus important to acknowledge the multi-layered interests of forest actors that are connected 

through networks, linkages and flows to processes originating from distal locations (Pereira 2010; 

Friis and Nielsen 2017b). Agents are not passively responding, as is sometimes assumed, to 

various signals with extra-local influences that have causes confined to that particular scale 

(Munroe et al. 2014; Nygren 2000; Taylor 2016). For instance, by investigating community 

managed forest reserves in Tanzania, Funder et al. (2013) show how a monitoring scheme was 

shaped through daily practice and became an important factor for the emergence of a local 

conservation elite that asserted some control over information flows and feedback mechanisms. 

This case demonstrates the need to consider how conservation telecouplings produce information 

flows that are integrated into the daily practices of local actors with complex and multi-layered 

interests. 
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Studies also point to the potential of alternative mechanisms to bypass traditional feedback 

channels in order for people to engage more directly with a discursive telecoupling. In the case of 

one conservation intervention in Guinea-Bissau, local people negatively impacted by a project that 

used a local radio channel to express criticisms as institutional incentives in the context of the 

conservation programme were not conducive of open feedback (Temudo 2012). In addition, social 

media and other communication tools can be used to organise a network of communities and 

mobilise collective action on shared concerns across scales. The concerted use of a variety of 

channels to voice feedback on socio-environmental pressures in the Prey Lang forest landscape in 

Cambodia, for instance, coupled with a refusal to engage with prevailing environmental 

conservation programmes, is a key factor for the Prey Lang Network’s relative success in resisting 

external pressures (Parnell 2015). This case illustrates the empowering potential of discursive 

telecouplings and the importance of considering feedback, where network members negotiate and 

integrate discursive elements of forest conservation with local discourses in order to rationalise 

observed socio-environmental change and further their interests. Given the prevalence of tools 

today that can link local land-users to donors and decision-makers, there are substantial 

opportunities to create more direct feedback links with local people impacted by an intervention 

and arenas of decision-making that circumvent the institutional incentives embedded in cross-scale 

environmental conservation programmes. 

 

4.4 Competing Discourses in local systems 

Most discourse are set in their respective policy environments and competition between 

discourses, for example on economic growth and environmental conservation, can result in 

incoherent policy making and conflicts in decision-making arenas, as well as decisions being based 

on institutional inertia and informal networked interests (Sullivan 2015; Lestrelin et al. 2012; 

Broegaard, Vongvisou, and Mertz 2017). These arenas can include ministerial decrees, informal 

agreements between companies and political decision-makers, village committee meetings, 

community forest meetings, households, company board meetings, and so on. Institutional and 

social distance between decision-making arenas and the actors involved arise partly due to the 

mechanisms of influence created by discursive telecouplings. In these arenas, competing logics 

for legitimising decisions on socio-environmental change may dominate, although they refer to 

changes in the same geographically bounded system. For instance, forest conservation 

interventions funded by donors and implemented by technical agencies are tied to global 

discourses that may occupy entirely different arenas compared to infrastructure construction 

investments by foreign companies. Lacking conducive information flows and cohesive processes 
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for institutionalising discourses on socio-environmental change, however, the polity, including 

legislation and policies that are intended to coordinate decision-making and enforce national laws, 

may struggle in creating a coherent institutional context. Funding flows are an important aspect of 

this dynamic as the institutionalisation of discourses depends on the viability and sustainability of 

sources of financing and the incentives embedded in such system dynamics.   

 

As an example of these dynamics, in Cambodia there are sophisticated policy and legal documents 

that prescribe environmental criteria for decisions on large-scale land investments. One of these 

criteria is proximity to national protected areas. Findings from Beauchamp, Clements, and Milner-

Gulland (2018), however, show that there is no evidence that the existence of a protected area 

deters land allocation for concessions, indicating that decision-making in the natural resource 

sector is influenced by other considerations than those formally prescribed and that reflect a land 

sparing approach to forest conservation. In such cases, global conservation discourses seem to 

influence the formulation of legal and policy documents that are driven by one set of national 

actors, but with only partial institutionalisation of these discourses in practice, at least in the short 

term, as existing actor interests and power dynamics shape outcomes on land-use. These findings 

are echoed in other contexts such as the Brazilian Amazon (Gebara and Agrawal 2017; Faggin and 

Behagel 2017).  

 

Such dynamics do not just play out at the national scale. In the case of forest conservation, 

communities of ethnic minorities may have distinct discourses on land and forests that are rooted 

in particular historical and socio-cultural contexts and expressed in myths, stories and narratives. 

Such local discourses likely have a mutually constitutive relationship with the customary 

institutions that regulate land and forest-use patterns, thus helping to provide the language and 

logic for crafting and enforcing rules (Pereira 2010; Parnell 2015; Temudo 2012). As discursive 

telecouplings tied to distal processes influence opportunities and constraints for land and forest 

use, local people must accommodate new ways of thinking about socio-environmental change, 

collectively and individually. Situating these dynamics from a telecoupling perspective helps to 

understand how individuals navigate competing pressures. 

 

Another issue is the strategic use of arguments in forest conservation discourses by government 

actors to justify the imposition of state-led approaches to fortress conservation that mask 

underlying power struggles in the institutionalisation of natural resource access. Laos, for instance, 

is a prominent example of how a land degradation narrative feeds into a modernist land 
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rationalisation discourse based on land sparing that constrains policy options and potential logics 

for environmental conservation (Lestrelin et al. 2012; Lestrelin, Castella, and Bourgoin 2012). In 

another case, during a conflict over forest access in rural Thailand, both the government and 

opposing ethnic minorities positioned themselves with respect to narratives of forest conservation 

discourses by framing forest inhabitants as enemies of the forest and forest protectors respectively 

(Ganjanapan 1998). Global forest conservation discourses thus became a tool in the political 

struggle over natural resource access. Despite the rhetorical references to win-win discourses, 

when access to land and natural resources is highly politicised, government actors tend to appeal 

to modernist underpinnings of economic development discourses to use traditional channels of 

coercion (Milne 2015).  

 

5. Conclusion 

The way environmental problems are constructed and their solutions rationalised can be a powerful 

constraining force for how people respond to changing conditions in their external environment. 

But while language can limit available options by rendering certain modes of thinking more 

actionable and legitimate, it can also open up new possible ways forward by enabling communities 

of people to make sense of observed socio-ecological change and organise collective responses. 

At the same time, globalisation is accelerating socioeconomic and environmental interactions 

between distal land systems through processes that are underpinned by intersecting and distinct 

discourses for socio-ecological change. Highlighting the role of ideas, concepts and narratives in 

these distal interactions, we developed the notion of ‘discursive telecouplings’ to guide analysis 

of immaterial flows in telecoupled land systems. Reviewing the literature on forest conservation 

discourses and policy translations, we used the concept to analyse the interactions and channels 

through which global discourses influence local land-use systems and livelihood outcomes, and 

vice-versa.  

 

As forest frontiers become increasingly connected to global mechanisms and processes, discourses 

are playing a stronger role in influencing land-use and livelihood outcomes. When such discourses 

are interpreted and translated into local land-use systems, however, they must accommodate local 

power asymmetries, cross-scale networks and heterogeneous conditions. Local systems are 

characterised by institutional legacies and local discourses that shape socio-ecological interactions, 

as well as the existence of competing discourses for land and natural resource use. Asymmetries 

in discursive, decision-making and regulatory power between actors involved in a telecoupling 

influence capacity to shape the land-use and livelihood outcomes of a discursive telecoupling.  
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Explicitly integrating the role of immaterial and discursive flows between distant systems can thus 

help further our understanding of the heterogeneous outcomes of telecoupling. Improved 

understanding of the discursive dynamics of telecouplings can enable decision-makers to better 

balance socio-environmental trade-offs and improve information flows between socially, spatially 

and institutionally distant actors in order to create stronger foundations for coalition formation. 

Achieving the ideal of preserving ecological conditions of forest landscapes, for the benefit of 

wildlife, biodiversity and forest landscapes, while maximising opportunities for local 

development, will require institutionalising the win-win discourse in environmental governance 

practice on all levels and effectively scaling up win-win solutions. As we have sought to 

demonstrate, recognising the ways in which discursive dynamics influence forest and land use can 

help decision-makers be aware of the risks involved in this complex process and to build policies, 

programmes and interventions that more effectively accommodate the complexity of local socio-

ecological systems. 
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Abstract 

Conservation NGOs are important actors in global biodiversity conservation governance. They 

shape flows of resources, connect cross-sector actor networks through activities at multiple scales, 

and shape discourses and practices on conservation. While scholarly interest in conservation 

NGOs is growing, how conservationists make sense of their position in transnational 

organisational network that connect distant places remains underexplored. In this article, we 

interrogate the interpersonal social relationships that underpin the organisational dynamics of 

conservation NGOs engaged in transnational conservation. Drawing on 45 semi-structured in-

depth interviews with directors, programme and project managers at international and national 

conservation NGOs based in Cambridge (UK), Bangkok (Thailand), and Vientiane (Lao PDR), 

we elucidate the dynamics that pattern related activities and lead to the emergence of new activities 

and networks. The paper sketches two parallel and interacting dimensions of transnational 

conservation: (a) the bureaucratic and institutional infrastructure that conditions conservation 

flows and actor interactions; and (b) the interpersonal social relationships that help to pattern 

conservation flows between distant places and actors. We illustrate how interpersonal social 

relationships are crucial for many dimensions of the day-to-day practices of transnational 

conservation practices, serving an important function due to the uncertain political and economic 

conditions under which conservation NGOs operate. In the discussion we reflect on the value of 

telecoupling in shaping the methodological approach in the study, and how transnational dynamics 

contribute to geographically uneven conservation. The paper contributes to discussions on the 

anthropology of conservation NGOs by highlighting the potential of organisational studies on 

conservation NGOs. 

 

 

Keywords: conservation NGOs; transnational conservation; social networks; organisational 

studies; telecoupling 
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1. Introduction 

Biodiversity conservation continues to be a pressing global concern. Though biodiversity loss is 

driven by distant factors such as commodity trade and consumption patterns (Lenzen et al., 2012), 

related pressures manifest in a particular place, making protected areas and other area-based 

measures fundamental to conservation practice (Bicknell et al., 2017; Bingham et al., 2019; 

Geldmann et al., 2015; Montesino Pouzols et al., 2014; Watson et al., 2016; Zafra-Calvo & 

Geldmann, 2020). While these have received considerable scholarly attention (Adams & Hutton, 

2007; Petursson & Vedeld, 2017), a long history of transnational actions on biodiversity 

conservation has given rise to a diversity in the practices, interconnections and organisational 

forms that constitute transnational conservation (Brockington et al., 2018; Redford, 2011). 

Biodiversity conservation has become a global endeavour involving multi-level actor networks 

and resource flows from across the world (Boillat et al., 2018; Corson et al., 2019). A vertical and 

horizontal rescaling in environmental governance and the emergence of hybrid forms of 

governance (Andonova & Mitchell, 2010; Armitage et al., 2012; Munroe et al., 2019; Sikor et al., 

2013) has implied that supranational entities, non-state actors and decentralised local 

administrative units are gaining increasing influence in conservation governance (Chua et al., 

2020; Corson et al., 2019; Holmes & Cavanagh, 2016), while confrontations with sectoral issues 

such as development and national security (Lunstrum, 2015; Oldekop et al., 2010) is making it 

necessary to engage with cross-sectorial policy actors and ingrate new mechanisms. 

 

The organisation of what (Corson et al., 2019) term “global conservation governance” is receiving 

growing scholarly attention. Research using collaborative event ethnography of large conservation 

events such as the World Conservation Congress (WCC) and Convention on Biological Diversity 

(CBD) meetings (Büscher, 2014; Campbell et al., 2014; Corson et al., 2014) have produce insights 

into the “ideological and practical work of conservation organisations” and how they shape 

practices (MacDonald, 2010, 2018, p. 76). For instance, by documenting how the rise of market-

based approach, institutional processes for setting global targets, and advancing area-based 

measures are intimately connected and reinforced through informal processes in everyday 

interactions (Corson et al., 2019). Analyses of conservationists’ values and attitudes have 

generated important insights into the tensions between people-, science-, and market-centred 

approaches to conservation (Blanchard et al., 2016; Holmes et al., 2017; Sandbrook et al., 2019b). 

Other research has focused on how the neoliberalisation of conservation, or the integration of 

market mechanisms and capitalistic principles in conservation work, is spreading particular modes 

of practice around the world (Büscher et al., 2012; Igoe & Brockington, 2007). Holmes (2011, 
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2012) argues that a key mechanism for this are social and business networks of elites and high-

wealth individuals, and Dempsey (2016) characterises related processes as well-trodden 

transnational circuits of power and knowledge between relatively few, mainly Western 

institutions. Similarly, (Sandbrook et al., 2019b) suggests that the views of a dominant visible 

group have a disproportionate influence on global conservation practice. These arguments point 

to a relatively small group of people, connected via social networks and mutual interests in 

furthering particular agendas tied to conservation, that play a disproportionately large role in 

shaping global conservation practice (Blanchard et al., 2018). 

 

Conservation Non-Governmental Organisations (NGOs) at all jurisdictional levels play a 

constitutive role in global conservation governance (Nuesiri, 2018). The “bridging capacity” of 

INGOs (Pieck, 2019) enables them to connect distant actors in a chain of interactions that stretch 

from funders to national offices to local project beneficiaries (Schröter et al., 2018), via funding 

flows and institutional links such as Monitoring & Evaluation (M&E) frameworks (Wahlén, 2014). 

However, as Benson (2012) showed, competing expectations from funders can shape 

organisational outcomes to the detriment of local communities. Moreover, large INGOs such as 

Conservation International and World Wide Fund for Nature (WWF) influence intergovernmental 

processes related to global Multilateral Environmental Agreements (MEAs) via informal channels. 

Challender & MacMillan (2019) demonstrates how conservation INGOs used personal contacts in 

government to place issues of strategic organisational interest on the agenda during the Convention 

of International Trade in Endangered Species of Wild Fauna and Flora (CITES) Conference of 

Parties (COP). This resonates with Corson et al.'s, (2019) analysis that showed how informal social 

networks culminating over time across events influenced formal procedures of the WCC events. 

Moreover, conservation NGOs produce knowledge outputs on conservation techniques, strategies 

and measures, and provide organisational resources and technical support for the implementation 

of conservation activities and other actions to influence practices in a number of domains (da 

Fonseca, 2003; Geldmann et al., 2015; Nuesiri, 2018). 

 

Conservation NGOs operate under high levels of uncertainty and under complex accountability 

conditions that require continuous navigation. As Larsen (2016) argues, the behaviours of 

conservation NGOs are often framed in terms of simplified narratives that oscillate between (a) 

altruistic entities advancing a moral good, (b) large and unruly entities doing bad, and (c) pragmatic 

navigation of multiple pressures, calling for a greater nuancing of conservation NGOs. 

Conservation NGOs are in fact highly diverse entities (Partelow et al., 2020), often consisting of 
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a loosely constituted portfolio of projects, and best thought of as “boundary organisations”, i.e. as 

porous and malleable, that sit within complex organisational chains connecting distant countries, 

places and actors (Brockington et al., 2018; Heyman, 2009). Moreover, a number of factors, 

particularly limited and unstable resource flows, shape the behaviours of conservation NGOs.  

These include expectations and legal requirements from funders and donors (Benson, 2012; 

Botetzagias & Koutiva, 2014; Holmes, 2011) including attracting donors in a competitive 

environment (Laidler-Kylander et al., 2007); national conditions of the civil society sector 

(Brockington et al., 2018); social networks and interpersonal relationships (Scholfield, 2013); 

historical and colonial legacies (Kiik, 2019); a drive for institutional survival and maintaining 

relevance ; and competing organisational logics at different scales (Wahlén, 2014). As a result, 

“conservation NGOs are in a constant process of reinventing themselves, redefining mission 

statements and fine-tuning strategies into new forms of action” (Larsen, 2016, p. 23). Anyango-

van Zwieten et al. (2019) showed, for instance, how WWF concertedly repositioned itself in 

networks with government, private sector and civil society actors in response to external events, 

while Holmes (2011) argues that the growth of philanthropic interest in conservation is connected 

to the neoliberalisation of conservation and the adoption of pragmatism by a few well-resourced 

NGOs. This highlights the importance of considering the political economy conditions and multi-

scale organisational and institutional networks in which NGOs are embedded to understand why 

we often find disconnects between what is set out in global agendas and what happens in national-

local level contexts (Benson, 2012; Boedhihartono et al., 2018; Wahlén, 2014), which requires 

understanding of how conservationists and conservation organisations navigate competing 

pressures. 

 

Research on conservation tends to be silent on conservationists’ perspectives. In a recent review 

of ethnographic material related to “Conservationland”, or the contexts in which conservation 

encounters occur, Kiik (2019) finds that the social worlds, institutions and worldviews that shape 

conservationists’ behaviours are often missing from scholarly work. There is thus a need for further 

research on how conservationists in different parts of the world make sense of their position in the 

organisational and institutional networks that constitute transnational conservation (Larsen, 2016). 

Issues related to the tensions between different conservation approaches, scandals attracting media 

attention, the role of elites in shaping conservation practice, and appropriate ways to respond to 

national political crises, are mediated at the organisational level. There is major scope for 

investigating the organisational and interpersonal dynamics that shape the transnational 

dimensions of conservation practice (Larsen, 2016; Peterson et al., 2010; Redford, 2011). We 
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believe that such research would contribute to more productive exchange between conservationists 

and social scientists, as has been repeatedly called for (Brockington & Scholfield, 2010a; Chua et 

al., 2020; Redford, 2011). 

 

In this article, we interrogate the interpersonal social relationships that underpin the organisational 

interconnections and day-to-day practices of transnational conservation NGOs. Grounding our 

analysis in the perspectives of conservationists across three geographic contexts, we ask how 

conservation professionals perceive the institutional and organisational networked connections in 

which they are embedded, and how these are mediated by social relationships across distance. We 

begin by describing the methods used in the study. We then present the results in detailing the 

ways in which informal social relationships interact with and structure formal organisational 

behaviours. This is follow by a discussion of the findings in relation to the literature on 

conservation NGOs, as well as the relevance of telecoupling as a methodological lens to make 

sense of complex organisational interconnections that drive land-use and environmental 

governance, before concluding. 

 

2. Methods 

The research applies a network perspective by focusing on what actors are doing and why (Bodin 

& Crona, 2009). This includes attending to the informal and interpersonal dimensions of 

organisational actions through qualitative analysis of actor perceptions and detailed accounts of 

organisational experiences (Hauck et al., 2015). The “insider” view generated is useful when 

investigating (in)formal transnational policy networks and how they structure initiatives (Ahrens, 

2018). Policy networks are embedded within webs of social, economic, and political relationships, 

upon which they coordinate activities (Hawkins et al., 2016). Semi-structured interviews can 

provide insights into individuals’ experiences within these actor groups to develop an 

understanding of how organisational logics and linkages lead to specific interventions and how 

relationships across organisations are managed (Albrecht, 2018). 

 

Telecoupling as a heuristic lens shaped the methodological approach (Friis et al., 2016; Friis & 

Nielsen, 2017c). Telecoupling emerged to account for the spatial decoupling of land-use change 

from its causes (Friis et al., 2016). In other words, it is no longer adequate to understand land-use 

change from dynamics within a geographically defined local system. Instead we must examine the 

distal mechanisms that generate change in that system, including the “potentially aspatial social 

networks, institutions, and governance structures” that shape processes (Friis & Nielsen, 2017c, p. 
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1), based on the recognition that “the noneconomic and nonmaterial flows and linkages may be 

more instrumental in the telecoupled outcomes and feedbacks” (Eakin et al., 2014, p. 146). This 

recognition has led to calls for greater attention to the actor- and flow-based linkages that drive 

land-use governance (Gasparri & de Waroux, 2015a; Munroe et al., 2019; Oberlack et al., 2018). 

Based on the notion of governing flows in telecoupling (Eakin et al., 2014; Munroe et al., 2019), 

we conceptualise the interconnections involved in transnational conservation actions as flows 

between distant sending and receiving systems mediated by sets of actor networks. Telecoupling 

served as a heuristic to distinguish the diverse interconnections driving organisational behaviours. 

Based on this, we developed the interview guide to gain in-depth accounts of experiences in 

transnational conservation programme and project activities (see supplementary material). Asking 

for details on how specific activities emerged, the issues driving them, how partners and funders 

were integrated, what feedback processes exist, and important organisational and informal 

connections and forums, participants reflected on their personal and indirect experiences to 

provide thick narrative descriptions of organisational practices. We analysed the transcripts and 

interview notes and coded emergent themes using NVIVO 12, synthesising experiences across 

organisational and national contexts. Social networks emerged as important for structuring patterns 

of activities, to which a number of sub-codes were developed, and were the focus of the analysis. 

 

We draw primarily on 45 in-depth interviews with programme managers at international and 

national NGOs based in Vientiane, Laos (nine in total), Bangkok, Thailand (10) and Cambridge, 

UK (26). The three cities serve as examples of centres in which different functions were performed 

in the context of transnational conservation: Vientiane reflecting mainly implementation of 

activities with few resources; Bangkok hosting regional offices and controlling more resources for 

conservation; and Cambridge hosting EU-based headquarters with the most resources. We sought 

a broad representation of organisations (Table 1). After an initial set of potential participants was 

identified, an invitation email was sent and followed up with at least two emails or a phone call. 

Snowballing led to identification of new participants. All interviews were conducted in English by 

the first author in the participants’ employer organisation, lasting between 45 and 90 minutes. 

Informed consent was sought prior to each interview, for which the purpose, context and 

participant’s role in the research were explained. Most interviews were recorded and transcribed, 

and otherwise a detailed protocol was taken. Interview data were complemented by analysis of 

organisational documents and information found on websites. The empirical work in Cambridge 

was undertaken during a six week stay at WCMC by the first author in May-June 2019, which 

facilitated access to research participants and provided opportunities for observations at meetings. 
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Interviews with Vientiane-based participants took place in July 2019, while Bangkok-based 

participants were interviewed during a visit in February 2020 that had to be cut short due to 

COVID-19.   

 

Table 1: Organisations interviewed 

Organisation name City 

Birdlife Conservation Society of Thailand (BCST) Bangkok 

BirdLife International, global secretariat Cambridge 

Fauna and Flora International (FFI) Cambridge 

Freeland Bangkok 

International Union for the Conservation of Nature 

(IUCN), regional secretariat 

Bangkok 

IUCN, national office Bangkok, 

Vientiane 

Lao Biodiversity Association Vientiane 

Lao Wildlife Conservation  Vientiane 

Raks Thai Bangkok 

Regional Community Forestry Training Center 

(RECOFTFC) 

Bangkok 

Royal Society for the Protection of Birds (RSPB) Cambridge 

Thai Environment Institute (TEI) Bangkok 

UN Environment Cambridge 

Wildlife Conservation Society (WCS) Vientiane 

World Conservation Monitoring Centre (WCMC) Cambridge 

Word Wide Fund for Nature (WWF) Vientiane 

 

3. Results 

We focus on two mutually constitutive and iterative dimensions that characterise transnational 

conservation actions. On the one hand, the institutional and bureaucratic infrastructure necessary 

for enabling flows between distant actors, monitoring outputs, and creating the organisational 

structures to drive strategic processes. On the other, the interpersonal social relationships in which 

these flows are embedded. 
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As for the former, participants illustrated a wide range of organisational activities undertaken to 

advance biodiversity conservation. Notably, while much activity was framed around protected 

areas and supporting area-based conservation activities, local interventions to support conservation 

initiatives (for instance tourism), and direct capacity building of government bodies (ranging from 

regulators to ministerial agencies to border police) and civil society actors, these are only a portion 

of programme activities. Others include species-specific conservation work (migratory birds, for 

instance), promotional and fundraising campaigns, managing global databases, providing input to 

various decision, reports, and standards, and continuous liaison with government agencies to 

promote cross-sectoral dialogues. In addition, actors engaged in MEA negotiations and meetings 

directly (through participating in events and discussions) and indirectly (by representing or 

lobbying government agencies). A large part of organisational focus is engaging with private 

sector, for which participants highlighted three ways. The most common is Corporate Social 

Responsibility (CSR), through which the NGO is subcontracted to perform negotiated 

conservation activities. Second are transformative activities whereby the NGO works with the 

private sector actor, or oversees certification processes, to reduce the environmental footprint of 

the company. Third are mutually enhancing activities, whereby the NGO works with the company 

to develop the company’s business ventures while producing a funding stream for organisational 

activities. For the latter, activities included digitalisation, tokenisation and gamification.  

 

Explanations of the organisational structures and interactions with various actors and institutions 

revealed a considerable diversity in organisational forms and logics, placing emphasis on different 

dimensions of programme operations. The conventional chain consists of a Headquarter in Europe 

or the US, which is connected to a set regional offices and national-level offices. These partner 

with local NGOs and government bodies for implementation work. Organisational activities are 

often framed within, driven by or otherwise linked to various MEAs such as the Ramsar 

Convention on Wetlands, the UNESCO World Heritage Convention, CBD, CITES, and 

Convention on Migratory Species, all of which have detailed institutional procedures that have 

been built up over a history of meetings and events. At the national level, the National Biodiversity 

Strategy Plan (NBSAP), an outcome of the CBD processes, was highlighted as a key document 

structuring activities as it specifies national government strategies, while the conventions and 

COPs contain mandates that contract specific actions. Organisational and institutional links are 

constituted by various operational mechanisms that connect actors across scales, such as 

Memorandums of Understanding (MoUs) with government agencies (normally in the ministries 

of environment), contracts with partners, Monitoring and Evaluation (M&E) frameworks, logical 
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frameworks, Theory of Change (TOC) documents, and so on, that help to rationalise programme 

activities across the network.  

 

Figure 1 illustrates various organisational forms that were discerned from the interviews. 

Participants spoke of responsibilities distributed along different administrative levels. Four 

organisational forms of international conservation NGOs are specified, all with different 

implications for how relationships between organisations and offices are structured. Based on a 

conventional organisational chain, Figure 2 illustrates the dimensions that participants emphasised 

in organisational relationships with other actors. At local levels, for instance, participants 

emphasised trust, while at the international levels, accessing funds and aligning agendas were 

considered important. 

 

 

Figure 1: Organisational logics of international NGOs; Solid dots: offices of organizations (green: 

of the NGO; blue: of partner organizations); Circles: secretariat or councils (green: of the NGO; 

blue: of partner organizations). Solid line: direct reporting; Dashed line: partnering/electing. 

I=International; R=Regional; N=National; D=District; L=Local 
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Figure 2: Important dimensions of inter-actor relationships in transnational conservation. Green 

shaded area indicates a conservation NGO’s structure, while the side shows the actors with which 

the NGO maintains relationships. In-between are dimensions that were emphasised. Acronyms: 

MEA=Multilateral Environmental Agreement; HNWI=High Net Worth Individuals; 

HQ=Headquarters; Env=Environment; PA=Protected Area 

 

3.1 Interpersonal relationships in transnational conservation actions 

Underlying these bureaucratic dimensions, however, are interpersonal social relationships that 

pattern activities. Participants highlighted that conservation is a social process in which 

interpersonal relationships and sustained interactions are pivotal or, as one regional programme 

manager put it, there is a “DNA chain” along the organisational connections linking international-

local scales. The international decision-making procedures of MEAs, for instance, may influence 

national-level programmes, but doing so successfully requires continuous presence and interaction 

with government bodies. The nomination of a UNESCO World Heritage site in Thailand was given 

as an example by a programme manager at a regional NGO in Bangkok. The supporting 

organisation, IUCN, emphasises multi-stakeholder engagements and provision of technical 

support to government agencies to adopt international standards, but with the world heritage 

nomination, socio-political issues at the site-level has caused a controversy. 
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“IUCN usually doesn’t get into controversies. Except with the world heritage. It’s not our 

fault, but we get blamed for what our firewalled world heritage unit, which is not linked to 

us, it’s firewalled [...] If it takes a decision, then IUCN is blamed. Because world heritage 

is extremely sensitive and prestigious.” 

 

The quote indicates that sustained interpersonal relationships are necessary to ensure that there is 

a legitimate process behind transnational decision-making in order to avoid misunderstandings 

between organisational responsibilities. In addition, the value associated with the World Heritage 

nomination provides a basis for influencing government practice. However, the interaction is often 

reversed, whereby conservation NGOs work with government counterparts to cement 

commitments via MEAs and international forums. 

 

“That's actually one of the reasons that it’s very important to work with government… 

because they can have a very powerful voice if they take up an idea. So when we were 

working in Gabon [...] we helped the government put forward a proposal for an area of, 

something like 20% of the EEZ (Exclusive Economic Zone), as protected areas. And the 

Gabonese person really liked that… and he talked about it at the World's Parks Congress in 

Sydney… And that sort of thing [is] listened to because it is a sovereign state.” (Manager, 

Cambridge-based INGO) 

 

Interpersonal interactions were also seen as crucial for transnational, cross-cultural management. 

Participants highlighted that while Information Communication Technology (ICT) facilitates long-

distance communication and remains a fundamental aspect of managing organisational 

connections, face-to-face interactions and interpersonal relationship building continue to be 

perceived as absolutely necessary for programme functioning. As explained by a project manager,  

 

“So you think that something is crystal clear and you set out a plan and write it down and 

send it out to everybody, and they've said ‘that sounds good’. And you think you all 

understand the same thing, but you don't really many times. People make assumptions that 

[make] you think, ‘how could you possibly assume that’. But they do because that’s how it 

works where they come from”.  
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These underpin every-day interactions in transnational actions. For one programme manager based 

in Cambridge, “face-to-face meetings help to, at a distance, manage and judge a personal 

situation and make a decision”. Tensions might emerge in day-to-day interactions that are not 

accessible to distant managers, so an important part of the work is “keeping a finger on the pulse 

of these interactions to be able to mitigate these possible points when those relationships break 

down”. For this, understanding the cultural and social context, and how interpersonal relationships 

are built into that, is critical. On a more practical level, participants highlighted the importance of 

being accessible and utilising multiple communication channels to ensure continuous 

communication. The importance of communicating across cultural, social and national contexts is 

one of the key rationales for employing some of the organisational mechanisms mentioned above. 

The Theory of Change, for instance, was used as a fundamental sense-making tool for a 

biodiversity conservation project that involves partners from multiple regions.  

 

“Finding the balance of how all those things could speak in one cohesive theory for change 

was a really interesting process, and I do not think we could have done that without all the 

people in the room [...] These people are from these places [and] they can convincingly say 

that ‘in my work these are the mechanisms we are targeting’ [...] Had we not had all these 

people in the room we would have had massive gaps in the mechanics of change”. 

 

Interview participants thus characterised transnational conservation actions as largely a process of 

sustained interpersonal interactions across scales, sectors and contexts. We identified several ways 

in which this was considered important. First, having access to the right social networks is crucial 

for communicating with government bodies. As highlighted by the director of a national NGO in 

Thailand, “We need a network to talk with the government”, preferably at each jurisdictional level, 

to push certain ideas and priority issues. This includes having productive relationships with 

individuals within certain government agencies as well as maintaining a social network with other 

conservation NGOs to create cohesive messages to communicate to the government. If an issue is 

presented by multiple organisations, it is considered to have greater weight. The same participant 

emphasised their function in mediating between local communities, conservation expertise and the 

government by being “in the middle [...] We have to talk to them in their language [… and] bring 

our case studies and experiences”. An important aspect of these relationships, as emphasised 

especially in interviews with Lao and Thai organisations, is building and maintaining trust with 

various government agencies and the local communities targeted by project activities.  
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Beyond the advantage of interacting with government counterparts and creating interpersonal links 

across scales, a continuous presence is considered crucial to adapt to a shifting socio-political 

environment and uncertain conditions. Political crises, changing national economic directives by 

the government, interpersonal tensions and conflicts that can lead to project breakdowns, internal 

government restructuring of the environment sector, responding to unexpected opportunities for 

collaboration, corruption at all jurisdictional levels, complications arising because of limited inter-

ministerial communications and coherence in strategies, government blacklisting of existing or 

potential partners because of the current political climate, and conflicts with local communities or 

other stakeholders, were all mentioned as potential risks that had to be continuously adapted to. 

This logic of maintaining a continuous organisational presence to (a) build social relationships and 

(b) respond to unforeseen complications is built into transnational programme management.  

 

“What we're realising is that there is a definite advantage to having a couple people in the 

country if you’re going to sustain a programme there. You can’t do it completely at a 

distance [...] You can do specific things [...] you can provide technical inputs to something 

happening anyway, but when things get complex you need to be there yourself [...] Otherwise 

you just become a donor, because you’re behind the curve all the time [...] so much depends 

on being able to talk to people, phone them up and knock on their door [...] We have learned 

that to work effectively we need someone on the ground who can be our eyes, ears, 

spokesperson, not a technical person, but someone who can be identified as [our 

organisation] and speak for [us], because there have been controversial issues. 

 

The quote comes from a manager of a regional programme that aims to build the capacity of a 

national environmental NGO to the point where they can exit the country, so it is seen as critical 

to have someone with direct lines of communication to the office in Cambridge. This can be 

disadvantageous to national NGOs with limited organisational resources to employ staff on a 

permanent basis, as highlighted by several participants in Thailand and Laos, who for instance rely 

on volunteers and short-term contracts with relatively low salaries. Another programme manager 

highlighted the pragmatic necessity of a continuous organisational presence in order to ensure that 

under-resourced government agencies maintain processes and to respond to day-to-day challenges 

that arise. 

 

However, investing in a presence to build social relationships entails trade-offs, depending on 

whose relationships programme activities are trying to build. Examples provided include cultural 
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conflicts arising from hiring Western-trained programme managers to respond to expectations of 

well-written reports to donors but who lacks in-depth understanding of the cultural expectations 

of the national staff. Another example provided was by an organisation with multiple in-country 

partners that did not communicate with each other and the consequent need to monitor their 

relationships and invest in mechanisms that ensure communication. Participants emphasised that 

navigating competing organisational expectations required a balanced approach. 

 

3.2 Social networks in the emergence of transnational conservation actions  

Along the organisational chain, interpersonal relationships were found to be decisive in creating 

new project activities and collaborations. Scaled up, this patterns conservation resource flows 

between places and actors. The consortium for one globally spanning project, for instance, was 

constructed through “networks upon networks”, where the initiator built in actors from previous 

project experiences and social contacts who would then incorporate these further. More generally, 

social networks were utilised to expand into new sectors, domains of work, or geographical areas. 

This occurred either through (a) built-up contacts from previous activities, personal networks 

within the organisation, or (b) affiliation with a particular institutional network, for instance the 

UN System, IUCN or BirdLife International. With regards to (a),  

 

“During the NBSAP process we helped [the government participants] to develop some cross-

sectoral groups. Those actors then formed the expert working group […] with contacts in 

the national Planning Authority, the statistical Office Bureau, which enabled us to start 

developing some ideas around ecosystem accounts, so yes it is an expanding network in 

practice. 

 

And, 

 

“There’s the personal networks people have is the strongest ways of getting support [… In] 

places like Cambodia, where you’ve got WCS, WWF, CI, FFI [...] even though we work for 

different organisations, we're actually pretty linked through a social network”. 

 

This was emphasised as an organic process taking place through social networks and informal 

relationships, with insights emerging through participants’ reflections on how specific project 

activities began. As for (b), institutional network affiliations, one illustrative example is when 

BirdLife Asia regional office contacted the Thai BirdLife partner for a CSR project funded through 
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a Japan-based Multi-National Corporation (MNC) interested in spoon-billed sandpiper 

conservation in Thailand. In Bangkok, moreover, an important national-level social network was 

established through IUCN membership and consequently regular informal meetings where 

opportunities are shared and mobilised on, while the conservation NGOs in Vientiane formed a 

tight-knit social network as they were relatively few. Overall, however, for Thai and especially 

Lao national NGOs, there was a tendency for new project activities to emerge from receiving 

requests from external organisations, sometimes unexpectedly, whereas participants in Cambridge 

actively sought new networks to expand existing portfolio of activities through strategic, 

opportunistic positioning.   

 

In addition, access to meetings and networking opportunities, either through informal events or 

more formalised forums such as the MEA meetings, shapes opportunities to form social networks. 

In particular, accessing information to be able to position the programme’s (or organisation’s) 

work in relation to global agendas, and lacking access to meetings makes you “one step removed” 

according to one programme manager in Cambridge. This means you  

 

“don't really know all the ins and outs of [decisions] and who the proponents were. From 

being at the meeting you might be able to see the ones who were really pushing this [...] so 

‘let's go talk to them and see if they’re interested in a project around that.’ But if you just 

read a summary of that, then you'll see that this decision was made but you won't see clearly 

that this country really wanted that.” 

 

Though the director of a Thai NGO stressed that they would often participate in national and 

regional events and meetings for these kinds of networking opportunities, despite the costs 

involved, in general participants in Thailand and Laos did not emphasise international events as 

important mechanisms for expanding activities, signalling that access to the networking 

opportunities offered by such events is not shared across geographical contexts. For instance, a 

Lao government representative involved in CBD processes stressed that participation in CBD 

meetings has never led to any additional project activities. This suggests that organisations with 

resources and activities directly related to international events are at an advantage in accessing 

information based on the informal aspects of discussions and interactions. 

 

A number of factors were mentioned that constrain the geographical targeting of particular actions 

and interact with social relationships to pattern organisational activities. These include historical 
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legacies such as colonial relationships and language constraints. For conservation NGOs in 

Cambridge, for instance, this implies a disproportionate attention to English-speaking Sub-

Saharan countries, simply because a pre-existing institutional network makes transaction costs are 

lower. Other factors include whether the organisation already has a presence in a particular country 

since start-up costs for new countries are high, perceived capacity levels of the national 

government, and negotiations with partner organisations and funders. At the subnational and local 

levels, sites for project interventions are often selected based on pre-existing relationships with 

communities, or whether a particular area has greater tourism potential. For instance, because a 

site to spot the spoonbill sandpiper lies close to Bangkok international airport, it has become a 

prime focus of activities. Programme work, particularly in Thailand and Laos, also emphasised 

working in the same geographical context and with the same actors in order to build relationships 

over time, but securing continuous funding to do so is perceived as a challenge. 

 

Embedded in these linkages are social relationships that constrain which actors and geographic 

areas are integrated into transnational conservation actions by creating networked legacies in that 

they make actions with particular actor combinations more feasible than others. But we found 

other, more subtle ways in which social networks pattern conservation partnerships. Across 

organisational and national contexts, we found a strong tendency for people to retain links across 

organisational and geographic contexts throughout their career and develop work according to 

those links. As explained by a programme manager in Cambridge,  

 

“Many people I think have that, so you know they do work in Madagascar or whatever, and 

they come back to Cambridge but they continue doing projects in Madagascar for the rest 

of their life and it seems quite a common pattern that you kind of get stuck or become useful, 

I’m not sure what, in one or other of these places”. 

 

Part of the driving logic for this kind of work is capitalising on emergent funding opportunities 

within narrow time frames since building on existing networks and knowledge is much more 

resource-effective than crafting something new ones, and there is a continuous need to demonstrate 

novelty and impact to funders. As a result, certain places may become overrepresented in 

transnational actions as these legacy effects become institutionalised. Conversely, negative 

interpersonal relationships can exclude particular actor combinations or lead to break-down of 

project activities. For instance, 
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“[A country] is one we are working across quite widely at the moment, we have a very good 

contact with the CBD focal Point [...] [However], as brilliant as he is, [the focal point] has some 

difficult relationships with certain NGOs and are therefore not well represented in the project 

portfolio that he then delivered to us, and it may well be that the project can be strengthened by 

bringing them on board”. 

 

As a result, interpersonal relationships and interactions constitute one dimension through which 

actor networks are formed and consequent conservation flows are channelled that underpins more 

formal processes around partnerships.  

 

3.3 Social networks across sectors 

 

Another common networking effect mentioned by interview participants was the issue of “talking 

to the converted” in the environmental sector. There is a strong recognition that the success of 

biodiversity conservation hinges on integrating across sectors. The identification of “champions” 

or “disruptors” who are able to drive changes in government policy and practice constitutes an 

important yet challenging aspect of transnational conservation actions. Though the vertical 

integration of networks connecting local project interventions to conservation INGOs and 

environmental ministries can be strong for any particular project, the horizontal integration to 

access other sectoral actors tends to be weak. As encapsulated by one programme manager based 

in Cambridge, “It is all very well improving environmental policies, biodiversity policies, but until 

we get other policies to also recognise the importance of biodiversity, we are not going to get very 

far”.  

 

This has two implications. One is working through government bodies to influence planning and 

development policies and budget flows, and second is working with a broader range of actors with 

different interests in conservation. In terms of the former, the predominant logic is to frame 

biodiversity in terms of tangible and intangible values in order to demonstrate the importance of 

conserving particular ecosystems or species and the risks of not doing so. That would then serve 

as the basis for inter-sectoral communication at the national level, mainly with national ministries. 

This logic of creating dialogue is taking conservation actors beyond traditional realms of engaging 

with actors in the environment sector: “actually also increasingly we talk to the industrial agency 

of the government, such as the national roads authority or the national institute of petroleum. 

Those sorts of agencies, the sectoral agencies involved in planning and promoting industrial 
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infrastructure development”. We came across multiple project examples that are specifically 

framed in terms of cross-sectoral dialogue and working on the basis of creating synergies, but these 

were a minority of examples. Related conversations would often be engaged opportunistically 

through social networks and events, again highlighting the importance of ensuring a continuous 

presence in these domains, particularly if funding can be deployed to create the forums for those 

kinds of conversations to take place. 

 

3.4 Funding flows shape transnational actions through interactions with funders 

 

Social networks also underscored opportunities to influence funders, access funds and manage 

relationships with donors. We found evidence that such considerations influence the distribution 

of functions along the organisational chains as well as the geographic dimensions of programme 

actions. For instance, a programme manager in Cambridge, reflecting on why he was not based in 

the implementing country, explained that “because I work with French government and with 

industry and with other people in Europe, it’s very useful for me to be somewhere close to Paris”. 

Several participants highlighted a trade-off between proximity to (mostly Western) funders and 

grounded activities (mainly in developing countries).  

 

The potential for social interaction, however, depends on the nature of the funder. There is a major 

difference between large statutory donors like the EU, conservation-specific funds like the Critical 

Ecosystem Partnership Fund (CEPF), and philanthropist or charitable foundations like those 

established by wealthy families such as Arcadia, and A.G. Leventis Foundations. There was a 

perception of a very limited possibility to influence statutory donors such as the EU because “it’s 

such a massive machine”. However, ongoing discussions with bilateral donors were important to 

steer funding directions over longer term. For instance, one INGO employee in Cambridge 

explained  

 

“We have someone in our Washington office who deals a lot with US government grant-

giving agencies, so those kind of relationships are really important in terms of discussing 

options and ideas, and if they trust you and are happy with the work that you produce and 

the projects you manage already, then that makes a real difference to whether you get more 

money”.  
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In general, government funds for domestic conservation work were perceived to be restrictive, 

cumbersome and limited, with a high administrative burden, especially in Bangkok, and virtually 

non-existent in Vientiane. Another group of funds are more targeted to conservation, which 

implies a greater level of flexibility. As explained by a regional programme manager, at a 

workshop with the funders 

 

“they invited representatives from all the NGOs to attend, to give a presentation on the work 

they’ve previously funded, and then to sit down at a number of sessions and go through the 

existing strategic directions of the call to see if they’re appropriate or whether they need to 

be modified at the next call. And obviously being at the table and inputting into that, means 

that we modify the strategic direction to suit our needs, but also if that isn’t the case, the aim 

of the discussion, what it has done is got us forefront in the mind of the people doing that. 

So if they get them from [our organisation], they know who [we are] because they’ve spent 

time with us, for a week, talking and having a beer in the evening. So that helps, having a 

connection in that way [...] Although these calls are quite restricted, they’re open for 

everybody, quite often if you know the people you can contact them and say ‘we’re thinking 

of putting this call in, we’re thinking in doing this [...] is that going to be of interest to the 

call’, and they would say ‘sort of, but if you did this, this, this and this, then it would be more 

of interest’. And you can only do that if you know them well enough that you can contact 

them personally.” 

 

On the other end of the spectrum are private and philanthropic donors. Some organisations have 

dedicated fundraising staff whose job it is to build relationships with alumni, philanthropists, and 

High Net Work Individuals (HNWIs). Certain charitable foundations do not have any formal calls 

for proposals but rely exclusively on networks and contacts to identify projects to fund. 

Consequently, “they are based on personal relationships built up over time”. 

 

Funding constraints shape organisational logics. Several examples where political conditions and 

experiences with funder constraints have compelled some NGOs to diversify their donor streams. 

One organisation ventured into gamification of conservation by partnering with gaming 

companies, in order to integrate digital tokens and rewards to generate funds. One project manager 

gave an example where a donor suddenly withdrew funding from a particular geographical area 

based on new analyses, closing off opportunities for follow-up activities. In addition, 

institutionalised multilateral processes for determining funding allocations for conservation 
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actions, such as the STAR allocation funded through the Global Environment Facility (GEF), 

evolve over time to change the calculative logic of the funding mechanism. For instance, in a 

recent round, index was changed to include Exclusive Economic Zones (EEZs) covering 200 

nautical miles around the country, which shifted the favour towards Small Island Developing 

States. For land-locked Laos, this led to a reduction in the star allocation from $US 11.58 million 

in GEF-6 to $US 8.07 million in GEF-7. However, the CBD focal point for Laos was not aware 

of the reason for this change in funding, indicating suboptimal information flows between global 

decision-making processes and national responses. Participants also highlighted how the search 

for funding has urged the organisation to venture into the livelihood and social development sphere 

as well as strengthen collaborations with and develop products and services tailored to private 

sector actors. 

 

4. Discussion 

 

Our results demonstrate that the organisational infrastructure stretching across scales is embedded 

in sets of interpersonal social relationships. These constitute an important mechanism that 

influences the interactions between different actor groups including funders, government and 

private sector actors. The  findings resonate with Corson et al.'s (2019) work that demonstrates 

that the interlinking of informal and formal processes in multi-stakeholder events shape global 

conservation governance and the gradual institutionalisation of rules and norms, and  who showed 

how conservation NGOs employed informal tactics to influence intergovernmental processes. 

Similar to Wahlén (2014) and Anyango-van Zwieten et al. (2019), we examine the cross-scale and 

transnational dynamics of nature conservation by focusing on how structures shape the 

organisational logics and in turn practices. However, our results illustrate additional dimensions 

that are specific to the social realities and organisational dynamics of cross-scale and transnational 

conservation operations, elucidated by examining conservationists’ organisational experiences in 

three diverse geographical contexts. Continuous social interactions to access information are 

crucial to day-to-day management in an uncertain external environment, whether in responding to 

interpersonal conflicts in a different geographical context or quickly mobilising a network to 

respond to a sudden funding opportunity. In addition, social networks operate as extensions of 

trust that provide an interpersonal basis for engaging new actors and activities, and underpin cross-

sectoral dialogues for mainstreaming biodiversity conservation. 
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Transnational conservation consists of a globally constituted socio-institutional system of actors 

and institutions. Organisational actors (Corson et al., 2014) and even individuals (Holmes, 2011) 

shape the contours of that system by engaging in processes that influence institutional formation 

in national and subnational contexts. Related organisational activities are highly diverse and 

emerge in large part through social interpersonal relationships of people within and between 

organisations. Scaled up, our results indicate how interpersonal interactions pattern flows of 

conservation resources in ways that lead to a geographically fragmented system of governance 

where some places receive much more attention than others, as Brockington & Scholfield, (2010a) 

found in the context of protected area support in Sub-Saharan Africa. Similar to Bebbington's 

(2004) notion of “uneven development”, this is part of social system interactions that lead to 

“uneven conservation” by shaping the spatial-geographic patterning of NGO actions, illustrating 

an organisation-focused micro-perspective on Zimmerer (2006)’s macro-perspective of the 

regional geographies of conservation. Interpersonal social relationships across countries and scales 

constitute one dimension of this spatial patterning; more research is needed to illuminate how 

conservation actions within a particular geographical area is embedded in such a transnational 

socio-institutional system, echoing Brockington et al.'s (2018) call for greater attention to the 

sectorial and political economy conditions that shape organisational behaviours. 

 

Research investigating conservation NGOs have drawn on the methodological approach of 

assemblage and ethnographic methods (Campbell et al., 2014; Corson et al., 2019; Larsen, 2016; 

MacDonald, 2018). Here we grounded our qualitative enquiry in the telecoupling approach. 

Transnational biodiversity conservation is fundamentally concerned with changing land and 

natural resource use practices, and conservation NGOs play an important role in shaping related 

decision-making on multiple levels. While the actors that create linkages across spatial, 

institutional and social distances are crucial for understanding telecoupling processes (Eakin et al., 

2014), studies have only marginally integrated organisational actors and do not explicitly focus on 

the mechanisms through which they are linked. Our results illustrate how transnational 

conservation actions are shaped by cross-scale actor networks. In seeking to understand how these 

are established and patterned across geographical contexts, the telecoupling heuristic provided a 

valuable lens for framing the research enquiry by distinguishing various types of flows, activities 

and processes and how they manifest in inter-actor relationships. The terminology of telecoupling 

proved intuitive to research participants and our mutual effort to conceptualise transnational 

organisational interconnections. 
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There is major scope for further research that interrogates the changes that conservation NGOs 

undergo in response to diverse external and internal pressures. Such research would contribute an 

organisational perspective to the anthropology of conservation NGOs in contexts where intensive 

ethnographic work is not feasible (Brockington et al., 2018), for instance when research is in 

multiple sites (Marcus, 1995). History has led to the formation of multiple organisational forms in 

transnational conservation (Holdgate, 1999), and these shape relationships across space and 

between actors. Tensions around different approaches to conservation (Sandbrook et al., 2019b), 

the relationship between conservation and market instruments and the private sector (MacDonald, 

2010), and the role of philanthropic funders (Holmes, 2012) manifest in changes at the 

organisational level as individuals adapt to dynamic external and internal conditions. As Kiik 

(2019) finds, more research is needed to understand the social worlds, institutions and worldviews 

that shape conservationists’ behaviours. We argue that closer attention to the organisational 

context that shapes these relationships would provide fruitful insights into global conservation 

governance. 

 

Conservation is increasingly confronted with distant socioeconomic and environmental causes of 

biodiversity loss (Kuemmerle et al., 2019; Lenzen et al., 2012). This necessitates a broader set of 

practices than traditional area-based measures, including expanding dialogue across sectors and 

initiatives in countries that displace land-use pressures to other biodiverse areas through trade. Our 

results showed that, while many conservation NGOs continue to operate under these premises, 

some focus on mainstreaming biodiversity in cross-sectoral processes. But the challenges of doing 

so has been recognised since the sustainability discourse started becoming institutionalised in the 

1980s (Brockington et al., 2008; Hutton et al., 2005). A vast literature demonstrating the trade-

offs between conservation and development on multiple levels (including national economic 

growth and poverty reduction) highlight the difficulties of creating synergies between biodiversity 

conservation and other sectors (Beauchamp et al., 2018; Hirsch et al., 2010; McShane et al., 2011; 

Messerli et al., 2015). Yet the importance of doing so is gaining considerable traction in 

transnational policy circles (IPBES, 2019), and our results illustrate that conservation NGOs are 

increasingly structured around on this logic through, for instance, private sector engagements or 

financing cross-sector policy dialogue forums. 

 

Less recognised, however, is the potential of harnessing interpersonal social relationships between 

actors on multiple levels to advance cross-sectoral engagements. Though our results indicate that 

there are efforts to enhance these interactions at national levels, for instance between regulators or 
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the ministries of infrastructure, there is great potential of establishing and enhancing these cross-

sector connections on subnational and local levels where the trade-offs between conservation and 

development manifest in context-specific ways. It is at these levels that it would be particularly 

fruitful to advance greater cross-sector interactions by investing in forums and channels for 

dialogue. Our results indicate that vertical integration might be strong connecting actors at 

different scales from local NGOs, while horizontal integration is weak. The attention to this is 

reflected in emerging approaches to “network governance” and landscape approaches to 

conservation (Bixler et al., 2016; Lestrelin et al., 2019; Scarlett, 2016). Efforts that explicitly focus 

on integrating social relationships between parallel actor networks stretching from local to national 

to international domains is an important potential mechanism for enhancing biodiversity 

conservation and would complement formal processes of decentralising conservation and natural 

resource governance (Andersson & Ostrom, 2008; Oberlack et al., 2018; Ribot, 2002). 

 

5. Conclusion 

 

In this paper, we demonstrated that informal interpersonal relationships are pivotal to multiple 

dimensions of transnational conservation by shaping day-to-day interactions and practices and the 

emergence of new project activities. These include managing programme activities that involved 

cross-cultural interactions, responding to unexpected and unforeseen events, accessing 

information and events that can aid in the structuring of programme activities, capitalising on 

funding opportunities by quickly mobilising an existing network, integrating new actors into 

project activities, enhancing the value of cross-sector dialogues to mainstream biodiversity 

conservation, and interactions with and capacities to influence funders and donors (ranging from 

statutory to philanthropic). The telecoupling heuristic served as a valuable lens for guiding the 

qualitative enquiry and can complement formal social network analyses or replace it complex and 

international research enquiries. We argue that greater attention to how dynamic external and 

internal conditions manifest in organisational change would shed light on how transnational 

conservation networks shape global conservation governance. In line with recent work on the 

anthropology of conservation NGOs, we urge a greater need to nuance global conservation 

dynamics through in-depth empirical investigations of the actor networks that shape transnational 

conservation. 
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Abstract 

The expansion and upgrading of Protecting Areas (PAs) remain essential to the global agenda on 

nature conservation. Yet disentangling environmental governance in PAs can be challenging 

because PA landscapes are often embedded in complex multi-scalar governance relationships that 

drive competing land-use practices. In this article, we combine the multiple environmentalities 

framework and telecoupling research to interrogate how local environmental governance in a PA 

is interconnected across scales. Environmentalities has been used to analyse environmental 

programmes and policies, but less attention has been paid to the cross-scalar and actor network 

processes through which environmentalities manifest on different levels of environmental policy 

and practice. We use Nam Et-Phou Louey national park (NEPL) in Laos as a case of a PA and 

draw on document analysis and interviews at multiple levels to trace the flows that enable PA 

enactment. We find evidence that local interventions are shaped by cross-scale interactions that 

link to multiple policy processes and networks, including transnational efforts to institutionalise 

neoliberal conservation, but also those that engender competition. Environmental governance in 

NEPL continues to be heavily grounded in logics of state-building emanating from central and 

provincial-level policy networks that are distinct from yet overlap with the environmentalities of 

park-specific interventions. This leads to tensions in PA enactment and consequently ‘anti-

political’ effects in local scales. By attending to actors and flows, we highlight an important cross-

scalar and network dimension of how local manifestations and the multiple-level 

environmentalities of PA conservation unfold.  

 

Keywords: Protected Areas; Environmental Governance; Multiple Environmentalities 

Framework; Telecoupling; International Conservation; Lao PDR 
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1. Introduction 

Global biodiversity loss continues and pressures on governments to expand and upgrade Protected 

Areas (PAs) are rising (Butchart et al., 2010; Dinerstein et al., 2019; Ellis & Mehrabi, 2019). 

However, the complexity of land-use governance and environmental policies makes governing PA 

landscapes increasingly challenging (Fletcher, 2017; Patrick Meyfroidt et al., 2013). Traditional 

place-based measures tend to exclude land users through displacement and legal enforcement 

(Brockington et al., 2008). In recent decades, interventions utilising market mechanisms and 

engagements of local residents have become increasingly popular (Hutton et al., 2005; Roe, 2008). 

This is part of a broader trend toward a neoliberalisation of biodiversity conservation, which 

Holmes & Cavanagh (2016, p. 199) associate with “the rise of practices and discourses of 

financialisation, marketization, privatization, commodification, and decentralisation within 

conservation governance”. Related policies are normally operationalised through public-private 

partnerships and decentralisation of resource management rights to local communities 

(Brockington et al., 2008; Büscher et al., 2012; Igoe & Brockington, 2007), often in the context of 

national green development frameworks (Collins, 2020). Interventions are framed around 

Community-Based Natural Resource Management, Integrated Conservation & Development 

(ICD), Payment for Ecosystem Services (PES), and ecotourism (Fletcher, 2010; Hutton et al., 

2005; Persson & Mertz, 2019). 

 

These external interventions often become embroiled in the complex local realities of land-use 

governance (Bull et al., 2018; Büscher, 2010; Ferguson, 2007). Designed on the basis of scientific 

and neoliberal discourses (Aicher, 2014; Medina et al., 2009; Taylor & Buttel, 2016), they enter 

political landscapes often characterized by inherent contradictions between nature conservation 

and established developmental rationalities (Broegaard, Vongvisouk, et al., 2017), and other 

complexities not solved by technical solutions (Peck & Theodore, 2010; Petursson & Vedeld, 

2017; Wilshusen et al., 2003). In such landscapes, histories of contested claims to land-based 

resources are often the norm, especially in the Global South (Adger et al., 2005; Adger et al., 

2001). As a result, interventions promoting neoliberal conservation are obfuscated by local 

histories and prevailing market-society relationships (Dressler & Roth, 2011; Youdelis, 2013). 

 

Land-use governance in PA landscapes thus originates from diverse policy processes and aim to 

shape people’s use of land in distinct ways. Disentangling how PA conservation policies manifest 

themselves at local scales therefore requires attention to the multiple co-existing logics of 

environmental governance, in addition to the cross-scale linkages – global-national-local – through 
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which PAs are enacted. In this article, we therefore combine the multiple environmentalities 

framework and telecoupling research to get one step closer to understanding the persistent 

problems with processes of PA enactment. We do so by presenting results from a case study of a 

national park in Lao PDR (Laos). But before outlining our research objectives in more detail, we 

will argue for why environmentality and telecoupling provide a robust analytical interaction. 

 

2. Combining environmentality and telecoupling for analysis of PA governance  

 

2.1 The multiple environmentalities of PA conservation 

Environmentality is an analytic lens focusing on the ‘conduct of conduct’ in matters of 

environmental governance (Foucault et al., 1991; Rutherford, 2017). Recent work by scholars has 

led to the refinement of the multiple environmentalities framework that identifies distinct 

rationalities of governance (see Fletcher, 2010, 2017; Fletcher & Cortes-Vazquez, 2020). The 

framework assists in unpacking the complex foundations of environmental policy interventions 

and how these are constructed, mobilised and interact with the practices of environmental 

governance (Fletcher, 2010). Recognising that interventions seeking to cultivate environmental 

subjects, or people who care about the environment (Agrawal, 2005), do so according to diverse 

logics, the framework guides analysis of environmental policies and interventions, including their 

contingent expressions in empirical context (Fletcher, 2017). Scholars have used it to explore 

disconnects between visions and execution of environmental programmes, for instance PES or 

ecotourism, and how the confluence of multiple rationalities can produce contradictory outcomes 

in implementation (Fletcher & Breitling, 2012; Montes et al., 2020; Youdelis, 2013). 

 

Fletcher (2017) distinguishes between four environmentalities. 1) Disciplinary environmentality 

refers to the internalisation of norms and values inscribed in environmental policy. Through 

experience with interventions, citizen-subjects come to govern themselves according to prescribed 

rationales by regulating their own practices (Agrawal, 2005). 2) Sovereign environmentality is the 

governing of conduct via state-based claims to legitimate intervention in the form of legal 

enforcement (including use of violence and coercion) to encourage compliance, and thus is 

reminiscent of “fortress conservation” (Brockington et al., 2008; Lunstrum, 2015). 3) Truth 

environmentality is the governance according to claims to the true nature of the order of world 

entities. Bluwstein, (2017, p. 103) highlights a strategic element in which truth environmentalities 

are “employed by people and institutions that can promote powerfully universal ideas […] or 

emphasise an essentialist connection, such as between ‘indigenous’ or ‘local’ people and ‘nature’”, 
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underlining that the representation and spectacularisation of nature and people’s environmental 

relationships are fundamental to neoliberal conservation efforts. Related spatial imaginaries are 

deployed to establish a link between a specific intervention such as an ecotourism package or PES 

project and global markets or distant consumers (Holmes & Cavanagh, 2016). 4) Neoliberal 

environmentality refers to governing conduct according to the rationality of economic agents. 

Environmental subjects are formed through manipulating external (economic) incentive structures 

to which rational, self-interested actors are expected to respond by adjusting their behaviours 

(Fletcher, 2020). Interventions thus target people’s institutional environment based on 

assumptions that modifying incentives are the most effective means of enabling agents to 

internalise conservation-friendly norms and behaviours (Igoe & Brockington, 2007). Many 

contemporary ICD projects are built on premises of neoliberal environmentality, and global 

environmental discourses and programmes for biodiversity conservation and climate change 

mitigation rely on related processes of nature commodification and financialisation (Holmes & 

Cavanagh, 2016). 

 

Hence, local residents of PAs may be subject to several interventions that are grounded in different 

environmentalities and disconnected institutional and policy processes. The cultivation of these 

various coexisting environmentalities depends on people’s relationships to particular actor 

networks and experiences with interventions. Varieties of neoliberal environmentality hence do 

not replace expressions of sovereign or disciplinary power in environmental governance. Instead, 

environmental subjects are shaped through context-specific articulations of these 

environmentalities (Holmes & Cavanagh, 2016). We therefore see combinations of 

environmentalities in different spaces of environmental policy and practice, for instance in certain 

strands of fortress conservation (Fletcher, 2010), ecotourism (Bluwstein, 2017; Youdelis, 2013), 

development programmes (Montes, 2020), and national parks (Erb, 2012; Youdelis, 2020). These 

environmentalities may synergise to mutually enhance one another or they might conflict as 

citizens must navigate contradictory demands (Fletcher, 2017), such as in Peru where conflicting 

environmentalities produced tensions that undermined sustainable land-use governance 

(Chambers et al., 2020). 

 

2.2 The anti-politics of PA conservation 

 

Grounded examinations of nature conservation often call for attention to the actual outcomes of 

interventions (Büscher, 2010; Caruso, 2011). Originating from Ferguson’s (2007) examination of 
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a development aid project in Lesotho, “anti-politics” refers to unintended political ramifications 

of externally designed interventions that are rationalised on apolitical or technical grounds. History 

and context-specific conditions create path dependencies and institutional legacies that can be 

difficult to reshape (Neumann, 1997), so interventions may inadvertently create a series of local 

effects by influencing socio-political relationships. For instance, novel neoliberal conservation 

interventions conflicted with historical government practices in a PA in Uganda, exacerbating 

tensions and inducing various forms of local resistance (Norgrove & Hulme, 2006), and in the 

same PA, years of institutional and policy interventions produced a disconnect between the local 

realities and the narratives that surround the PA (Petursson & Vedeld, 2017). Other examples 

illustrate how governance practices embody multiple and often conflicting environmentalities that 

conflate at local scales. Bryant (2002) showed how Non-Governmental Organisations (NGOs) in 

the Philippines took an increasingly assertive role in national conservation strategies, ultimately 

expanding state strategies based on sovereign environmentality to remote places. Similarly, Diallo 

(2015) found that despite the rise of private and non-profit organisations in nature conservation in 

Mozambique, state actors at all levels retained a crucial function in operationalising related 

programmes. 

 

Often missing from these investigations, however, is a network and scale dimension of the actor 

relationships and mechanisms through which the multiple environmentalities of nature 

conservation unfold. Erb (2012, p. 12) positions conservation as “scale-making projects” in which 

local residents usually play multiple, and sometimes conflicting roles, even though there are clear 

rationales for the projects on global and national levels. Similarly, Fletcher (2017, p. 314) calls for 

more research on how situated environmentalities connect across scales and Fletcher and Cortes-

Vazquez (2020, p. 295) for more attention to how environmentality projects are reproduced in 

different spatial sites by focusing on “how different environmentalities are forged, combined and 

circulated globally” (also Chambers et al., 2020). 

 

2.3 PAs as sites of cross-scaled networked governance 

 

Integrating insights from telecoupling research (Friis & Nielsen, 2019) can help account for the 

cross-scale networked dimensions through which PA measures are articulated and put into practice 

by tracing exchanges between actors. The novelty of telecoupling lies in the combination of 

process and place-based analyses of land-use governance, reducing complex processes of 

globalisation to manageable units of analysis by focusing on the flows, actor networks and chains 
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of interaction that condition human-environment interactions in a particular place (Friis et al., 

2016; Eakin et al., 2014; Liu et al., 2013). The idea is that location-specific land-use systems such 

as PA landscapes are connected by multidirectional flows that are mediated by networks of actors 

operating at multiple scales (Munroe et al., 2019; Sikor et al., 2013). These include flows of 

material, such as energy and commodities, but also information, discourses, technology and know-

how (Eakin et al., 2017b). PAs, for instance, are shaped by discourses (Persson & Mertz, 2019), 

policies (Carrasco et al., 2017; Kuemmerle et al., 2019) and funding flows ( Miller, 2014) that are 

embedded in actor networks stretching across scales (Redford et al., 2008; Venter et al., 2018). As 

Munroe et al. (2019) illustrate, flow-based examinations involve tracing environmental problems 

and solutions to broader drivers, calling for more attention to the links between actors and decision-

making spaces. 

 

Examinations of nature conservation with a telecoupling lens typically view interventions as a 

response to telecoupling processes that increase demand for land-based commodities (Carrasco et 

al., 2017; Kuemmerle et al., 2019; Wang & Liu, 2017). However, a second perspective involves 

characterising nature conservation as telecoupling processes themselves, composed of flows 

connecting actors (Boillat et al., 2018; Eakin et al., 2014; Ramutsindela et al., 2020). These link 

to place-based systems that experience competing land uses, of which nature conservation is one 

(Andriamihaja et al., 2019). Boillat et al. (2018) conceptualise the creation, support and 

implementation of PAs as cross-scale networked social spaces that compete with alternative 

networks through flows of tourism, biodiversity aid, information on globally important species, 

expertise, and so on. 

 

Boillat et al. (2018) highlight a paradox of PAs aiming to “set aside” the landscape from use while 

at the same time establishing and promoting conditions that lead to its commodification through 

strategies of neoliberal conservation at the national level. The contradictions embedded in “selling 

nature to save it” have not gone unexamined by environmentality scholars (Fletcher & Breitling, 

2012; McAfee, 1999), but the cross-scale interconnections that exacerbate associated dilemmas 

have received limited attention. In addition, so far discussions on governance in telecoupling have 

departed mainly from the environmental governance literature (Challies et al., 2019a; Coenen et 

al., 2020; Lenschow et al., 2016; Newig et al., 2019) and institutional analyses (Challies et al., 

2014; Oberlack et al., 2018), and there have been no grounded examinations of governance of 

telecoupling processes at local scales. Here, we therefore critically examine the processes of PA 

governance in telecoupled systems through exploration of Foucauldian strands of governmentality 
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and environmentality (Persson & Mertz, 2019). The telecoupling approach helps us identify the 

flows and links through which PA programmes become enacted and how these are located in a 

globally constituted system of interactions, while at the same time being grounded in a particular 

place. We focus on Nam Et-Phou Louey National Park (NEPL) in northern Laos, which despite 

strong competing land uses and failing in its primary objective to safeguard a tiger population, has 

undergone substantial expansion and upgrading with continuous external financial and 

management support since 2000. 

 

 

Figure 1: Conceptual Diagram 

Source: Authors own based on adaptations from Chambers et al. (2020); Fletcher (2010); Eakin et 

al. (2014); Acronyms: Int’l = international; (I)NGOs = (International) Non-Governmental 

Organisations; Env. = Environmental. 

 

Figure 1 brings together the conceptual components of multiple environmentalities and 

telecoupling in the context of analysing PA governance. Actors operating primarily on global, 

national, and subnational scales are connected via multi-directional flows of information, 

narratives, and resources. The connections established on these scales influence the 

environmentality features of the bundle of local (and subnational) interventions that seek to 
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cultivate environmental subjects, and combine to render the PA landscape governable from a 

distance. This does not mean that environmentalities are only operationalised at the level of local 

intervention, indeed multiple environmentalities underlie the rationalisation of various 

government programmes and policies elaborated at higher levels. For our purposes, however, we 

are interested in how these local interventions reflect multiple environmentalities and how these 

link across scales through actor networks and flows.  

 

3. Methods 

 

We conducted interviews with governmental and non-governmental actors at all jurisdictional 

levels (Table 1), focusing on actors’ engagement with PA conservation in general and NEPL 

specifically (Supplementary Material for full list of cited interviewees). We recognise that 

understanding site-specific governance requires integrating complex actor networks and flows 

involved in the formulation and execution of environmental programmes (Marcus, 1995; Nielsen 

et al., 2019). Interviews were “a means of probing, interrogating, and triangulating issues” (Peck 

& Theodore, 2010, p. 26), allowing us to engage with the multi-level processes of PA enactment. 

By “following processes, practices, discourses, and technologies” (Peck & Theodore, 2010, p. 

170), we sought to connect sites, scales and subjects of PA governance, combining in-depth 

interviews at multiple sites with document analysis. 

 

Table 1: Interviewee groups 

Level (no. interviews) Actors  

National capital, 

Vientiane (18) 

Ministry of Agriculture and Forestry; International Conservation 

Non-Governmental Organisations; International Consultants and 

Research Organisations; Non-Profit Associations; Donor agencies 

Houaphan provincial 

capital, Xamneua (10) 

Provincial Agriculture and Forestry Office; Provincial Office of 

Natural Resource Management and Environment; Provincial 

Office of Energy & Mines; Actors tied to Provincial REDD+ 

Programmes; Poverty Reduction Fund; Rural Development 

Division; Provincial Office of Energy & Mines  

4 district towns: 

Xamneua, Xone, 

Houameung and Hiam 

(12) 

District Agriculture and Forestry Office; Nam-Et Phou Louey 

Management Unit; Ecotourism Coordinators; District Planning & 

Investment Office; District Governor 

3 Villages (39) Village Headman & Deputy Headmen; Village Forester; 

Participants of Conservation Activities 
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Analysis of project documents and reports (Supplementary Material) facilitated the historical 

analysis of NEPL and informed the interview guides. These were selected from online sources 

through web searches and snowballing. The content was analysed by focusing on the actor 

networks, institutional setup, and flows involved in the enactment of the park, coupled with 

analysing the framing of the various interventions that have been implemented to achieve 

conservation goals and tracing these across documents. Document analysis thus provided insight 

into the technical considerations of programme design and the framing of externally funded 

conservation programmes implemented in NEPL. Interviews and observations in three villages 

helped us understand how PA conservation manifested locally. The villages were selected to 

represent different levels of engagement in PA activities, including (a) the site of an ecotourism 

package near the border of the national park; (b) the site of an alternative livelihoods project within 

the Controlled Use Zone (CUZ); and (c) a village bordering the Total Protection Zone (TPZ) that 

has been the site of a recent resource conflict. Interviews were conducted in October-November 

2018 and June-July 2019, lasting from 30 to 90 minutes. Purposive and snowball sampling were 

used to select participants at national and subnational scales, targeting actors that work within 

biodiversity conservation generally and NEPL specifically. All interviews except 14 in Vientiane 

were conducted in Lao using a translator. Notes and transcripts were analysed in NVIVO 12. 

 

4. Results  

 

4.1 Expanding and consolidating park conservation in a context of competing claims to land 

 

Nam Et-Phou Louey (NEPL) national park covers 460,000 hectares of mountainous forestland and 

is one of 24 PAs covering approximately 18% of the Lao territory (MoNRE, 2016). It is divided 

into a Total Protection Zone (TPZ) and Controlled Use Zone (CUZ), providing habitat for rare and 

endangered wildlife species of global conservation concern, including the dhole, sun bear and 

sambar (Johnson et al., 2012). The park plays an important role for achieving the goal in the Lao 

National Forest Strategy of 70% national forest cover. The NEPL Management Unit (MU), a 

government entity with staff from the Forestry Section of the Provincial Agriculture and Forestry 

Office (PAFO), is responsible for park management. It receives technical and financial support 

from the Wildlife Conservation Society (WCS) and is based in Hiam district, Houaphan province. 

WCS is the executing entity for internationally funded projects targeting NEPL management, 

although official decision-making authority lies with the government. Conservation activities 

include boundary demarcation, patrolling, law enforcement, ecotourism, alternative livelihood 
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support, and social campaigns. These interventions target mainly an estimated 30,000 local 

residents living in 98 villages (based on data from 2000) in and around NEPL. Residents practice 

shifting cultivation for rice on upland slopes combined with varying degrees of bushmeat hunting, 

livestock herding, collection of forest products, and cash crop agriculture. 

 

As can be seen in Figure 2 and Table 2, NEPL has undergone significant changes. Since 

management began in 2000, a number of interventions have been trialled and there has been a 

gradual integration of ICD-type interventions since 2009. NEPL changed status to a national park 

in 2019, which implies more resources for conservation activities, a greater focus on ecotourism, 

and stricter regulations. Moreover, two territorial extensions, ratified by the National Assembly in 

2017 and 2019, have made NEPL the largest PA in Laos. NEPL was also recently granted a $2.6 

million World Bank-funded project under the LENS2 programme. 

 

Table 2: Timeline of key events for NEPL  

Year(s) Event 

1989-93 Wildlife surveys and large-scale, multi-lateral institutional investments in creating 

Lao PDR’s national PA system  

1993 Nam-Et Phou Louey officially gazetted together with 17 other National Protected 

Areas  

1996 Lao PDR becomes Party to the Convention on Biological Diversity 

2000 The IUCN overtakes management support; the NEPL Management Unit is created  

2001 IUCN conducts baseline wildlife, botanical and socioeconomic surveys; discovery 

of NEPL as a key tiger habitat 

2003 WCS overtakes technical support of NEPL management  

2005 Enforcement & social outreach activities begin; Trialling and abandonment of 

improved husbandry & insurance programme for livestock 

2007 Wildlife crime hotline is created; Forestry and Wildlife Laws are ratified 

2009 Consultants develop 'Ecotourism feasibility & Business plan' for the first 

ecotourism project  

2010 The first ecotourism package is designed & implemented; National Tiger Action 

Plan 2010-2020 is ratified 

2011 Consultancy report deemed carbon credit project in NEPL not feasible on financial 

grounds; Construction of Pathi (military) road begins  

2012 Development & approval of 4 cross-PA institutional documents, based on 

experiences in NEPL 

2013 Ecotourism package wins Responsible Tourism Award for two years; Community 

Conservation Agreements (CCAs) are introduced  

2014 Division of Viengthong district into Xone and Hiam 

2015 Pathi (military) Road Co-Management Plan is negotiated & approved by ministries 

2016 National Biodiversity Action Plan 2016-2025 is developed 
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2017 Sustainable alternative livelihoods project begins; 2nd feasibility study for 

hydropower dam is completed; The National Assembly ratifies the northern 

Extension 

2019 The National Assembly ratifies the southern extension; The National Assembly 

revokes the decision to construct a hydropower dam south of the park; Change of 

status from a National PA to a National Park; Approval of LENS2 project funding 

for management activities in NEPL 

NB: Cursive refers to national-level changes that relate to NEPL 

 

These extensions and changes have taken place in the context of competing claims to land. Two 

hydropower dams in NEPL were cancelled even though hydroelectric power is important to the 

national government’s economic development programmes. For one of the proposed dams, 

because the reservoir would overlap with a key ecotourism site in NEPL, pressures from 

multilateral relationships, withholding LENS2 funding, and negotiations to upgrade NEPL under 

the Green Growth strategy, led the national government to ultimately revoke the decision to 

construct the dam (SSI1). In addition, infrastructure development for state-building purposes 

drives competition. For instance, the construction of a military road cutting through the TPZ in the 

northeast section of the park led WCS, MAF, and the World Bank to mobilise and develop a plan 

for mitigating the road’s environmental impacts with the Ministry of Defence (MoD) (SSI3). 

Finally, competing land uses are generated by the acceleration of market-based livelihood 

development, especially from increased demand for forest and land-based commodities, and 

because of government economic growth policies.  

 

 

Figure 2: Map of NEPL 
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Maps showing the spatial evolution of NEPL governance. Panel A shows the original boundaries. 

Panel B shows NEPL today, adding the northern and southern extensions, administrative 

boundaries, the TPZ, one of the proposed hydropower dams (data on the other is unavailable), and 

the military road. 

 

4.2 Locating NEPL in a global system of interactions 

NEPL governance is embedded in a transnational conservation network. Apart from ministerial 

bodies such as the Department of Forestry (DoF) in the Ministry of Agriculture and Forestry 

(MAF), actors that influence conservation include the International Union for Conservation of 

Nature (IUCN), World Wide Fund for Nature (WWF), WCS, and their main institutional donors 

the World Bank, Agence Française de Développement (AFD), and the European Union. Their 

activities are largely rationalised according to global and national goals on biodiversity 

conservation, particularly those outlined in the National Biodiversity Strategy and Action Plan 

(NBSAP) and the Green Growth strategy (WCS, 2016). In NEPL, this manifests, for example, in 

the emphasis on tiger conservation and ecotourism as a form of sustainable financing - a major 

ambition of the Green Growth strategy. INGOs link these place-specific goals to central-level 

activities via their national offices who collaborate with national NGOs such as the Lao 

Biodiversity Association (SSI4).  

 

Nature conservation actions in Laos are funded through the Global Environment Facility (GEF), 

Green Climate Fund (GCF), and Lao Environment and Society Project (LENS2), in addition to a 

range of multilateral (mainly through the UN system) and bilateral funders (development partners 

and donor agencies). LENS2 projects, for instance, are funded by the World Bank and executed 

by the Environment Protection Fund (EPF), with 39 active conservation projects nationwide 

totalling approximately $22.9 million (EPF, 2020). For NEPL, project documents indicate at least 

$6.63 million of external funding since 2013, mainly from the World Bank, but also a range of 

bilateral donors. The $6.63 million is likely a major underestimation, since it does not include 

internal WCS funding or an ongoing “Tiger Conservation Project” since 2007 with multiple 

sources of funding (Personal Communication with WCS Programme Manager, 2019). In addition 

to the recent LENS2 project, a Lao PDR Landscapes and Livelihoods Project under GEF, which 

targets eight PAs in Laos, will distribute approximately $2.2 million in direct support to NEPL. 

When applying for funding, INGOs emphasise project proposals with an “easy concept to sell to 

donors”, particularly those utilising markets and, as highlighted by a senior manager at a 

conservation INGO, will filter out any language deemed politically sensitive (SSI5). In some cases, 
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inter-actor agreements establish the institutional mechanisms for channelling conservation funding 

and information across scales, for example a Memorandum of Understanding between WCS and 

MAF serves as a legal mechanism for the organisation to channel project funding directly to the 

NEPLMU, thereby bypassing subnational government entities (SSI8). 

 

Once conservation projects are decided upon and implemented, information on these are collected 

and shared with donors and between actor networks in the country, often through informal 

channels. As highlighted by one INGO representative, the network is small enough for individuals 

to “call and share information with each other”, but this also takes place through regional 

workshops, cross-PA visits, and working groups (SSI6). For instance, the Community 

Conservation Agreement, a key mechanism to operationalise conservation activities at local scale, 

was first introduced by WWF in a 2012 REDD+ demonstration project targeting a PA in southern 

Laos via Village Focus International (VFI), an INGO specialising in rural livelihoods (SSI7). 

Through a subsequent partnership with WCS, VFI introduced the CCA to NEPL, which has 

become a central instrument for legitimating local enforcement and engagements by specifying 

sanctions for violating NEPL regulations and conditions for receiving benefits. Other, more formal 

channels for sharing include working papers, peer-reviewed articles, consultation meetings, and 

workshops, resulting in a centralization of various conservation practices and project activities that 

are circulated and inform design of conservation activities across the country. Programme 

interventions draw on these and are usually an amalgamation of elements pieced together from 

experiences across Laos, but also regionally and globally. In NEPL, this was the case for the 

ecotourism programme, which can be traced to a consultancy report from 2009, investments in 

developing ecotourism in Laos by the Asia Development Bank, and WCS experiences in other 

PAs, and informs the nature-based tourism underpinning the Green Growth strategy.  

 

Conservation INGOs also influence conservation practices in Laos via their function as “technical 

advisors” to government bodies, providing input to legal and policy decisions. This is mainly done 

via reports and argumentation for and against certain decisions based on “global best practice” 

(SSI8). Moreover, they work in partnership with funders such as the World Bank, who have social 

and environmental safeguards. This provides a degree of bargaining power, since project activities 

that risk violating these cannot be endorsed. As highlighted by one senior INGO manager, 

“sometimes we have to push against these safeguards when discussing with the government… 

[and say] ‘this is not possible because it will violate funders’ safeguards. But I can give you 

professional technical advice on whether I think it is a good idea or not’” (SSI8). Coupled with 
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multilateral funding, these actors are able to influence decision-making on policies and laws 

according to rationales established by national strategies. However, they are often constrained to 

finding solutions that do not interfere too heavily with rationalities established in national 

development plans: “how to find win-win solutions, that is the goal,” according to a senior manager 

at a conservation INGO. The approach is thus “not to stop” government strategies that contradict 

conservation strategies such as hydropower development, “but to integrate environmental aspects” 

(SSI6).  

 

The PA upgrading illustrates these dynamics. In 2019 and 2020, the government decreed three 

PAs in Laos to change status from National Protected Areas (IUCN Category VI) to National Parks 

(Category II), with plans to upgrade another six. Informants highlighted that the six IUCN 

categories functioned as steps to signal higher priority for conservation (SSI9), reflecting 

international guidelines (SSI1). The upgrade was part of broader efforts “to raise the profile of 

PAs,” but the primary motivation for the government was accessing $38 million in un-earmarked 

funding that would be released as part of the Green Growth strategy “if the government can show 

they have the institutional and policy setup for national park management” by issuing a series of 

decrees (SSI9). Hence, “Laos is trying to follow up on [the] international agenda because of World 

Bank conditions and external donor influence” (SSI10). The implication of the upgrade is two-

fold: first, a stronger enforcement of regulations, as it allows the government to “raise more power 

through legislation” (SSI11), and second, that it will be “easier to access funding from 

abroad…National Park is more popular because of ecotourism” (SSI12). The NEPL upgrade is 

thus a direct consequence of multilateral negotiations to institutionalise neoliberal conservation 

through the country’s green growth programme and technical requirements related to global 

frameworks.  

 

The influence of these actors is further enhanced via their connections to each other and sectorial 

partners such as international consultants, and in combination they put pressure on Lao 

government bodies to implement particular measures. Ecotourism promotion to incentivise pro-

conservation behaviour, Free and Prior Informed Consent (FPIC) approaches to community 

engagements in conservation, or sustainable park financing through carbon credits, are examples 

of how actors collaborate on the basis of operationalising neoliberal forms of conservation 

governance, form a common agenda, and influence decision-making on implementation. In 

practice, this is done through the Lao government’s multilateral relationships to secure funding, 

while personal and institutional connections with individuals in relevant ministries, such as MAF, 
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are used to influence policy-making. Often personal networks are crucial for identifying experts 

and organisations to include in project activities (SSI11). Government staff appointed as “key focal 

points” for multilateral environmental agreements such as the CBD or the Sustainable 

Development Goals are important nodes in these networks. However, while conservation actors 

all seek to influence environmental policy and practice at multiple levels, tensions exist between 

their different approaches (SSI8; SSI13; SSI11). These are grounded in particular allegiances and 

technical considerations, whether over different approaches to incentive payments, the 

applicability of different land-use zoning models, local enforcement practices, or feasible PA 

financing models.  

 

4.3 Local manifestations of nature conservation: PAs as governance through intervention 

Local conservation interventions and their environmentality features are shaped by multiple 

distinct cross-scale policy processes and actor networks. Table 3 gives an overview of the 

environmental governance interventions documented at local scales in NEPL.  

 

Table 3: List of governance practices documented in NEPL  

Intervention Explanation 

Land-Use 

Zoning 

The most common form is Participatory Land-Use Planning (PLUP), which 

is implemented by local government agencies combining a set of village-

specific instruments, including a map that parcels territories into land-use 

categories and an agreement that stipulates sanctions for transgressing 

regulations. The PLUP contract is signed by local and subnational 

authorities and is used as a basis for enforcing land-use regulations.  

Village 

relocation & 

consolidation 

Involves physically relocating populations to areas that are considered more 

accessible (closer to roads). Several villages in NEPL have been relocated, 

including from areas within the TPZ. Residents often retain customary use 

in previous village land.  

Informant 

network 

Residents report on transgressions to village and district authorities in 

return for a proportion of the levied sanction.  

Wildlife crime 

hotline 

The hotline is a phone number for citizens and tourists to report wildlife 

crimes to the NEPLMU.  

Patrolling  In collaboration with local security units and village authorities, NEPLMU 

staff patrol the TPZ.  

Gun & trap 

collection 

Patrol teams visit villages to collect illegal weapons and equipment or 

confiscate these during patrols. 

Wildlife law 

enforcement 

This includes visiting local markets and restaurants to sanction those selling 

illegally hunted wildlife, and conducting border checkpoints to reduce 

trafficking. 
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Social 

campaigns & 

outreach 

These aim to raise awareness on biodiversity values and NEPL regulations 

at local and subnational scales. Activities are tailored to different groups: 

subsistence hunters, commercial hunters, local government officials, and 

military personnel. 

Capacity 

building  

Provides training, resources and equipment to subnational government 

officials for improving conservation technical capacities. 

Boundary 

demarcation 

NEPLMU physically demarcate boundaries along the TPZ bordering 

village lands together with village authorities.  

Ecotourism Ecotourism activities are operated by NEPLMU. The Nam Nern Night 

Safari started in 2009 and uses a payment scheme that links conservation 

outcomes with reward payments (see Eshoo et al., 2018). With two 

additional packages focusing on trekking, the programme involves 35 

villages in various capacities. Engagements are regulated by CCAs, and 

combine collective and individual payments to incentivise pro-conservation 

behaviours.  

Alternative 

livelihood 

activities 

Project activities involve, for instance, support for adopting sustainable 

coffee as a cash crop to diversify local livelihoods. Implemented since 

2016, the project currently targets five villages, with 5-10 participating 

households in each village. Local engagements are regulated by CCAs. 

Other 

development & 

conservation 

activities 

These include CliPAD and a UNODC-supported technical livelihood 

support project that together target around 20 villages in and around NEPL. 

The former is support by the German Development Agency (GIZ) focuses 

on sustainable forest management techniques, coupled with reward-based 

payments, while the latter on agricultural intensification and cash crop 

development to diversify farmers from opium cultivation. Another is the 

Poverty Reduction Fund, combining World Bank and bilateral donor 

funding, that provides low-threshold loans for various livelihood 

development activities. The motivations for these interventions are distinct 

from biodiversity conservation and are connected to different actor 

networks and policy processes, though they utilise similar mechanisms to 

achieve project goals.  

Notes: CliPAD = Climate Protection through Avoided Deforestation; CCA = Community 

Conservation Agreement; DAFO = District Agriculture & Forestry Office; DONRE = District 

Office of Natural Resources & Environment; PES = Payment for Ecosystem Services; WCS = 

Wildlife Conservation Society 

 

The NEPLMU is a government entity composed of staff from Provincial Agriculture and Forestry 

Office (PAFO). WCS provides the MU with human, financial and other resources, and shapes the 

MU’s activities through programme strategies and project goals. Meanwhile, the MU provides 

WCS with monitoring data, and is split into sub-units to reflect ongoing operations, for instance 

patrolling or ecotourism. In operations, the MU collaborates with the District Agriculture and 

Forestry Office (DAFO), and maintains ties to the provincial PA unit in PAFO. Collaboration with 
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village authorities is also crucial for implementing conservation measures and the MU works 

closely with the village headman and other village authorities such as the forest committee and 

local security units on the basis of financial rewards and as part of their official duties. However, 

district government agencies associated conservation nearly exclusively with longstanding policy 

goals on reducing shifting cultivation through (a) land-use zoning and enforcement (PLUP), (b) 

encouraging “modern” livelihoods of salaried income and permanent, lowland agriculture, and (c) 

relocating villages to improve access to public services. These government programmes are 

grounded in essentialist notions of modernity, development, and unsustainable land-use practices 

of highland ethnic minorities. In reference to the latter, for instance, a government official at the 

rural development division for Houaphan emphasised that “the Lao government has a 2020 forest 

policy to stop shifting cultivation, therefore [the villages] must move and combine together” 

(SSI16). As explained by a district official in Xamneua, “the strategy is to combine small villages 

to become a large village, and then bring facilities, infrastructure, water, and healthcare” (SSI17). 

The programme includes “educating [villagers] about the benefits of moving” (SSI16) and to 

“explain that if they conserve the forest, the government will bring funds to develop livelihood 

activities” (SSI17).  

 

We identified several instances where PA conservation mixed with other environmental 

governance practices to produce anti-political effects in local scales. The 70% forest cover goal of 

the National Forest Strategy emerged from interviews as being highly influential in local 

environmental governance. For instance, the goal percolated to one village via NEPL conservation 

through policies that encourage PAFO to allocate land, often farmers’ fallow land, for forest 

regrowth. This equated to 2,200 ha on the provincial level, 100 ha in Hiam district and 

approximately 2-3 ha for each village in Hiam, according to a district official (SSI19). NEPL 

boundary demarcation in 2014 led to loss of village agricultural land inside the TPZ. To 

compensate, farmers expanded the production area closer to the village centre. However, 

subsequent rounds of land-use zoning in 2015, funded by NEPL activities as part of an alternative 

livelihood project, led to the reallocation of production land for forest regrowth to help meet the 

70% forest cover target, resulting in further loss of agricultural land. The response of local 

residents was to accept the regulations in the hope that demonstrating acquiescence will lead to 

future benefits in terms of public services and livelihood support and that by improving 

relationships they will be able to expand production areas when needed in the future. As 

highlighted by a village authority, “because we protect the forest, we get funds for irrigation, 

school, and healthcare” (SSI18). The acquiescence to government regulations in return for public 



149 

 

services reflects local conservation activities. In this way, the national policy goal percolated to 

local scales through a combination of interventions targeting conservation broadly, but because 

they are modelled on different rationales, led to further land enclosure at local scale.  

 

The enforcement mechanisms of land-use zoning are grounded in technical land-use management 

measures and operationalised via a set of instruments to ensure compliance. This corresponds to 

views by government staff that the most effective way to ensure that villagers follow government 

rules is to “punish by regulation” according to rules that are disseminated in a highly top-down 

manner (SSI20). For instance, one farmer highlighted how they “were informed that NEPL 

boundaries were close to the village. So the government did land-use zoning to identify the village 

farming area compared to NEPL” (SSI21). Another resident explained, “farmers don’t know why 

NEPL is in the village, but they know that most of the village area belongs to NEPL” (SSI22). 

Geospatial analysis of satellite images, supported by external project funding and expertise, was 

reportedly a technique used to enforce infringements of these boundaries (SSI20).  

 

Another example of the anti-political effects of PA conservation relates to a covert informant 

network that is embedded within villages. According to a district official, this is a widely used 

government practice in Laos, where information on transgressions that lead to arrests is exchanged 

for cash payments (SSI24). Informants spoke of monitoring through a “system of spying” by 

“paying villagers for information” (SSI25). Reports often come from local security units or 

individuals on village committees, but could be anyone in the village. Interviews with residents 

suggested that many were concerned of reprisal for transgressing NEPL and land-use zoning 

regulations (SSI26; SSI27). A contributing factor to this is that local residents are often portrayed 

by provincial government officials, technical advisory staff at the NEPL MU, and a staff member 

at the central-level INGO (SSI20; SSI14; SSI8) to knowingly engage in destructive practices of 

commercial hunting, livestock herding and shifting cultivation (Johnson et al., 2006; Johnson et 

al., 2012). Programme documents indicate that the NEPLMU has been actively cultivating the 

network since 2006 (Johnson et al., 2006; Lynam et al., 2006), and the practice has since become 

instituted in park practices through the CCAs. This feature of local measures is, however, not 

included in NEPL’s external communication, nor does there seem to be any discussion on potential 

social consequences. 

 

The early years of management reflected a strong focus on safeguarding a small tiger population, 

which provided legitimacy for strong law enforcement and allowed the NEPLMU to access funds 



150 

 

from donors such as the Tigers Forever Programme of Panthera, an INGO based in the USA. This 

tiger habitat narrative informed the social marketing campaign in NEPL centring on promoting a 

“pride in tigers” in efforts to instil environmental values. In addition, the ecotourism package is 

based on escalating rewards to community members depending on the rarity of the species sighted 

by tourists and contains a very large bonus for a tiger sighting (see Eshoo et al., 2018). Tigers have 

since been extirpated in NEPL (Rasphone et al., 2019), however, and it remains to be seen how 

this will affect people’s perceptions of the legitimacy of interventions. Another ongoing narrative 

surrounding local interventions is the construction of a scalable PA management model based on 

NEPL conservation experiences. Related components are assembled and circulated for application 

in other contexts, either via project activities or through the networking mechanisms described in 

section 4.2. The potential scalability of interventions has become a prominent feature of NEPL 

management in recent years, whether through the creation of new governing units such as the tri-

provincial governing committee, or the testing of “climate-smart agro-biodiversity” tools and 

approaches (WCS, 2016, p. 7). In addition, the integration of neoliberal interventions has expanded 

the conservation network in NEPL, for instance integrating a private enterprise (Saffron) and an 

INGO (Village Focus International) into the alternative livelihoods project. 

 

For ICD-type interventions, project participants are chosen because they are “active and work 

hard” (SSI29; SSI30), and therefore less likely to renege on agreements and better for the projects’ 

outward-facing promotional aspects. Projects prioritise “keen models… people who will follow 

the project rules and be a good image” (SSI14). Conditions stipulated in service contracts and the 

CCA ensure only the most qualified remain: “We need to preserve this program forever, so we 

need to select the best people, the best families in the village… We had 23 families in the 

beginning, and after a few years, more than 10 families were sacked because they broke the 

regulations of the park. One of the key points why we are successful, I think, is about enforcement” 

(SSI15). Another example relates to the alternative livelihood support project. A village authority 

confirmed that, though the project intention is to compensate hunting loss, none of the 

approximately 15 hunting households were selected as project beneficiaries (SSI31). Making 

rewards conditional on the internalisation of related norms is grounded in interactions at the 

national level. This became apparent when a cohort of government officials and senior INGO staff 

visited NEPL to observe local activities in order to evaluate the NEPL model when adjudicating 

the decision on the hydropower dam. The ecotourism package thus serves a function in 

transnational environmental strategies, which in turn shapes local-level engagements. This trend 

towards ICD and market-based interventions is tied up with national-level views that combining 
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economic and authoritarian motivations is the most effective way to changing people’s behaviours. 

According to a programme manager at a conservation INGO, interventions “must make long-term 

economic sense” to people because “arguments based on conservation values don’t work” and 

“everyone lives day by day” (SSI8). Another interviewee adds, “[local] people have no concern 

for ethical considerations…but [they] respond to authority” (SSI28).  

 

The NEPL ecotourism programme illustrates how interventions at the local scale are connected to 

multilateral interactions and transnational effects to institutionalise the Green Growth strategy. 

However, multiple motivations for the programme at different levels create tensions in local 

implementation, however. Referring to the goals of NEPL management and the ecotourism 

package, a NEPLMU technical advisor explained, “[w]hen we are doing work in protected areas, 

we do RIS (Reference Information System), we do law enforcement, we do PLUP… [but] this is 

not enough. Local people, they are very poor, they have no access to extra incomes. So ecotourism 

could be a solution…Let’s say our purpose to do ecotourism is, one, to make income for the 

protected area itself, because the government provides less money and two, to create income for 

the poor families or local communities… [and] to educate the local people about the importance 

of wildlife and nature” (SSI15). Establishing ecotourism as a PA management financing model is 

predicated on law enforcement and contractual obligations for service providers, even as this leads 

to the exclusion of those that fail to internalise conservation norms. At local scales, interventions 

are sold as a way to bring incomes and education, but bring with them an institutional apparatus 

connected to multiple government strategies. Ecotourism in NEPL hence integrate conditional 

access to benefits and employ instruments of monitoring and control to achieve project goals. In 

addition, the programme provides a platform for the representation and spectacularisation of NEPL 

deployed in various international media, thus connecting NEPL to spatially distant consumer 

markets and emphasising the contribution to sustainable solutions for nature conservation and local 

livelihoods.  
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Figure 3: Conceptual diagram applied to NEPL 

Acronyms: CBD = Convention on Biological Diversity; CCA = Community Conservation 

Agreement; CliPAD = Climate Protection through Avoided Deforestation Programme; EPF = 

Environment Protection Fund; GIZ = German International Cooperation Agency;  IUCN = 

International Union for the Conservation of Nature; LENS2 = Second Lao Environment and Social 

Project; LH = Livelihood; MAF = Ministry of Agriculture & Forestry; N.A. = National Assembly; 

NBSAP = National Biodiversity Strategy & Action Plan; P(D)AFO=Provincial (District) 

Agriculture & Forestry Office; PLUP = Participatory Land-Use Planning; VFI = Village Focus 

International; WB = The World Bank; WCS = Wildlife Conservation Society; WWF = World 

Wide Fund for Nature 

 

Figure 3 applies the generic conceptual diagram presented in Figure 1 to our case in order to 

illustrate our findings. NEPL is embedded in a transnational conservation system consisting of 

actor networks stretching across spatial scales and connected by various policy, funding, and 
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information flows. These actors maintain institutional and organisational connections, while 

interactions and policy at higher scales shape the environmentality features of local interventions. 

Interventions we subsequently analysed using the multiple environmentalities framework to 

demonstrate how the bundle of environmental governance practices are composed and reflect 

multiple rationalities of governance, in our case indicating continued reliance on combinations of 

sovereign, truth and disciplinary environmentalities, and marginal integration of neoliberal modes 

of environmental governance. 

 

5. Discussion 

Our findings demonstrate that local environmental governance in NEPL is underpinned by diverse 

sovereign, disciplinary and truth environmentalities that link to multiple policy processes and actor 

networks. Novel interventions reflecting a neoliberal environmentality are layered on top of 

historically embedded rationalities of governance, and indeed can only be actualised through 

related practices. For instance, land-use zoning, combining sovereign and truth environmentalities, 

regulates all NEPL-specific engagements with local residents. In addition, the informant network, 

a practice that seeks to instil particular norms associated with good citizenship coupled with 

financial rewards and legal enforcement, has become incorporated into park activities. Hence, 

while novel conservation interventions embody a distinct project for governing subjects’ conduct, 

emanating from central-level interactions on neoliberalising conservation governance, our 

findings suggest that NEPL conservation in practice reflects a limitation of conservation-based 

neoliberal and disciplinary environmentalities to effect change on their own. 

 

However, the context-specific articulation of multiple environmentalities can only fully be 

understood in the context of broader processes that link to NEPL through distinct actor networks. 

It is here the telecoupling framework is insightful as it explicitly focuses on the flows and linkages 

that connect processes of environmental governance with place-based land-use systems. These 

insights become particularly relevant when combined with environmentality. While there is a 

recognition in the telecoupling literature that distant interactions generate multiple, competing 

processes that influence land use in a specific geographic region, these place-based systems are 

also often sites in which competing governance networks are vying for influence. The 

environmentality framework can help to understand how competing logics of environmental 

governance can result in contradictory outcomes at local scale, or how official or de jure 

arrangements may not reflect de facto governance practices. Hence, diverse telecoupling processes 

create context-specific assemblages of environmental and development interventions that 
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influence local practices and land-use outcomes. Telecoupling needs to be able to account for how 

competing visions of environmental governance manifest in a landscape, and how these may shift 

over time depending on national, subnational and local circumstances, for instance in cases where 

developmental rationalities take precedence over forest conservation in land-use governance (for 

instance as show by Suhardiman & Giordano (2014) and Vongvisouk et al. (2014). 

 

The multiple environmentalities framework thus offers a useful tool for analysing the global-local 

interactions that shape environmental governance, particularly in more grounded, empirically-

driven studies of telecoupling phenomena, such as those by Andriamihaja et al. (2019), Friis & 

Nielsen (2017), and Hauer & Nielsen (2020). It does so by unpacking environmental policies and 

practices into their constitutive logics. In our case, national-level actors engage in negotiations and 

employ tactics to shape the environmentality features of conservation policies and programmes at 

higher scales. But as we followed the flows and links to local scales and back, it became clear that, 

because of different visions of conservation and sustainable land-use, the tensions underpinning 

these policies lead to anti-political effects at local scales. This greater attention to combining flow 

and place-based drivers of local interventions helps to distinguish the driving logics and 

manifestations of conservation interventions as they become entangled in subnational and local 

environmental politics. Previous environmentality studies have focused either on environmental 

programmes at the national scale (Collins, 2020; Montes, 2020), or how an environmental 

programme manifests locally (Bluwstein, 2017; R. Fletcher & Breitling, 2012; Youdelis, 2013, 

2020). The analyses presented here shows how combining telecoupling and the multiple 

environmentalities framework can help disentangle the multiple practices that constitute 

environmental governance in a geographic context by examining the multi-level interactions 

through which environmental policies are enacted. 

 

Focus was particularly on the four distinct sovereign, truth, neoliberal and disciplinary 

environmentalities, and how these drove and connected different initiatives, policies, encounters 

and projects at different scales. We found, for example, that the NEPL ecotourism programme 

combines disciplinary and neoliberal elements (see Fletcher (2017). Moreover, unlike in other 

contexts (for instance Bluwstein (2017) and Youdelis (2020), the programme does not devolve 

any management rights to local residents. We showed how this was partly because the programme 

reflects multiple motivations at different levels, which influences its articulation in local 

interventions. These were traced to multilateral strategies to institutionalise neoliberal 

conservation at the national scale through programmes such as the Green Growth strategy. Studies 
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on the anti-political effects of conservation interventions often locate causes in distant policy and 

networked processes but focus mainly on the local scale (Bryant, 2002; Büscher, 2010; Temudo, 

2012). Our study demonstrates the cross-scale linkages through which such effects unfold. In 

particular, we connect such instances to distant actor interactions that mobilise resources, 

information and narratives to enact environmental programmes. It thus helps to contextualise 

observations by Suhardiman et al. (2019) on the anti-political effects of PLUP in Laos in the cross-

scale interactions that make up environmental politics. 

 

These are insights that the emerging telecoupling literature on conservation can benefit from. We 

showed how local environmental governance and consequently land-use practices are conditioned 

by multiple networked and cross-scale processes, including nature conservation, as highlighted by 

Andriamihaja et al. (2019) and Boillat et al. (2018). We argue that related interactions produce 

local-scale impacts that may lead to exclusion or contradictory outcomes for some groups, and 

highlight how these outcomes can be understood through the particular environmentality features 

of local interventions and how they link to distant policy networks. We found that environmental 

governance in NEPL is influenced by state-building projects emanating from national and 

provincial levels. These include the expansion of hydroelectric power, military securitisation, 

poverty reduction through development interventions, elimination of shifting cultivation, and 

forest regrowth to meet the 70% national forest cover target. The general findings are similar to 

other examinations of PA governance in Laos, such as Dwyer et al. (2016) and Ingalls & Dwyer 

(2016). However, in that case, military securitisation and logging interests took priority over forest 

conservation under a REDD+ demonstration project. In other cases, such as Nakai Nam Thurn 

national park, hydropower construction, coupled with park financing, became the negotiated 

solution (Blake & Barney, 2018; Singh, 2009). By combining telecoupling and environmentalities, 

our study provides insight into how the context-specific articulation of these competing pressures 

are driven by distant policy and actor networks, and consequently manifest in trade-offs at local 

scales. For instance, in our case, central-level interactions led to PA conservation taking a primacy 

over military securitisation and hydropower, as a result of negotiations under the Green Growth 

strategy and the multi-level functions of the ecotourism programme. 

 

The environmentality features of local interventions and park-level decisions are thus shaped by 

interactions across a socio-institutional system that connect global-local scales through actor 

networks and flows. The feedback flows from local contexts are contingent on the institutional 

and organisational logics on which information, narratives, technical know-how, and funding are 
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structured. This was exemplified in the narratives that helped to construct NEPL as an entity for 

intervention, but also the trialling of certain initiatives that were abandoned in the early years of 

management due to technical considerations. Combining environmentality and telecoupling can 

thus be an effective tool for identifying the multi-level trade-offs of various environmental 

programmes and visions and how these result in particular land-use outcomes. Greater attention, 

however, is needed to how local residents and subnational authorities navigate competing 

environmentalities (and developmentalities) that manifest in tensions in local scales, echoing 

Chambers et al. (2020) and Asiyanbi et al. (2019), though we urge a stronger recognition of how 

people’s experiences in governing for sustainability are constituted by cross-scale links to distant 

policy networks. Local residents are integrated into these processes in fragmentary and often 

contradictory ways, moulding groups of winners and losers and shaping environmental subjects in 

the process. How people perceive different environmentality strategies and their agency to 

influence these local-global connections is thus crucial. 

 

Understanding PA governance as embedded in a broader system of interactions sheds light on the 

channels and links through which an environmentality project is assembled, circulated and 

rearticulated in another context. We found that institutional mechanisms such as the CCA or the 

particular features of an ecotourism programme were constructed through such interactions, while 

interventions are amalgamations of project experiences that, through partnerships with new actors 

or via collation in national information sharing forums, were rearticulated and adapted to NEPL. 

Experiences with NEPL conservation interventions similarly get channelled through networked 

interactions at higher scales to inform interventions in other contexts that in turn produce their own 

contingent expressions. The mediation and framing of information from local scales is a 

constitutive part of this process, whether related to the spectacularisation of NEPL through 

ecotourism marketing, or the narratives deployed to access funding and legitimate a particular 

configuration of interventions. In the flow-based terminology by Munroe et al. (2019), discourses 

and narratives flow from global-local scales to establish the technical and normative salience of 

particular measures, be it ecotourism, boundary demarcation, or allocating a core and a buffer 

zone. But they also flow from local to national and global scales, feeding into policy models at 

central level, constructing agency narratives of local practices, or providing argumentation on the 

applicability of particular measures.  
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6. Conclusion 

In this article, we combined the multiple environmentalities framework with telecoupling to 

examine the diverse rationalities of governance that co-exist in NEPL national park in norther 

Laos, a PA that has recently undergone significant expansion and upgrading. The particular 

configuration of environmentalities at local scales can be traced to broader policy processes 

through actor networks. We demonstrated how NEPL is embedded in a cross-scale socio-

institutional conservation system that mediates flows of funding, information, policy models, 

intervention design and narratives between global-national-subnational-local scales. The analysis 

presented focuses on an actor network and scale dimension that is often missing from 

investigations of multiple environmentalities in environmental policy and programmes. Moreover, 

we examined how practices link to rationalities of governance tied to multiple environment and 

development projects. Flows associated with governing PA landscapes are intimately connected 

with multiple of state building, with which nature conservation must compete. The research 

presented in this article takes place on the backdrop of expanding transnational efforts to enhance 

nature conservation, often within the framework of upgrading and expanding PAs. As we have 

demonstrated, related measures are not seamlessly incorporated into local environmental 

governance but must be integrated into a complex policy landscape where competing logics of 

environmental governance may clash. Measures must therefore be understood as part of a globally 

constituted system of interactions, with greater attention to harmonising interventions at local 

scales.  
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8. Supplementary material 

List of Semi-Structured Interviews 

ID Sector Level Role Month/Year 

SSI1  Government National Official at the Department of Forestry, MAF 07/2019 

SSI2  Government Subnational Provincial Official at NEPLMU 11/2018 

SSI3  Non-profit Subnational Technical Advisor to the NEPLMU 07/2019 

SSI4  NGO National Programme Manager at conservation NGO 07/2019 

SSI5  INGO National Programme Manager at conservation INGO national 
office 

09/2018 

SSI6  INGO National Head of Office at Conservation INGO Lao office 10/2018 

SSI7  INGO National Programme Coordinator at INGO Lao office 11/2018 

SSI8  INGO National Programme Manager at conservation INGO  10/2018 

SSI9  INGO National Country Director at conservation INGO 10/2018 

SSI10  Research National Consultant at a policy think tank 11/2018 

SSI11  NGO National Head of national conservation NGO 07/2019 

SSI12  Government National Official at Natural Resource Department, Ministry of 
Natural Resources and Environment 

07/2019 

SSI13 Non-profit National Technical Advisor to national REDD+ programme 10/2018 

SSI14 Non-profit Subnational Technical Advisor to the NEPLMU 11/2018 

SSI15 Non-profit Subnational Technical Advisor to the NEPLMU 11/2018 

SSI16 Government Subnational Official at Provincial Rural Development Division 11/2018 

SSI17 Government Subnational Head of District Office of Natural Resources and 
Environment, Xamneua 

11/2018 

SSI18 Civil Society Local  Village authority in Bouamphat village, Hiam district  07/2019 

SSI19 Government Subnational Head of District Agriculture and Forestry Office, 
Hiam district 

11/2018 

SSI20 Government Subnational Official at Forestry Section, Provincial Agriculture 
and Forestry Office 

11/2018 

SSI21 Civil Society Local Farmer from village, Hiam district  08/2019 

SSI22 Civil Society Local Former headman at village, Xone district 08/2019 

SSI23 Government Subnational Official at Office of Natural Resources and 
Environment, Houa Meung district 

11/2018 

SSI24 Government Subnational Official at District Agriculture and Forestry Office, 
Xone district 

07/2018 

SSI25 Non-profit Subnational Consultant at provincial conservation organisation 11/2018 

SSI26 Civil Society Local Farmer from village, Xamneua district 07/2019 

SSI27 Civil Society Local  Farmer from village, Xamneua district 07/2019 

SSI28  INGO National Programme Manager at conservation INGO national 
office 

11/2018 

SSI29 Civil Society Local Village elder from village, Xone district 07/2019 

SSI30 Civil Society Local Farmer from village, Xone district 07/2019 

SSI31 Civil Society Local Village authority from village, Xone district 07/2019 
 

 

List of Project Documents Analysed 

Year Name Organisation (Author if mentioned) 
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2001 Consultancy Report: Community Livelihoods Analysis; 
Project: Integrated Biodiversity and Community 
Development in Nam Et - Phou Loei NBCAs. Lao PDR 

IUCN 
Grégoire Schlemmer 

2001 Review of the National Protected Area System in Lao PDR Lao-Swedish Forestry Programme 
William Robichaud; Clive W Marsh; 
Sangthong Southammakoth; 
Sirivanh Khounthikoummane 

2002 Linking Conservation and Ecotourism Development: 
Lessons from the UNESCO-National Tourism Authority of 
Lao PDR Nam Ha Ecotourism Project 

UNESCO 
Steven Schipani; Guy Marris 

2003 Field Study: Lao PDR. Nam Et and Phou Loei National 
Biodiversity Conservation Areas 

World Bank 
 

2003 Lao People's Democratic Republic's Constitution of 1991 
with Amendments through 2003 

Government of Lao PDR GoL 

2004 Augmenting Missing Linkages: Conservation and 
Community Resource Management in Lao PDR 

10th Biennial Conference of the 
IASCP, Mexico 
Yayoi Fujita 

2005 Forestry Strategy to the Year 2020 of the Lao PDR Government of Lao PDR GoL 

2005 Making the Economic Links Between Biodiversity and 
Poverty Reduction: The Case of Lao PDR 

IUCN 
Lucy Emerton 

2006 Towards A Wildlife Protection Strategy for the NEPL Wildlife Conservation Society 
Antony J Lynam; Santi Saypanya; 
Venevongphet 

2007 Forestry Law Government of Lao PDR GoL 

2007 WCS experience with direct incentives for conservation 
 
 

WCS 
Karin Svadlenak-Gomez; Tom 
Clements; Charles Foley; Nikolai 
Kazakov; Dale Lewis; Dale 
Miquelle; Renae Stenhouse 

2009 Business Plan for Ecotourism in NEPL-NPA UC Berkeley Haas School of 
Business 
R Bhula; N Makhani; R Sinn; L Stark 

2009 Manual: Participatory Agriculture and Forest Land Use 
Planning at Village and Village Cluster Level 

Department of Forestry DoF, MAF 

2010 Finding the Linkages between Wildlife Management and 
Household Food Consumption in the Uplands of Lao 
People’s Democratic Republic 

Arlyne Johnson; Jutta Krahn; 
Sengvilay Seateun 

2010 Tiger action plan 2010-2020 DoF, MAF 

2011 Abundance and Distribution of Tiger and Prey in Montane 
Tropical Forest in Northern Lao PDR 

Doctoral Thesis – University of 
Florida 
Chanthavy Vongkhamheng 

2011 Assessing the Feasibility of a REDD Project in the Nam Et 
Phou Louey National Protected Area, Laos, to Access the 
Voluntary Carbon Markets: Planet Action Feedback Report 

Colin Moore; Jeremy Ferrand 

2012 Assessment and conceptualization of a jurisdictional 
REDD+ approach in Houaphan Province, Lao PDR 

Colin Moore; Jeremy Ferrand; 
Xiasavan Khiewvongphachan 

2012 Environmental and Social Safeguard Documents, 
Community Engagement Framework;  
Project: Developing and Demonstrating Replicable 
Protected Area Management Models at Nam Et -Phou 
Louey National Protected Area 

EPFO; World Bank 

2012 Ethnic Peoples Plan;  World Bank 
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Project: Developing and Demonstrating Replicable 
Protected Area Management Models at Nam Et -Phou 
Louey National Protected Area 

Oudamsack Philavong; Kaisorn 
Thanthatep; Chanthakoumane 
Savanh; Chris Flint; Emily Hicks; 
Lucy Emerton 

2012 Involuntary Resettlement Process Framework World Bank 

2012 Using systematic monitoring to evaluate and adapt 
management of a tiger reserve in northern Lao PDR 

WCS: Arlyne Johnson; Chanthavy 
Vongkhamhen; Santi Saypanya; 
Troy Hansel; Samantha Strindberg 

2013 Community Engagement Framework MAF; Environment Protection Fund 
Office EPFO; LENS2 

2013 Environmental Protection Law Government of Lao PDR GoL 

2013 Grant Agreement: Developing and Demonstrating 
Replicable Protected Area Management Models at Nam Et-
Phou Louey National Protected Area Project in Lao PDR 

Global Environment Facility 

2013 Implementation Completion and Results Report: Lao 
Envirionment and Social Project (LENS) 

World Bank 

2014 Aide Memoire Project Implementation Support Mission: 
Developing and Demonstrating Replicable Protected Area 
Management Models at Nam et- Phou Louey National 
Protected Area Project 

World Bank 

2014 Environmental and Social Management Framework (ESMF) EPF LENS2 

2015 LENS2 sub-project: strengthen aspects of PA management 
systems HP 

EPF LENS2 

2015 Integrated Safeguards Datasheet: Appraisal Stage;Project: 
Developing and Demonstrating Replicable Protected Area 
Management Models at Nam Et-Phou Louey National 
Protected Area 

World Bank 

2015 Report on the Assessment of Drivers of Deforestation and 
Forest Degradation in Houaphan Province 

WCS, GIZ, CliPAD 

2016 LENS2 Sub-Project in Houaphan: Strengthen Selected 
Environmental Protection Management 

EPF LENS2 

2016 Grant Application: Conservation and Poverty Alleviation 
through Scalable Agro-Biodiversitty Practice in Laos 

WCS; Darwin Initiative 

2017 Half Year Report: Conservation and Poverty Alleviation 
through Scalable Agro-biodiversity Practice in Laos 

WCS; Darwin Initiative 

2017 Implementation Completion Memorandum (ICM) of 
Developing and Demonstrating Replicable Protected Area 
Management Models at Nam Et -Phou Louey National 
Protected Area 

WCS; GEF 

2017 Final Report: Developing and Demonstrating Replicable 
Protected Area Management Models at Nam Et -Phou 
Louey National Protected Area 

WCS 

2018 Annual Report 1: Conservation and Poverty Alleviation 
through Scalable Agro-biodiversity Practice in Laos 

WCS; Darwin Initiative 

2019 LENS2 Sub-Project: Strengthening the Capacity and 
Management of the Nam Et - Phou Louey National 
Protected Area, in the face of Expanding Infrastructure 
Development. 

EPF; WCS 

2020 Project Information Document (PID): Lao Landscapes and 
Livelihoods Project (P170559) 

The World Bank; MAF 
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5.4. Paper 4: Large differences in livelihood responses and outcomes to 

increased conservation enforcement in a protected area 

 

Persson, Joel, Ford, Scott, Keophoxay, Anousith, Mertz, Ole, Nielsen, Jonas Østergaard, 

Vongvisouk, Thoumthone, & Zörner, Michael. (2021) “Large differences in livelihood responses 

and outcomes to increased conservation enforcement in a protected area.” Human Ecology. 

(Resubmitted after minor revision) 

 
Protected area conservation and local livelihoods in NEPL (Photos by author, 2019) 
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Abstract 

Despite the popularity of integrated conservation and development approaches to protected area 

management, adjacent communities increasingly face livelihood dilemmas. Yet understanding of 

how market processes and conservation enforcement interact to influence livelihood responses 

remains limited. We examine how residents of Nam Et-Phou Louey (NEPL) National Park in 

northern Lao PDR navigate associated livelihood dilemmas. Targeting eight villages, we draw on 

survey data with 255 households, 93 semi-structured interviews, and meso-level data on village 

conditions. A cluster analysis reveals five livelihood types with divergent capacities to engage in 

market development and cope with park pressures. We show how market linkages, historical 

conservation interventions, and local access conditions shape livelihoods and differences between 

villages. This integrative approach yields a nuanced picture of how global conservation efforts 

result in an uneven distribution of costs and benefits at local scales. Conservation measures must 

account for highly divergent capacities to cope with access loss and diversify livelihoods to be 

sustainable. 

 

 

Keywords: Protected Areas; Livelihoods; Mixed Methods; Integrated Conservation & 

Development; Lao PDR 
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1. Introduction 

Protected Areas (PAs) are essential tools in the global agenda for nature conservation (Lewis et 

al., 2019). Today covering 15.4% of all terrestrial land (UNEP-WCMC et al., 2021), an expansion 

of the global PA estate may be imminent with several experts calling for even higher levels of 

coverage in light of ongoing and rapid loss of species worldwide (Büscher et al., 2017; Di Marco 

et al., 2019; Ellis & Mehrabi, 2019). However, decades of research on the social and environmental 

consequences of PAs paint a heterogeneous picture of their effectiveness at protecting nature and 

their impacts on local communities (Blom et al., 2010; Oldekop et al., 2016). PA conservation 

creates costs and benefits that are often unequally distributed across spatial scales, local contexts, 

and households, requiring trade-offs at multiple levels (Beauchamp et al., 2018; Blom et al., 2010; 

McShane et al., 2011; Suich, 2010). Particularly in the Global South, PAs tend to imply substantial 

costs for local residents (Dawson et al., 2017; Oldekop et al., 2010; Roe et al., 2015). Such costs 

are often associated with physical displacement including evictions, a loss of access to 

environmental resources for customary and income-generating purposes, human rights abuses in 

the course of rule enforcement, and elite capture of benefits (Chechina et al., 2018; Chomba et al., 

2015; McElwee, 2010; Oldekop et al., 2016; Sheely, 2015). Interventions thus tend to exacerbate 

the social-ecological dilemmas facing local residents as livelihood improvement and biodiversity 

goals come into conflict (Southworth et al., 2006).  

 

Law enforcement has historically had a strong foundation in conservation and is a primary means 

for enhancing PA conservation (Ferraro & Hanauer, 2015; Gray et al., 2018; Johnson et al., 2016). 

However, law enforcement alone is inadequate to ensure PA integrity and tends to be lax, 

especially in places where livelihoods rely on access to PA resources (McElwee, 2010; Phromma 

et al., 2019). Moreover, while PA enforcement may have theoretical backing as a measure to 

change resource-use behaviours, a cohort of issues complicates its implementation in practice, 

including inadequate incentives for enforcement officers and competing interests between PA staff 

and local residents (Robinson et al., 2010). In a PA in Bangladesh, for instance, Mukul et al. (2014) 

suggest that law enforcement was largely ineffective in halting illegal forest degradation practices, 

arguing that economic incentives for local residents are more effective.   

 

The limitations and social consequences of strict law enforcement have made market-based 

instruments to create alternative income-generating activities for local residents increasingly 

popular (Holmes & Cavanagh, 2016). Ecotourism, certified commodity production, carbon credits, 

or other alternative livelihood interventions create opportunities (Holmes & Cavanagh, 2016; 
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Naidoo et al., 2019;). However, alternative livelihood interventions tend to be based on 

simplifications of agent behaviours that can have unintended outcomes for conservation (Wright 

et al., 2016). These include assumptions that people will substitute current income sources with 

the new activities rather than complementing them; assuming local communities are homogenous 

entities; and that individual activities are scalable across a population. Interventions must therefore 

be evaluated in light of the multidimensional nature of livelihoods, including tenure rights and 

prevailing market institutions (McElwee, 2010; Roe et al., 2015; Wright et al., 2016). 

Understanding how local residents navigate conservation-livelihood dilemmas is consequently a 

core policy and academic concern (Igoe, 2006; Schleicher et al., 2019; Soliku & Schraml, 2018; 

Wunder et al., 2014), particularly in contexts where market expansion for land-based commodities 

is shaping livelihoods at the frontiers of PAs (Roth & Dressler, 2012). 

 

While livelihoods are grounded in the institutions and conditions of a particular place, they are 

increasingly shaped by distant economic and political processes, as demonstrated in research on 

telecoupling (Andriamihaja et al., 2019; Baird & Fox, 2015; Eakin et al., 2014; Friis & Nielsen, 

2019). Macro-level processes are mediated at the meso-level to then shape the conditions in which 

local livelihoods are embedded (Medina et al., 2009; Newton et al., 2016; Taylor, 2016). For rural 

residents in PAs, macro-level processes relate to the development of market institutions and 

government interventions. For instance, market linkages established at the village level can drive 

natural resource commodification and will result in diverse livelihood outcomes depending on 

context-specific factors tied to location, infrastructure, and market institutions (De Haan & 

Zoomers, 2005; Friis & Nielsen, 2017; Mahanty & Milne, 2016; Suich, 2010). 

 

Similarly, the livelihood consequences of PA interventions are mediated by location-specific 

factors (Jansen et al., 2006; Soltani et al., 2012; Thapa Karki, 2013). Research highlights that PAs 

are often unevenly enacted across a given territory, affecting local livelihoods differently 

depending on conditions of the household and local context (Thapa Karki, 2013). For instance, 

Baird and Leslie (2013) showed that being closer to a PA in Tanzania was associated with greater 

livelihood diversification. Clements et al. (2014) found that households closer to a PA in Cambodia 

were significantly better off, which could partly be explained by village-level characteristics such 

as distance to the city. In addition, access to conservation livelihoods such as ecotourism is 

determined largely by village context. Hoang et al. (2020) showed that benefits differed by village 

membership, while Ma et al. (2018) demonstrate how tourism benefits are associated with 

community assets and are spatially differentiated. Local attitudes towards PAs also tend to be a 
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factor of village location and experiences with PA interventions (Badola et al., 2012; Guerbois et 

al., 2013). For instance, Guerbois et al. (2013) showed that residents closer to a PA in Zimbabwe, 

and experiencing more restrictions, view the PA more negatively. Perception of benefits from PAs 

is also shaped by location-specific factors (Amoah & Wiafe, 2012; Nyaupane & Poudel, 2011; 

Vodouhê et al., 2010). However, studies either conduct in-depth analyses of only a few villages or 

are based on large-n multivariate analyses that do not adequately engage with differences between 

villages and the diverse types and levels of PA intervention found in a PA. For the latter, village-

level characteristics are normally integrated as variables in multivariate models such as distance, 

market presence, or infrastructure (Guerbois et al., 2013; Hoang et al., 2020), without a critical 

engagement with how meso-level conditions shape local livelihood responses at the frontiers of 

PAs. 

 

In this article, we present an alternative approach to nuancing livelihood impacts at PA frontiers 

that combines multivariate quantitative analyses and in-depth analysis of village contexts to 

understand how residents of local communities navigate dilemmas in the context of accelerating 

market-based livelihood development. In doing so we engage with the meso-scale to explain 

differences in livelihood outcomes resulting from PA engagements. We hypothesize that capacities 

to respond to PA pressures and opportunities are shaped by household capitals and context-specific 

conditions, in particular market linkages and the spatial features of people’s livelihood activities. 

We use Nam Et-Phou Louey (NEPL) National Park in northern Lao PDR (Laos) as a case study.  

 

2. Methods 

2.1 Study area: Nam Et-Phou Louey National Park  

The forest landscapes of northern Laos typify livelihood dilemmas at the intersection of market 

development and nature conservation. Regional economic growth and consequent demand for 

land-based commodities have caused market linkages to increase drastically in recent years 

through cross-border trade with Vietnam and China, rising urban demand, and a government policy 

to commercialise smallholder agriculture (Vongvisouk et al., 2014, 2016). This is accelerating 

transitions from shifting cultivation to agricultural intensification and commodification (Hepp et 

al., 2019; Kallio et al., 2019; Ornetsmüller et al., 2018). At the same time, forest conservation 

maintains a central importance in policymaking, including through strengthening the existing PA 

network (World Bank, 2020). Laos currently has 24 PAs covering approximately 18% of the 

country, three of which have recently been upgraded to national parks (MoNRE, 2016; World 

Bank, 2020). Despite having important impacts on local residents, including historical measures 
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of eviction and overlaps with customary land, and although the inequitable distribution of 

livelihood consequences from commercialisation and conservation is of major importance 

(Castella et al., 2013; Lagerqvist et al., 2014; Newby et al., 2014), only a few studies have explored 

the livelihood implications of Laos’ agricultural transformation for people living in the vicinity of 

PAs (Ingalls & Dwyer, 2016; Martin et al., 2018), most doing so indirectly when investigating 

land-use change (Castella et al., 2013; Cole et al., 2019).  

 

Nam Et-Phou Louey (NEPL) National Park combines restrictive exclusionary measures with 

Integrated Conservation and Development (ICD) projects (Persson et al., forthcoming). Officially 

delineated in 1993, NEPL remained a ‘paper park’ until it started receiving continuous 

management support in 2000 and law enforcement began in 2005 (Corbett, 2008; Johnson 2012). 

Based on data from Wildlife Conservation Society (WCS), NEPL covers nearly 500,000 hectares 

of mountainous forestland, zoned into 198,000 hectares of Controlled Use Zone (CUZ), where 

limited subsistence activities are permitted, and 300,000 hectares Totally Protected Zone (TPZ), 

where access is strictly forbidden (Figure 1). A critical biodiversity area in Southeast Asia, NEPL 

harbours several globally important and threatened animal species (Johnson et al., 2009). The PA 

was originally framed around safeguarding a small tiger population that seems to have been 

extirpated (Rasphone et al., 2019). Nevertheless, NEPL is a flagship for environmental 

policymaking in Laos. The park is important for the country’s Green Growth programme as a 

scalable PA management model and, in 2019, was upgraded to the country’s first national park 

(World Bank, 2020). 

 

The NEPL Management Unit (NEPLMU) is a government entity in charge of daily operations and 

receives technical and financial support from WCS. While NEPLMU staff lead park-specific 

activities, district and provincial agencies are responsible for coordinating and implementing 

various projects and government programmes on forest governance and agricultural development 

(Broegaard et al., 2017). The result is a bundle of measures to govern natural resource use, ranging 

from alternative livelihood support, ecotourism and social campaigns to land-use zoning, 

sanctioning and law enforcement. An estimated 91,500 people live in 283 villages within and 

adjacent to NEPL, with a smaller population of 23,000 living in the CUZ (Martin et al., 2018). 

Local residents practice shifting cultivation for upland rice combined with foraging for Non-

Timber Forest Products (NTFPs), cash crop agriculture, livestock herding and wildlife hunting. 

Increasingly, these practices are commercially oriented and opportunities for off-farm and nonfarm 

income are growing. 
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Figure 1: Map of NEPL National Park (Source: authors’ own based on data from WCS) 
 

2.2 Data collection & analysis 

Table 1 outlines the data collection procedures. Preliminary interviews were conducted in October-

November 2018, while the mixed-method data collection at village sites was conducted in July-

August 2019. We followed a concurrent triangulation design in which extensive and intensive 

methods were employed to generate separate datasets that were analysed in parallel, mainly for 

cross-validation and corroboration (Creswell, 2009). In order to capture the multidimensional 

ways that PA interventions interact with local land-use and livelihood practices in the context of 

rapid market expansion, it was necessary to establish the dominant livelihood trajectories and how 

these are shaped by market linkages at the village level. For this, we combined cluster and 

statistical analyses based on household survey data with meso-level variables from key-informant 

interviews and secondary data. Eight villages were selected (renamed to pseudonyms based on the 

Lao word for village: Ban) to demonstrate a spread of socioeconomic and political contexts at the 

border of the TPZ and permit inter-village comparisons (Table 2). Since we were interested in the 

causal relationships between conservation interventions and livelihood adaptations, moreover, 

semi-structured interviews with households, coupled with a land-use mapping and discussion 

activity, provided qualitative data to interrogate household adaptations. Together, these methods 

provided a robust understanding of the major factors influencing capacities to respond to PA 
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pressures and opportunities. Qualitative data was analysed using QSR NVivo 12, while all 

statistical analyses were performed using IBM SPSS Statistics 27. 

Table 1: Data collection and sources 

Source Description & topics covered Participants & selection 

Grey 

literature 

& 

preliminary 

interviews 

Documents from conservation actors 

detailing conservation measures and park 

history;  Interviews at multiple levels, 

covering forest conservation and 

development policies. 

Internet searches; Government 

officials at all levels; representatives 

of conservation organisations; 40 in 

total. 

Secondary 

statistical 

data 

Summary figures at the village level 

(including e.g. literacy rates, commercial 

crop orientation, population changes) to 

identify trends. 

Sources: WCS Laos; 2005 & 2015 

Lao Population Census; 2011 Lao 

Agricultural Census.  

Land-use 

mapping & 

group 

discussions 

Major land uses and market linkages for 

various commodities, including history of 

trader relationships and prices; Discussion 

of park impacts on village land and 

livelihoods. Field visits to one or more 

major production sites in each village. 

1 per village with 6-10 participants; 

Village authorities and members of 

various committees such as village 

headman, youth union, women’s 

union, elder council, village guards, 

and village foresters. 

Survey 

question-

naire 

Household (HH) characteristics; 

livelihood activities and incomes in past 

12 months; forest products; major income 

changes; shocks; participation in 

government extensions & park’s activities; 

perception of park. 

 

30-45 HHs per village (large enough 

to compare between villages), 255 in 

total; Randomized selection at village 

level from list of all HHs maintained 

by village headman; Selected HHs 

were approached to arrange a time. 

Semi-

structured 

interviews 

Questions involved (a) livelihood 

strategies, (b) constraints to livelihood 

diversification, and (c) interactions with 

and responses to park measures. 

When possible, interviews were recorded 

using a portable digital audio recorder, and 

detailed field notes were taken when 

declined or otherwise not possible to 

record. 

10-14 HHs per village, 93 in total; 

Selection based on variable 

experiences with the park and 

preliminary estimation of major 

livelihood activities based on 

questionnaire to access perspectives 

from a spread of livelihood types; 

30-60 minutes per interview. 

Interviews were conducted by the first 

and third author in Lao mainly in 

participants’ homes. For interviews in 

Ban1 and Ban2, these involved on-

the-spot translations, while the rest of 

the interviews were conducted in Lao 

by the third author. Transcripts were 

later translated into English for 

analysis by the first author. 
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The household survey instrument was developed based on a literature review and in consultation 

with three national researchers. Revisions were made after two rounds of testing with 2-3 

participants. Most survey respondents were conversant in Lao. For those that were not, one of the 

enumerators who spoke the ethnic language (Hmong) or a family member facilitated 

interpretation. Survey interviews lasted 45-70 minutes and were administered mostly at 

respondents’ homes. The aim was to operationalise a number of variables to analyse the 

relationship between dominant livelihood practices, experiences with park interventions, and park 

attitudes. 

 

Table 2: Village characteristics 
 Ban1  Ban2 Ban3 Ban4 Ban5 Ban6 Ban7 Ban8 

Total no. HHs 2018* 244  41  49  63  68  79  65  68 

No. HHs surveyed 

(interviewed) 

45 (14) 30 (13) 30 (10) 30 (11) 30 (11) 30 (11) 30 (12) 30 (11) 

Major income 

sources  

Livestock 

Gov’t  

NTFPs 

Livestock 

NTFPs 

Livestock 

Fruit  

Weaving 

Poultry 

NTFPs NTFPs Livestock 

Maize 

Livestock 

NTFPs 

Mean (median) 

income in USD** 

2,105 

(983) 

2,946 

(2,715) 

1,862 

(856) 

3,192 

(2,275) 

1,331 

(1,092) 

1,621  

(798) 

1,157 

(397) 

1,102 

(756) 

% HHs selling 

crops** 

24.4 13.3 50.0 60.0 36.7 43.3 60.0 40.0 

% HHs with paddy 

land**  

2.2 93.3 16.7 73.3 16.7 10.0 10.0 76.7 

% HHs with a loan** 13.3 66.7 26.7 53.3 23.3 46.7 46.7 46.7 

Distance to nearest 

town centre (km) 

60.4 18.2 20.3 28.1 34.3 37.4 21.4 6.3 

Distance to TPZ (km) 3.5 3.8 2.7 1.6 2.9 0.0 2.5 2.9 

Distance to 

NEPLMU (km) 225.2 18.2 20.3 28.1 79.8 82.8 21.4 43.0 

Presence of park*** Low Medium Medium High Low Low High Mediu

m 

* Based on WCS data  **Based on survey results ***Based on assessment of level of intervention  

 

Cluster analysis 

Cluster analysis was employed to differentiate between different livelihood groups and identify 

dominant strategies. We largely followed the approach described in Köbrich et al. (2003) and 

Estevez-Moreno et al. (2019), performing agglomerative hierarchical clustering using Ward’s 

method of minimum variance as the clustering method (see Appendix 1 for details). We performed 

the analysis on the normalised values of the variables of interest as well as on the factors from a 

factor analysis, and conducted a two-step non-hierarchical clustering to verify the initial groupings 

(see Appendix 2) (Parker et al., 2015). Proportions of income from different sources were used as 

proxies for livelihood activities, and we triangulated the cluster results with qualitative survey 
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responses on major income changes experienced at household level and secondary statistical data 

for the village level (Soltani et al., 2012).  

 

The variables used for the cluster analysis are described in Table 3, based on income from the past 

year. All income measures were converted from Lao Kip (LAK) to US Dollars (USD) based on 

the 2019 exchange rate (1 USD = 8,696 LAK). We divided livestock into “small” and “large” to 

account for their different husbandry practices. Final clusters were profiled by cross-tabulating 

variables and cluster membership. We performed Kruskal-Wallis tests for significance and Mann-

Whitney U post-hoc tests for continuous variables, adjusting the p-values based on Bonferroni-

Holms, and chi-squared tests for dichotomous categorical variables. Lastly, we conducted a 

multinomial logistic regression analysis to assess which asset endowments explain differences 

between cluster groups, having removed variables with high multi-collinearity and those that did 

not exhibit significant relationships. 

 

Table 3: Variables used for clustering 

Variable Description 

Proportion farm income  Sale of all crops  

Proportion NTFP income Sale of NTFPs from a pre-defined list of 10 

Proportion public sector income  Government position, pension transfers, NEPL work, teacher  

Proportion remittances Income from remittances (cash transfers from outside the 

village)  

Proportion private sector income Construction work, owning a shop, off-farm income, farm 

labourer, trader  

Proportion large livestock income Sale of buffaloes and cattle  

Proportion small livestock income  Sale of poultry, pigs, farmed fish, and goats  

 

Park indices 

We constructed one index to capture attitudes towards NEPL and a second on engagement in 

NEPL activities (see Appendix 3). Ten Likert Scale statements reflecting different dimensions 

including perceived impacts on income generation and food sufficiency (Ven, 2016) were chosen 

to construct the park attitude index by summing the scores. Inter-item correlation was below .397 

(with a mean of .200), and a Cronbach’s Alpha of .711 suggests robustness. The index was rescaled 

from 0 to 100 to improve interpretation. The park engagement index captures the multidimensional 

ways in which park conservation interact with people’s daily lives. Therefore, we combined ten 

variables that reflect awareness, information access, and participation in activities. Higher weights 

were given to variables that, based on discussions with NEPL staff and key informants, reflect 

higher engagement. Inter-item correlation was below .478 for any pair of variables and showed a 

Cronbach’s Alpha of .724, and the index was also rescaled from 0 to 100 to improve interpretation. 
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We conducted a multivariate linear regression of the park engagement index to assess the extent 

to which livelihood grouping and village membership influence engagement (see Appendix 5). A 

wealth index was constructed based on a list of items to compare household wealth status (see 

Appendix 3). 

 

Qualitative analysis and land-use mapping 

We analysed transcripts and notes from 93 household interviews to identify common themes in 

household responses to NEPL conservation measures and their spatial dimensions. An initial 

codebook, informed by theory and the research questions, was developed. The first author 

conducted the coding. This focused on household livelihood adaptation to park interventions, and 

reasons for (not) participating in park activities. Broad codes were subsequently refined into 

specific themes related to different livelihood practices (farming, NTFP collection, livestock 

grazing, participation in conservation activities) (Corbin & Strauss, 2008). We then compared 

coded responses with the household livelihood portfolio and village-level conditions. We sought 

to go beyond the presentation of codes by grounding the analysis in literature and background 

knowledge of PA conservation, shifting between different levels of abstraction to relate themes to 

theory, integrating notions of scale, and comparing across groups (Bazeley, 2009). The quotes 

selected were thus illustrative of broader patterns and logics (Cope, 2005). The land-use mapping 

activity provided important meso-level data to ground the qualitative assessments. Lasting 

between 1.5-2.5 hours and involving 6-10 participants, this served as a catalyst for discussing the 

area-based impacts of the national park interventions and government land-use regulations, 

particularly along the village borders, and how resulting constraints affected the spatial dimensions 

of residents’ livelihood activities.   

 

3. Results 

We differentiate livelihood clusters according to multiple livelihood dimensions, highlighting a 

striking inter-group inequality, continued reliance on land and natural resources for livelihoods, 

high, though unequal, levels of marketization of production, and limited remuneration from park 

activities. Combining these results with the qualitative data analysis, four dimensions of how park 

activities influence livelihood diversification options are analysed: access to land for farming, 

livestock grazing, NTFP collection including hunting, access to alternative livelihood options, and 

participation in park activities. 

 

 



178 

 

3.1 Dominant livelihood types 

The cluster analysis reveals five major livelihood groups. Figure 2 and Table 4 characterise each 

cluster based on income and asset comparisons. The largest group, “NTFP Collectors”, consists of 

subsistence farmers with low income levels and nearly 80% of cash income from NTFPs, mainly 

red mushroom (Russula rosea Pers., often called Russula lepida in Laos), but also other products 

such as bamboo shoots, broom grass, wild root crops and fruits. “Commercial Farmers” are 

households with income from crop sales and/ or small livestock. The “Workers & Migrants” group 

is composed of households with off-farm, nonfarm and private sector incomes and/ or receiving 

remittances, translating into a higher per capita income than Commercial Farmers. Nonfarm work 

includes work in the district town or the provincial capital, such as in construction or as a driver, 

or on road construction. “Herders” have high wealth, own the largest numbers of cattle and 

buffaloes and make high incomes from sale of large livestock. Having the highest proportion of 

paddy rice production and access to loans translate into a higher rice production than all other 

groups. Moreover, they have the highest NTFP income and very low farming income. The 

“Government Workers” group consists of households with very high income, mainly from public 

sector sources, who own 16 of 30 cars and trucks. They also hold large loans, are much more likely 

to have a household member on a village committee and to report having more than four people 

they can rely on in times of need.  

 

NTFP Collectors score significantly lower than other groups on a number of indicators. Members 

of the group do not commercialise their farm production and are the least diversified group in 

terms of income sources. Nearly all households that do not have a single income source greater 

than 58 USD yearly belong to this cluster (n=27/30). NTFP Collectors are only slightly less likely 

to be indebted than other groups and own few physical assets and household products. They rarely 

cultivate paddy rice, i.e. wet rice cultivation (n=8), or participate in government extensions. 

Household members are also significantly less likely than other groups to be on a village 

committee. Commercial Farmers have a higher per capita income than NTFP Collectors and 

slightly higher wealth, according to the measures in our wealth index. This group also has more 

income sources and a higher proportion of paddy rice production than NTFP Collectors. The 

household heads of Workers & Farmers and Government Workers have a significantly higher 

education than those of NTFP Collectors, and Herders and Government Workers have more adults 

in the household.  
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Table 4: Comparison of proxy variables for asset endowments between cluster groups  
Variable (a) NTFP 

Collectors  
(b) 

Commercial 

Farmers  

(c) Workers & 

Migrants  

(d) Herders  (e) Gov’t 

Workers  

Total  

Physical Capital 

Wealth index  22.36b,d,e 

(1.08) 

26.94a,d,e (1.29) 27.78d,e (2.38) 35.56a,b,c 

(2.55) 

40.25a,b,c 

(3.07) 

29.01  

(.96) 

Does not own 

motorbike** 

++ (n=12) 0 (n=2) + (n=6) 0 (n=2) -- (n=0)  N/A 

Owns car or truck**  -- (n=1) - (n=2) 0 (n=7) 0 (n=4) ++ (n=14) N/A 

Owns hand tractor*** -- (n=9) + (n=15) - (n=9) ++ (n=19) 0 (n=12) N/A 

Owns fridge*** -- (n=10) - (n=8) 0 (n=10) 0 (n=10) +++ (n=27) N/A 

Natural Capital 

% rice from paddy 5.5b,c,d,e  

(2.1) 

31.0a,c 

(5.3) 

20.82a,b,d 

(5.0) 

58.3a,b,c 

(6.5) 

34.6a 

(6.7) 

24.7 

(2.3) 

Access to paddy 

land*** 

--- (n=8) ++ 0 ++ 0 N/A 

Rice production/ 

capita (kg) 

288.8d (16.6) 326.2e (24.2) 256.2d (23.6) 396.9a,c 

(27.1) 

248.5b (24.5) 295.5 (10.3) 

% of rice sold  0.37b 6.08a 3.02 4.03 3.18 2.93 

# NTFP types 

consumed 

6.3 (2.0) 6.9 (2.8) 6.8 (2.1) 7.0 (2.0) 6.7 (2.4) 6.7 (2.2) 

# shocks 1.5 (.1) 1.7 (.2) 1.5 (1.1) 1.3 (1.0) 1.4 (.1) 1.5 (.1) 

# crops for sale 1.0 (.1) 1.1 (.1) 1.0 (.2) 0.7 (.8) 1.2 (.2) 1.0 (.1) 

Social Capital 

HH on village 

committee *** 

-- 0 0 + ++ N/A 

Can rely on >4 

people** 

- 0 - 0 ++ N/A 

Financial Capital 

Income/ capita (USD) 65.10b,c,d,e 

(9.19) 

169.52a,c,d,e 

(20.99) 

320.12a,b,e  

(47.65)  

305.73a,b,e 

(42.61) 

745.34a,b,c,d 

(95.41)  

282.93 

(25.01) 

Herd size (# large 

livestock) 

2.0d,e (.3) 2.4d,e (.4) 3.7d (.7) 17.5a,b,c,e 

(1.9) 

7.4a,b,d (1.4) 5.2 (.4) 

# income sources 2.2b,c,d,e (.2) 4.1 (.2) 4.0 (.3) 4.1 (.3) 4.9 (.4) 3.6 (.1) 

No income source > 58 

USD *** 

++++ 

(n=27/30) 

- - - - N/A 

Total loan (USD) 552d 

(117) 

634d 

(158) 

859 

(188)  

1878a,b 

(416) 

1232 

(259) 

903  

(93) 

Loan*** - - 0 ++ 0 N/A 

Own large 

livestock*** 

-- 0 - ++ + N/A 

Human Capital 

HH size  7.0d (.3) 7.1d (.4) 7.1d (.5) 8.8a,b,c (.7) 8.1 (.5) 7.4 (.2) 

Education of HHH 

(years) 

3.9c,e (.4) 4.4e (.4) 5.6a,e (.5) 5.0e (.6) 8.6a,b,c,d (.6) 5.3 (.2) 

# adults in HH (>15 

years) 

3.8d,e (.2) 4.1 (.2) 4.4 (.4) 5.3a (.4) 5.1a (.4) 4.4 (.2) 

Participated in 

livestock extension*** 

--- + 0 + + N/A 

Age of HHH (years) 38.6 (1.3) 41.8 (1.8) 40.2 (2.0) 42.8 (2.1) 41.0 (1.5) 40.5 (.8) 

NEPL Park Variables 
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Park engagement 

index 

27.8b,c,d,e  

(1.9) 

38.2  

(3.6) 

38.4  

(3.2) 

40.6  

(3.3) 

44.4 

(3.5) 

36.3  

(1.4) 

NEPL income past 

year (USD) 

0.6b,e 

(0.4) 

16.0a  

(5.3) 

5.8b  

(3.6) 

1.4  

(0.9) 

13.3a  

(7.5) 

6.9  

(1.8) 

NEPL income past 5 

years (USD) 

4.7b,d,e  

(2.1) 

43.1 

(17.9) 

24.9  

(9.5) 

10.0  

(5.5) 

49.5 

(17.7) 

24.6  

(5.2) 

Participation rates 

patrolling/monitoring 

17.3% 18% 22.4% 40% 31.1% 23.5% 

Park attitude index 49.0  

(2.8) 

42.4  

(2.9) 

45.6  

(2.7) 

41.8  

(4.0) 

48.8  

(3.5) 

46.2  

(1.3) 

Letter indicates significant difference between the two groups using p<.05 significance level. The number in brackets 

shows the standard error. For dichotomous categorical variables, (-), 0, and (+) indicates less, neither, and more likely, 

respectively, with *** p<.01, ** p<.05, and * p<.10. Shaded rows indicate no significant differences between groups. 

 

There are some commonalities across clusters. All groups place a priority on household rice 

sufficiency as even wealthy households with nonfarm income produce rice for household 

consumption. Only 2% of households in the sample did not produce any rice and only 9% sold 

rice in the past year. Members of all clusters make an income from and consume NTFPs. In 

addition, there are no significant differences in the way households across clusters deal with shocks 

such as loss of income. Likewise, there are no significant differences between income changes 

across groups, meaning groups with fewer income sources experienced an equal amount of 

significant income fluctuations.  

Table 5: Main variables influencing cluster membership, ranked by importance 

 Commercial Farmer Worker & Migrant Herder Government Worker 

1st  Earn farm income*** Earn nonfarm 

income*** 

Herd size*** Earn nonfarm income 

*** 

2nd Earn income from 

small livestock*** 

Earn income from 

small livestock*** 

Number of income 

sources*** 

Education of HHH 

(years)*** 

3rd  Proportion of rice 

production from 

paddy* 

Household size** Earn farm income**  

4th   Rice production/ 

capita** 

Earn NTFP income**  

5th   Owning a car or 

truck* 

Owning a TV*  

6th   Herd size*   

*** p<.01  ** p<.05  * p<.10 NB: NTFP Collectors is the reference group 

 

Results from the multinomial logistic regression show which asset endowments influence the 

likelihood of not belonging to the NTFP Collectors cluster (see Appendix 4). It includes all 

variables that were shown to have significant relationships after checking for multi-collinearity. 

Market links for different livelihood activities at the household level account for differences, in 

addition to a few other variables reflecting asset endowments such as household size, owning a 

production or luxury good, and household head education level (Table 5).  
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Figure 2: Average income proportions (%) and annual incomes (USD) by cluster 
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Examining how the clusters are spread across the villages indicates a strong influence of village-

level characteristics (p<.0005; Cramer’s V=.354). NTFP Collectors dominate in a number of 

villages, including Ban3, Ban5, Ban6, and Ban7, while Commercial Farmers are prominent in 

Ban4 and slightly in Ban7 and Ban8 (Figure 3). Over half of the Herders are in Ban2, only one in 

neighbouring Ban3, and none in Ban4. Government Workers are dominant in Ban1, and are quite 

evenly spread across the other villages, while Workers & Migrants account for less than 10% in 

Ban5, Ban6, and Ban7.  

 

 
Figure 3: Distribution of livelihoods across village sites 

 

Table 4 indicates some structural differences between livelihood groups regarding their 

interactions with NEPL. A bivariate regression analysis of the park attitude index shows that there 

are no significant differences between livelihoods groups, meaning all groups on average have a 

similar attitude towards NEPL. Looking more closely at some of the statements, however, reveals 

that Commercial Farmers are more likely to claim that NEPL has affected their family’s ability to 

obtain sufficient food (chi-sq p=.036) and that they would likely make more income if there was 

no PA (chi-sq p=.010). A multivariate linear regression model of the park attitude index shows 

that, when accounting for park engagement and village membership, cluster membership does 

indeed add some predictive power to the model, explaining 15.5% of the variance instead of 

11.4%, though overall this is quite small (see Appendix 5 for details). This is not surprising since 
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Commercial Farmers are located in villages experiencing strong land constraints, for instance 

Ban4 (see below). 

 

The park engagement index shows that NTFP Collectors are significantly less engaged in NEPL 

when we account for multiple dimensions of the park. A linear regression model shows that once 

we account for village membership, the effect of cluster membership on engagement is reduced, 

suggesting there are mediating factors at the village level. In our model, only accounting for village 

membership explains 27.7% of the variance while adding cluster membership explains 32.0% 

(model p<.005, with VIF<1.35). In other words, even when accounting for village membership, 

NTFP Collectors appear to be excluded from NEPL activities (see Appendix 5). Moreover, NTFP 

Collectors have received significantly less income from remunerative park activities than both 

Commercial Farmers and Government Workers in the past five years, though overall the amounts 

are marginal compared to other income sources. 

 

The statistical analyses have so far shown that there are village-level characteristics that influence 

(a) livelihood cluster membership and (b) engagement with NEPL. We now highlight the key 

livelihood dilemmas facing local residents in order to understand how context-specific factors 

mediate livelihood responses.  

 

3.2 Productive agricultural land 

All cluster groups rely on access to land and natural resources for their livelihood. Self-sufficiency 

in rice production is a priority for households but since topographical restrictions limit access to 

lowland agricultural fields, access to productive upland plots is the only viable means to obtain 

rice security for the majority of households. This makes recent rounds of land-use zoning, 

boundary demarcation and enforcement that have excluded many farmers from fallow plots 

located in the TPZ problematic. As encapsulated by one participant from Ban3,  

 

“The government and NEPL staff have shown the boundaries of NEPL and the village 

agriculture area, so there is limited land… especially for upland rice. Every 2-3 years, 

we must move to a new area. If we do not, rice production will not be good. If farmers 

don’t have enough rice, they will cut the forest for upland rice cultivation inside NEPL.”  

 

Residents typically equate NEPL with the TPZ, as they did not recognise their village land as being 

part of NEPL or distinguish the CUZ from the TPZ. In some villages, residents interpret recent 
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rounds of enforcement and boundary demarcation as an expansion of the TPZ to cover previously 

accessible fallow land. However, the loss of fallow land depends on the village as the degree of 

enforcement and boundary demarcation varies extensively.  

 

The response of local government agencies has ranged from giving official approval to access 

plots inside the TPZ to sanctioning. In Ban7 and Ban4, groups of farmers wrote official requests 

to the district government for permission to cultivate fallow plots inside the TPZ. In 2017, the 

district government allowed nine farming households from Ban7 to do so for one season. Farmers 

in Ban4, meanwhile, did not receive permission but cultivated anyway and, after paying a sanction, 

were permitted to harvest for one season. Other households in Ban4 were sanctioned for accessing 

fallows but claimed that they were unaware of the TPZ boundary. In some cases, failing yields 

pushed households to cultivate deep in the forest despite the risk of sanction.  

 

Sanctions for transgressing regulations demonstrate the tensions between jurisdictional authorities 

and how villages experience this differently. Informants reported sanctions being paid to different 

offices (the village headman, district authorities, district police or the NEPLMU). In Ban2, four 

households cultivated fallow plots in the TPZ after gaining permission from the village authorities, 

and the headman dissuaded sanctioning by NEPL staff upon discovery. However, in the same 

village, two households were reportedly sanctioned directly by the district agency for cultivating 

fallow plots in the TPZ. Moreover, as indicated above, sanctions are at times perceived as an access 

fee. One participant, for instance, had first paid a sanction of 69 USD followed by a yearly fine of 

11.50 USD to continue cultivating the plot.  

 

The land constraints for upland plots are causing an increase in interest for paddy land, though 

village topography often restricts accessibility of suitable land for growing paddy rice. 

Unexploited potential land is usually located in areas that are difficult to access and requires 

extensive tilling, terracing and irrigation canals to make them productive. These are very labour-

intensive and expensive investments and only the wealthiest households in three villages reported 

pursuing, some investing in paddy land in the district towns. Paddy investment interacts with 

NEPL in two ways: first, land constraints for upland plots are driving investments in paddy rice. 

For instance, a farmer in Ban4 stated: 

 

“I invested in lowland rice fields because NEPL has existed in the village since 2001. 

NEPL doesn’t allow cutting the forest, so I decided to grow paddy rice.”  
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Second, as exemplified by experiences in Ban4, paddy farmers have often been exploiting land 

within the TPZ since before they first heard of NEPL. A conflict between paddy farmers and NEPL 

staff emerged in 2006, leading to short jail terms as farmers refused to abandon their fields. Since 

then, district authorities have tacitly accepted the paddy farmers’ claims, which has encouraged 

households to invest in extending and building irrigation in the area to enhance tenure claims. 

More recently, however, as highlighted by a farmer who had previously been fined for cultivating 

land in the TPZ,  

 

“NEPL staff came and informed us they don’t permit paddy rice cultivation inside NEPL. 

But farmers didn’t want to follow the rule because they don’t have alternative land. Some 

had paid a lot of money to prepare the soil and wanted to keep the paddy rice field for 

their children.”  

 

Access to paddy land can have important path dependencies for livelihood options in a particular 

village, as early settlers are able to claim the most productive land. This is exemplified by the 

differences between Ban2 and Ban3. When Ban2 was established, farmers claimed all suitable 

land for paddy rice production surrounding the village. When Ban3 was relocated adjacent to 

Ban2, farmers were unable to access the paddy land in their village area as it had already been 

claimed. The secure access to paddy land provided farmers in Ban2 with the capacity to invest in 

large livestock, while farmers in Ban3 have been compelled to find alternative income sources. As 

a result, Herders dominate Ban2, while NTFP Collectors and Workers & Migrants are prevalent 

in Ban3. These dynamics illustrate how livelihood diversification opportunities are highly context-

dependent. For instance, households in Ban2 reported 36 income-generating improvements in the 

past five years and nine decreases, compared to eight improvements and 31 decreases in Ban3. 

Moreover, the median income is three times as high in Ban2 as in Ban3 (Table 2).  

 

3.3 Communal grazing lands 

Conflicts over buffalo and cattle grazing inside the TPZ were present in seven of the eight villages. 

Farmers often retain grazing lands inside the TPZ, particularly in areas that villagers claim as old 

village lands, as these are usually the only suitable grassland areas to sustain large herds. Large 

livestock is an important form of capital investment and income source for all livelihood groups, 

which has been enabled by improvements in road infrastructure: 67% of households own at least 

one, and 70% (n=73/103) of loans are for livestock investment. According to traditional husbandry 
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practices, livestock are left to forage freely in the forest. Due to the collective nature of this 

practice, and because many elite community members maintain large herds, most villages have 

been successful in negotiating conditional, albeit temporary, access to these grazing lands. 

However, land constraints are restricting this livelihood option for several villages. In Ban3, three 

households had sold their entire herd in the past year, citing lack of accessible grazing land, and 

in Ban4, four families reported selling nearly all their livestock as they were previously kept in 

upland plots that are now needed for rice production.  

 

Traditional husbandry practices involve constructing small huts (sanam) in the grazing area for 

periodic monitoring of livestock, often in combination with other practices such as hunting wildlife 

for subsistence and sale. The park’s policy is to forcefully remove identified sanams from the TPZ 

while negotiating with herders to adapt their practices and remove herds from the TPZ. As an 

example, herders in Ban1 were requested to move the herd from one of their grazing areas inside 

the TPZ in 2012. After receiving an official letter in 2016, the sanam was destroyed by the 

authorities. In turn, the villagers temporarily relocated their herds to another location, but due to 

lack of viable land to host a large herd, they ultimately returned to the original area.  

 

In Ban2, meanwhile, the village authorities negotiated continued use of two grazing areas 

overlapping with the TPZ, albeit for a restricted period, as well as maintaining sanams in these 

areas. The NEPLMU’s suggested solution for herding households is to grow grass in upland plots, 

but doing so would reduce space for rice production, and likely produce inadequate amounts of 

grassland for many herders. The dilemmas experienced are pertinent, as noted by one participant:  

 

“First they limit the area for upland rice, and they ask us to focus on livestock instead. 

But then they limit the area for livestock as well.” [and], “if the NEPLMU will fine [us], 

we suggest they should buy our livestock. Then we will stop raising livestock in NEPL.”  

 

The proposed solution to convert one of their upland plots to fodder production has mostly been 

met by lack of interest due to associated constraints and the view that livestock is a form of 

investment and buffer capital in times of need rather than a stable income source. However, in 

some villages such as Ban2, wealthier households with the capital to absorb these trade-offs and 

the risk of poor grass production are adopting the practice. Overall, despite these dilemmas, 

investment in livestock remains a critical livelihood pursuit and many participants claimed that it 

is the most feasible option for improving livelihoods.  
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3.4 NTFP-abundant areas 

With 90% of all households reporting income from NTFPs, this is the most common income source 

across all livelihood groups. The practice focuses mainly on a few high-value commodities, 

particularly red mushroom (Russula rosea Pers.), which provides an income for 73% of 

households. The market links for red mushroom were first established in villages through Chinese 

traders in 2005-2012, and trade links have since drastically increased with some villages reporting 

50 individual traders for this product, both local and external, largely as a result of improved road 

infrastructure.  

 

For NTFP Collectors, sale of NTFPs, and especially red mushroom, is perceived as the only viable 

option to make an income. Only in Ban7 are there weak trader ties for red mushroom, although 

NTFP Collectors dominate this village because of a few other high-value NTFPs and because there 

is a scarcity of alternative income sources. Interviewees confirmed that collection points for high-

value NTFPs are typically found in primary forests inside the TPZ. Though official regulations 

state that entry to the TPZ is not permitted for any reason, access is often negotiated and 

conditional. We identified a range of perspectives on access rules and experiences with NEPL 

enforcement between households and villages.  

 

Because red mushroom is highly ephemeral (quick to mature), seasonal (only a few weeks per 

year), and has a strong price differentiation depending on age and whether it has been dried (by a 

factor of up to 10), a favoured strategy is to intensively collect in small groups for a few days. The 

mushroom is then dried in temporary huts that resemble sanams. On multiple occasions, NEPL 

staff had reportedly destroyed these huts and confiscated equipment from villagers in areas with 

stronger enforcement because they suspect that collectors also use the sanams as temporary houses 

to stay overnight for hunting. Collectors responded by rebuilding huts deeper in the forest and 

finding ways to circumvent patrols as NTFPs provide a crucial income source that is worth the 

risk of sanction. In villages where enforcement has been stricter, NEPL regulations have made it 

considerably more difficult to optimise this livelihood option. For instance, in Ban8 an NTFP 

trader was concerned over recent income decreases because people are no longer collecting as 

many NTFPs. The capacity to absorb sanctions from NEPL differs across livelihood clusters. The 

fines are reportedly at 23 USD for entering the TPZ, and significantly higher if the collectors bring 

hunting equipment.  
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3.5 Alternative options for livelihood diversification  

Across all villages, households with lower asset endowments exhibit a very strong risk averseness 

related to the adoption of cash crops and adopt a strategy of observation and imitation because of 

negative historical experiences with commercial traders and the uncertainties of market access. 

This was particularly acute for hybrid maize, which had been introduced to the region more than 

a decade ago. Only 15% of households reported having sold maize in the past year, and 43% 

stopped doing so in the past five years, citing price decrease and underpayment, unpredictable 

trader practices, lack of production area and issues with poor soil quality. Households have mostly 

reverted to rice production and in some cases diversified to other commercial crops such as ginger. 

Because of these experiences, households tend to wait and observe production levels, trader 

commitment and market accessibility before deciding to invest in new cash crops introduced by 

traders or through other external interventions.  

 

However, such market links and experiences differ between villages. In Ban5, 37% of households 

in the village had planted cardamom in the past year after observing favourable prices and 

production from one farmer, and similar approaches were reported for coffee and fruit trees (Ban7) 

in other villages. Another potential livelihood activity is the sale of small livestock, which is an 

important income source for all groups except NTFP Collectors. However, 20% of households 

reported having stopped the sale of small livestock due to diseases, sometimes having lost their 

entire stocks.  

 

Nonfarm and off-farm private sector income is a limited and often ad hoc opportunity that includes 

work for private companies (10.2% of households), sale of farm labour (9.0%), sale of handicraft 

(7.8%), trading (7.5%), owning a shop (2.8%). Workers & Migrants dominate this livelihood 

strategy, which is mostly found in Ban8, Ban3 and Ban4 (Figure 3). Ban8 is nearby the district 

centre where work opportunities can be found, and in Ban4 a large government-supported project 

to promote weaving and an ecotourism project have led to income generation. In the other villages, 

there are fewer prospects for private sector income.  

 

Although the NEPLMU and district authorities encourage alternative livelihoods, farmers often 

claimed they do not get adequate long-term extension support. Once a particular intervention for 

adopting new livelihood activities fails, farmers tend to revert to shifting cultivation and NTFP 

collection.  
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3.6 Conservation activities at village levels 

As indicated in the previous sections, the livelihood constraints and opportunities presented by 

NEPL conservation vary extensively between villages. Ban2 and Ban4 have received relatively 

high levels of attention since the early years of management. However, in the other villages, most 

respondents had not heard of NEPL until a few years ago, and many lacked a basic awareness of 

the park. Individual participation in activities is largely determined by village membership. An 

ecotourism package in Ban4 has enabled nearly all households to participate in remunerative 

activities (n=23). In addition, Ban2 and Ban3 are the sites of alternative livelihood activities for 

organic shade-grown coffee cultivation supported by the NEPLMU and WCS, but participants are 

normally restricted to households with spare capital and labour, and compliance to the park 

regulations is a precondition for eligibility. Out of nine households that reported receiving support, 

there was only one NTFP Collector and one Commercial Farmer. Moreover, several interviewees 

viewed the project as general government support and did not mention the connection between 

their participation and NEPL conservation. Apart from occasional meetings where regulations are 

disseminated, participation in NEPL activities is restricted to patrolling and monitoring. Between 

5-10 households from each village reported having participated in the past five years. However, 

these are usually one-off events and not attractive activities, normally allocated by the headman or 

performed as an obligation from salaried positions as security personnel. Excluding ecotourism in 

Ban4, the proportion of respondents who have participated in park activities ranged from 3.3% 

(Ban7) to 30% (Ban2). Consequently, people’s experiences with NEPL are dominated by more 

restrictive measures. 

 

The strengthening of exclusionary conservation measures through conservation enforcement and 

the differential market linkages for commodities and income-generating opportunities are 

exacerbating livelihood dilemmas. 70.5% of participants agreed that park regulations had become 

stricter in recent years and interviewees were wary of future regulations and enforcement. As we 

have seen, households, particularly those belonging to the NTFP Collectors group, are largely 

excluded from market-based livelihood commercialisation, and are often viewed as unable to 

engage in market processes as indicated by statements from farmers in Ban3: 

 

“some farmers cannot adapt to the new livelihood activities because they don’t know how 

to invest and don’t have money,” 

or  
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“NEPL doesn’t allow cutting the forest or hunting wildlife… farmers don’t know how to 

adapt to NEPL. They don’t know how to earn an income.”   

 

Interviewees, moreover, often expressed a strong reluctance to discuss livelihood dilemmas with 

NEPL staff, citing concern for reprisal for simply broaching the subject. However, despite these 

issues, many participants also expressed an optimism that the NEPL staff and local government 

would be willing to renegotiate access rules and boundaries if they could demonstrate acquiescence 

to park regulations.  

 

4. Discussion 

Livelihood diversification is ubiquitous in rural landscapes of the Global South as a way to cope 

with drastic as well as gradual socioeconomic and political change (Biddulph & Amberntsson, 

2017; Dorward et al., 2009; Newton et al., 2016). At the frontiers of PAs, conservation 

interventions can be understood in terms of how they shape diversification opportunities and 

should be evaluated in terms of the multidimensional nature of rural livelihoods (Wright et al., 

2016). As such, measures tend to be either exclusionary by restricting access to land and 

environmental resources for subsistence and income-generating purposes, or inclusionary by 

employing market instruments to create viable alternative livelihoods or engaging local residents 

in (remunerative) conservation activities. However, ultimately PA interventions impose complex 

livelihood dilemmas that can be difficult to disentangle because of their relational nature and how 

they interact with prevailing market institutions. People’s experiences with conservation are not 

evenly distributed across a geographical space or within the same community. While market 

opportunities may offset the negative impacts of conservation enforcement, for instance, market 

linkages differ drastically between local contexts, and people’s ability to engage in market 

processes depends on household capital endowments. The study captures these complex 

interactions between PAs and livelihoods. 

 

Our findings that livelihoods in PAs are shaped by context-specific dimensions of resource access 

and the specific features of conservation interventions echo Thapa Karki (2013) and Baird and 

Leslie (2013). Thapa Karki (2013) employed mixed methods to show the uneven livelihood 

impacts across three villages and households in a PA, while Baird and Leslie (2013) position PAs 

as “disturbances” that affect social relationships and diversification opportunities unevenly. This 

is in line with research showing how people-park conflicts in the Global South often revolve 

around exclusionary mechanisms and that conservation measures that exacerbate livelihood 
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dilemmas related to accessing land and natural resources can lead to conflict escalation (Boillat et 

al., 2018; Rechciński et al., 2019; Soliku & Schraml, 2018). 

 

Our analysis expands on these studies by demonstrating how livelihood dilemmas are mediated by 

household capital endowments and context-specific conditions including prevailing market 

linkages and the spatial features of livelihood activities. We highlight an important scale dimension 

to explain how conservation and market institutions interact to produce uneven outcomes in 

livelihoods. Meso-scale factors tied to the village context mediate responses to both exclusionary 

and inclusionary conservation measures. For instance, we found indications that location-specific 

land constraints arising from PA conservation engendered more negative attitudes, particularly in 

villages with acute land scarcity due to recent years of enforcement, while enforcement activities 

have created significant barriers to utilising NTFP collection in the TPZ as a livelihood strategy 

for residents of some villages. Micro-scale conditions, including household asset endowments, 

mediate individual impacts and experiences. Interlinking the two scales are the spatial dimensions 

of people’s livelihood activities, for which we outlined four in our case, including land for 

agriculture, NTFP collection, livestock grazing and access to nonfarm income. 

 

This calls attention to how macro-scale processes are mediated at local scales to shape livelihood 

dilemmas at the frontiers of PAs. On the market side, this includes how price signals and 

production conditions are established by external traders and local middle-men (Friis & Nielsen, 

2017) and the multi-level processes through which commodity markets materialise (Hauer & 

Nielsen, 2020). On the conservation side, PA interventions are manifestations of interactions in 

multiple arenas that lead to a particular design that is shaped by discursive practices of distant 

actors and donor preferences (Boillat et al., 2018; Persson & Mertz, 2019). The livelihoods of PA 

residents are increasingly embedded in local and regional political economies, where the 

challenges of sustainable land-use cannot be rectified by ICD-type interventions as these often 

remain marginal to the livelihood aspirations of local residents. Approaches to capture how the 

distributional impacts of macro-scale processes must accommodate the interactions across scales 

that condition access and diversification opportunities while remaining grounded in the conditions 

of a particular place (Scoones, 2009). 

 

To enhance the legitimacy of PA conservation in such contexts, it is critical that interventions 

explicitly account for at-risk groups in PA conservation based on a multidimensional livelihood 

assessment. Our findings indicate that the group with least capacity to adapt to exclusionary 
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measures and participate in inclusionary activities is also the group least capable of engaging in 

market processes to diversify their livelihoods (NTPF Collectors, in our case). Similar to Pasgaard 

& Chea's (2013) notion of “double inequity”, this group is subject to dual forms of inequity. The 

inability to adapt to changing market institutions, coupled with enhanced PA enforcement, are self-

reinforcing and likely to produce negative outcomes for conservation and local livelihoods. 

Restrictive approaches compel households into illegal practices to cope with constraints and 

uncertainties, undermining prospects for sustainable environmental governance (Larrosa et al., 

2016; Thapa Karki, 2013). We found indications of this in NEPL, where households with limited 

diversification options clear plots deep in forests, continue to collect valuable NTFPs in the PA 

despite the risk of sanction, or revert to shifting cultivation for rice after cash crops failed or 

livestock died from disease. Diversification opportunities for these households are likely to be 

inadequate to compensate for the loss of access to natural resources and could accelerate 

outmigration or other ex-post coping mechanisms. As a result, households are more likely to 

respond in forms of tacit dissent as residents circumvent enforcement practices they perceive to be 

illegitimate or cannot influence (Norgrove & Hulme, 2006). Negotiated partial access could 

improve the legitimacy of PA interventions, as argued by for instance Chechina et al. (2018), but 

these must account for differential capacities to engage in and benefit from conservation.  

 

Our study has implications for environmental governance in Lao PAs. Cash crop promotion and 

land-use intensification are key dimensions of the government’s forest policies and approach to 

PAs (GoL, 2005; Kallio et al., 2019; World Bank, 2020), and part of a wider programme to reduce 

traditional subsistence activities based on foraging and shifting cultivation as a viable livelihood 

strategy. However, our results echo Junquera and Grêt-Regamey (2019) in demonstrating that 

unfavourable market experiences and uncertainties around future government restrictions 

engender a highly risk-averse approach to livelihood diversification based on observing and 

imitating. In our case, most households have abandoned maize as a cash crop (Cole et al.,2019; 

Vongvisouk et al., 2016), but rather than adopting new cash crops as found in other contexts 

(Mahanty & Milne, 2016), farmers revert to upland rice production or invest in large livestock. 

Even when opportunities for nonfarm income generation and agricultural intensification exist, rice 

cultivation for household consumption and sale of NTFPs remain priorities (Hepp et al., 2019; 

Kallio et al., 2019). Until market institutions and government support are strong enough to enable 

sustainable transitions to agricultural intensification, households are unlikely to abandon 

traditional livelihood practices that have proved robust to social-ecological uncertainties for 

generations. 
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Moreover, the country’s Green Growth strategy places overwhelming faith in ecotourism as a 

means to generate alternative livelihood opportunities as well as revenues to finance PA 

management (World Bank, 2020). The upgrade of NEPL to a national park was an outcome of 

national-level negotiations under the strategy, which implies stricter regulations and more funding 

to expand existing activities including enforcement practices (Persson et al., forthcoming). Despite 

decades of continuous support in NEPL, ecotourism and conservation-supported activities were 

shown to be minimal in relation to the multidimensionality of livelihood composition and in 

influencing people’s daily lives, albeit with geographical variation. In light of the collapse of 

tourism since the COVID-19 outbreak (World Bank, 2021), it is questionable whether 

conservation activities can provide a legitimate livelihood basis for PAs. Greater engagement with 

market processes that people are currently engaging in are more likely to provide viable, low-cost 

diversification opportunities than restricted ICD projects that are conditioned on capital 

endowments and compliance to regulations.  

 

5. Conclusion 

This article demonstrated how PA conservation and expansion of market institutions in Nam Et-

Phou Louey National Park, Laos are exacerbating livelihood dilemmas for a proportion of local 

residents, particularly a dominant group that lacks capacities to adapt to a dynamic socioeconomic 

and political environment. The livelihood impacts of exclusionary and inclusionary conservation 

measures at PA frontiers are shaped by household capital endowments and context-specific 

conditions, especially market linkages and the spatial features of livelihood activities. Our findings 

demonstrate the importance of accounting for surrounding market processes and the 

multidimensional nature of local livelihoods in nature conservation efforts.  

 

Our methodological approach, combining data collection at multiple scales and using both 

intensive and extensive methods, provides an alternative for evaluating livelihood impacts of 

conservation interventions. To understand the interactions between markets and PAs, and given 

the unique conditions of individual villages, both in-depth insights on local contexts and insights 

on indicative patterns across contexts are needed. By permitting a basis for generating statistical 

analyses while grounding causal propositions in intensive methods, our approach generated insight 

on how conservation and markets structure people’s behaviours, while being attuned to individual 

agencies to adapt to changes. 
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Global efforts to enhance biodiversity are gaining greater political attention and consequently, 

resources are being mobilised under a number of international mechanisms, not least under the 

Convention on Biological Diversity. These translate into local interventions that engender context-

specific trade-offs and unfold unevenly across a given geographic area. The spatial dimensions of 

livelihood dilemmas may erupt into conflict as exclusionary conservation measures expand and 

livelihood interests and global conservation goals come into conflict. More research is needed to 

understand how people affected by conservation interventions are integrated into these processes, 

including what feedback and response mechanisms are available to influence related meso- and 

macro-scale processes.  
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Paper 4: Supplementary Material 

Appendix 1: Explanation of methodological choices for the cluster analysis 
 

We performed agglomerative hierarchical clustering, which forms an initial partition of N clusters for 

each case and proceeds in a stepwise manner to reduce the number of clusters until all cases are 

allocated to one cluster. We used Ward’s method of minimum variance, which tends to create clusters 

of relatively equal sizes and shapes by joining those cases that result in the minimum increase in the 

within-groups sum of squares or the error sum of squares. Performing the cluster analysis on the 

factors from a factor analysis of a set of variables with high variance and low multi-collinearity has 

the advantage of robustness in explaining variance between variables used to form the clusters 

(Manlosa et al., 2019; Nguyen et al., 2015). An alternative to this is to perform the analysis directly 

on normalised values of the original variables (Amevenku et al., 2019; Hoang et al., 2020). We 

performed both and compared the results to identify cases that do not easily fit into a group by 

investigating the data for the grouping variables in which we are interested. Comparison led to closer 

inspection of 45 cases (Tittonell et al., 2010). 30 of these were changed after weighting according to 

the number of buffaloes and cattle owned. For instance, households that had substantial income from 

NTFP sale and had sold one or two cattle but retained only a small herd were originally allocated to 

Herders but recoded to NTFP Collectors. Similarly, households that had a very large herd but hadn’t 

sold any livestock in the past year were recoded to Herders. The remaining 15 cases were recoded 

because they were on the border of income proportions. Initial groupings were confirmed by a two-

step non-hierarchical clustering (Parker et al., 2015). Since clustering is essentially a heuristic data 

analysis technique (Aldenderfer & Blashfield, 1984), this approach helped to ensure robustness in 

comparison of market linkages, diversification strategies, and PA interactions between clusters.  

 

Determining the number of clusters. To determine the number of clusters one can apply a stopping 

rule or conduct a subjective inspection of the dendrogram tree and ‘cut’ at the appropriate root number 

(Köbrich et al., 2003; Wold et al., 1987). We opted for the latter because this was the most intuitive 

and common approach, and in our case created a clear separation of groups according to the research 

objectives. The dendrogram below shows where we cut the tree and the corresponding groups 

achieved by doing so.  
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Figure 1: Dendrogram of hierarchical cluster analysis, indicating where the tree was cut to create five 

groups  
 

Choosing clustering variables to approximate livelihood strategies. One option is to use variables 

that reflect asset endowments or inputs and perform post-hoc comparisons of income composition to 

reflect the outcomes of those asset endowments (Jansen et al., 2006; Nguyen et al., 2015; Nielsen et 

al., 2013). The alternative is to utilise a vector of income-earning activities using income sources and 

relative proportions followed by post-hoc comparisons of asset endowments and incomes to 

determine differences between groups (Amevenku et al., 2019; Huy Phan et al., 2019; Soltani et al., 

2012). Although there are important flaws with using income metrics to reflect livelihood pathways 

(Brown et al., 2006; Ellis, 1998; Nguyen et al., 2015), they are useful as a proxy for diversification 

opportunities and signalling market access for particular types of commodities and services. The 

major issue with this approach is the seasonality and dynamism of rural livelihoods, where income 

can vary greatly from year to year (Jansen et al., 2006; Nguyen et al., 2015). To overcome this 

problem, we triangulated the cluster results with qualitative data on major income changes 

experienced at household level in recent years and secondary statistical data for the village level 

(Soltani et al., 2012). Using income measures can yield insight into household return from assets and 

different livelihood compositions, as well as important scale differences between households. 

Appendix 2: Alignment of groups with Factor Analysis results 
 

Factor Analysis (FA), a form of Principal Component Analysis, reduces the variability across 

variables and is useful when there is a large set of variables to explore whose relationships are difficult 

to gauge through other forms of statistical inspection (Köbrich et al., 2003). It reduces the number of 

K1 K2 K3 K4 K5 
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variables and thus the dimensionality of the problem. We applied FA to a set of variables that we 

used for the cluster groupings of the hierarchical agglomeration and a set of variables that had high 

variability and reflected asset endowments (Table 1).  

Table 1: Variables used for FA 

Variable name Type 

Income from sale of NTFPs in past 12 months (kip) Numerical  

Paddy land access Categorical dichotomous 

Number of income sources Numerical  

Income from private sector sources and remittances in past 12 months (kip) Numerical  

Income from public sector sources in past 12 months (kip) Numerical  

Income from sale of large livestock in past 12 months (kip) Numerical  

Income from sale of small livestock in past 12 months (kip) Numerical  

Number of buffaloes and cattle owned Numerical  

Household income per capita in past 12 months (kip) Numerical  

Income from sale of agricultural crops in past 12 months (kip) Numerical  

Total outstanding bank loan (kip) Numerical  

Smartphone ownership Categorical dichotomous 

Hand tractor ownership Categorical dichotomous 

Fridge ownership  Categorical dichotomous 

Household member participated in livestock extension in past 12 months  Categorical dichotomous 

Household head level of education (years) Numerical 

Car and/or truck ownership  Categorical dichotomous 

Proportion of rice production for sale (%) Numerical 

Rice production per household member (kg) Numerical 

Household representation on village committee(s) Categorical dichotomous 

Wealth index  Numerical 

Number of household members Numerical 

Proportion of income from sale of NTFPs (%) Numerical 

 

We performed FA with Oblimin rotation method with Kaiser normalization and chose the number of 

factors that corresponded to Eigenvalue >1, resulting in eight factors explaining 66.9% of the 

variance. The Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin measure of sampling adequacy indicated .602 and the test was 

significant according to Bartlett’s test of sphericity (<.0005). The analysis yielded low inter-factor 

correlations (<.193). We made the following assessments of the factor loadings of the eight resulting 

factors following inspection of the pattern matrix (Table 2). 

 

Table 2: Factor loading assessments 

Factor Description 

FA1 Owning a car or truck, high private sector income and/or remittances, high wealth according to wealth 

index 

FA2 Access to paddy land, owning a hand tractor, high bank loan, large herd size, high income from large 

livestock 

FA3 High rice production/capita, high proportion of rice sale, small HH  

FA4 Low public sector income, low HHH education, low likelihood of HH representation on village 

committee 

FA5 High NTFP income, large HH, owning a smartphone, large herd size 

FA6 High income from small livestock, many income sources, high private sector income and/or remittances, 

access to paddy land, high income from large livestock 

FA7 High farming income, high proportion of rice sale, many income sources 
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FA8 High NTFP income and proportion of income from NTFP sale 

 

We then compared cluster groups to these factors using ANOVA. Comparing means between the 

cluster groups and the factor analysis (Table 3) helps to confirm that, when considering a broader 

range of variables across the dataset, factors corresponded as expected with the clustering groups.  

 

Table 3: Comparisons of the means of the principal factors across cluster groups 

Cluster group FA1 FA2 FA3 FA4 FA5 FA6 FA7 FA8 
1: NTFP Collectors -0.2077 -0.4484 -0.0316 0.5001 -0.4515 -0.5915 -0.2506 0.5751 

2: Commercial 
Farmers -0.4043 0.0578 0.2592 0.2905 -0.1452 0.1889 0.4810 -0.2960 

3: Workers & 
Migrants 0.2598 -0.1661 -0.2220 0.2554 -0.2340 0.2645 -0.0710 -0.4393 

4: Herders -0.1242 1.4087 0.4128 -0.0242 0.8833 0.2173 -0.5093 0.1765 

5: Government 
Workers  0.6229 -0.0153 -0.2646 -1.4850 0.6400 0.4220 0.3336 -0.3456 

(Highlighted numbers indicate extreme values) 

 

 

Appendix 3: Constructing indices 

 

The park attitude index is composed of 10 Likert Scale statements with five items per statement 

ranging from Strongly Disagree to Strongly Agree (1-5 points) (Table 4). We correlated index values 

with other variables reflecting impact on household from NEPL measures and found these were 

consistent. For instance, respondents who reported their household livelihood had been negatively 

impacted by NEPL had a mean index value of 37.83 compared to 51.21 (p<.0005). 

 

Table 4: Statements used for the park attitude index 

Because of NEPL, it is more difficult for my household to have enough food for the whole year 

Most people in my village do not support NEPL  

If there were no tigers in NEPL, I don’t think there would be a need for a park 

Because of NEPL, the people in this village have less land to farm 

NEPL regulations mostly affect the poor people in the village 

Because of NEPL, my village has less opportunities to develop 

I am worried that there will be stricter regulations in the future that will affect my household’s 

livelihood negatively 

My village is more negatively affected by NEPL than other villages in this area 

If there was no park, my household would probably be able to make more income 

People in this village get enough opportunities to participate in NEPL activities 

 

The park engagement index is composed of 10 variables constructed from the survey questionnaire 

to reflect different dimensions of PA interactions (Table 5). Higher weights were provided to 

variables that, from discussions with NEPL staff and key informants, reflected higher engagement. 

For instance, though most respondents have participated in some meetings, a subgroup is frequently 

involved in meetings with NEPL staff and thereby has continuous access to information. Furthermore, 
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we assumed that participation in specific activities signalled higher engagement, particularly 

engagement in remunerative activities.  

 

Table 5: Variables used to construct the PA engagement index 

Variable Explanation Weight 

Aware of NEPL rules Self-reported  No=0; Yes=1 

TPZ boundaries clear  Self-reported  No=0; Yes=2 

Reason for existence of 

NEPL  

Whether respondent provided a generic or a specific 

reason for the existence of NEPL 

Generic=0; 

Specific=1 

Complex answer to reason 

for existence of NEPL 

Whether this explanation signalled greater awareness 

(if three or more value dimensions were mentioned)*  

No=0; Yes=1 

Number of meetings 

attended in past year 

Number of meetings concerning NEPL attended by a 

HH member in the past year 

0=0; 1-10=1; 

>10=2 

Aware of NEPL hotline  Whether respondent has heard of the NEPL hotline (a 

number connecting directly to the NEPL MU) 

No=0; Yes=1 

Heard of NEPL on radio, 

TV or phone 

Whether respondent has heard of NEPL via radio, 

TV or smartphone 

No=0; Yes=1 

Heard of NEPL upgrade  Whether respondent has heard of NEPL’s upgrade to 

a national park 

No=0; Yes=1 

NEPL participation in past 

5 years 

Whether someone from HH has participated in a 

NEPL activity (monitoring, patrolling, ecotourism) in 

past five years 

No=0; Yes=2 

Paid more than 1 million 

kip from NEPL in past 5 

years  

Whether the HH has been paid more than 1 million 

kip for their participation in past five years.  

No=0; Yes=2 

* We coded a string variable on the respondent’s understanding of the purpose of the PA into 

different types (e.g. protect water sources; conserve wildlife; ecotourism).   

 

The wealth index was created using the list of pre-defined assets in Table 6. Respondents were asked 

if the household owned at least one of these items. Respondents were also asked to add any additional 

assets not included in the list, but no assets of substantial value were reported. The weighting 

accounted for the scale differences in the monetary value of the items.  

 

Table 6: Variables in the wealth index 

Asset Estimated commercial value (LAK) Weight 

Motorbike 11,000,000 6 

TV  1,300,000 1 

Smartphone 1,300,000 1 

Rice mill 2,000,000 2 

Hand tractor 6,000,000 3 

Computer 3,800,000 2 

Fridge 1,400,000 1 

Car 50,000,000 10 

Truck 40,000,000 10 

Four-wheel tractor 25,000,000 8 
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Appendix 4: Results from Multinomial Logistic Regression 

After having tested for multi-collinearity, we performed a multinomial logistic regression on variables 

exhibiting significant relationships (Table 7). The model is significant at p<.0005 and produced a chi-

square of 519.9 with 92 degrees of freedom with a goodness-of-fit of .977. The pseudo r-squared 

showed .871 (Cox & Snell) and .911 (Nagelkerke), indicating high explanatory power. 

Table 7: Model results 

Explanatory 

variables 

Commercial 

Farmers 

Workers & 

Migrants 

Herders Government 

Workers 

Herd size (# large 

livestock) 

-0.041 (0.123) 0.335 (0.128)*** 0.659 (0.153)*** 0.371 (0.136)*** 

% rice from paddy -0.001 (0.028) 0.017 (0.033) 0.013 (0.044) 0.025 (0.038) 

Rice production/ 

capita 

0.003 (0.002) -0.006 (0.003)** 0.006 (0.005)* -0.003 (0.004) 

Wealth index 0.155 (0.167) 0.162 (0.220) 0.034 (0.239) 0.382 (0.291) 

# adults in HH 

(>15 years) 

-0.056 (0.223) 0.157 (0.275) 0.054 (0.376) 0.261 (0.323) 

HH size  -0.269 (0.188) -0.589 (0.214)*** -0.565 (0.311) -0.517 (0.239)** 

Education of HHH 0.047 (0.115) 0.165 (0.137) -0.012 (0.178) 0.557 (0.175)*** 

# income sources 0.131 (0.320) 0.853 (0.398)** 1.544 (0.487)*** 1.388 (0.448)*** 

Owns hand tractor 0.936 (1.229) 2.420 (1.475) 0.943 (1.725) 2.410 (1.645) 

Owns smartphone -1.139 (0.818) -1.462 (0.967) -1.027 (1.213) -1.653 (1.257) 

Owns TV -0.220 (0.704) -0.851 (0.898) 1.903 (1.351) 0.505 (1.188) 

Owns fridge 1.611 (1.141) 1.628 (1.276) 2.698 (1.627)* 0.078 (1.424) 

Access to rice mill -0.212 (0.791) -0.564 (0.963) -1.822 (1.304) -0.627 (1.206) 

Owns car or truck -0.133 (2.405) -1.696 (2.923) -1.970 (3.478) 0.738 (3.685) 

Can rely on > 4 

people 

-0.013 (0.705) 1.272 (0.831) 0.978 (1.151) -0.030 (1.100) 

HH on village 

committee 

0.656 (0.707) 0.373 (0.857) -1.608 (1.313) 0.22 0(1.137) 

Access to paddy 

land  

-3.186 (2.188) -1.149 (2.479) -0.751 (3.277) 0.879 (2.889) 

Participated in 

livestock extension 

-0.784 (0.756) 0.186 (0.867) -0.966 (1.111) 0.638 (1.039) 

Loan  0.145 (0.791) 0.470 (0.943) -1.480 (1.207) 1.115 (1.127) 

Earn farm income -3.430 (0.901)*** 1.074 (1.164) 0.516 (1.496) 1.724 (1.362) 

Earn nonfarm 

income 

-2.838 (1.440)** -7.683 (1.508)*** -4.728 (1.644)*** -29.251 (0.000)*** 

Earn NTFP 

income 

1.114 (0.909) 1.153 (1.068) 2.313 (1.508) 1.400 (1.237) 

Earn small 

livestock income 

-4.328 (1.024)*** -1.879 (1.115)* 1.439 (1.857) -0.995 (1.351) 

NTFP Collectors (Group 1) as base  Coefficient (standard error)  

*** p<.01  ** p<.05  * p<.10   



209 

 

Appendix 5: Results from Multivariate Linear Regressions 

 

Park attitude index and engagement, village and cluster 

Table 8 

Model Summaryd 

Model R R Square 

Adjusted R 

Square 

Std. Error of the 

Estimate 

1 .206a .043 .039 20.339 

2 .337b .114 .085 19.846 

3 .394c .155 .113 19.534 

 

Table 9 

Coefficientsa 

Model 

Unstandardized 

Coefficients 

Standardized 

Coefficients 

t Sig. 

95.0% Confidence 

Interval for B 

Collinearity 

Statistics 

B 

Std. 

Error Beta 

Lower 

Bound 

Upper 

Bound Tolerance VIF 

1 (Constant) 39.036 2.480  15.741 .000 34.152 43.920   

park_engagement_index .197 .059 .206 3.356 .001 .081 .312 1.000 1.000 

2 (Constant) 45.064 3.487  12.922 .000 38.195 51.933   

park_engagement_index .183 .067 .192 2.716 .007 .050 .315 .723 1.383 

vill_dmy_ban2 -6.371 4.793 -.099 -1.329 .185 -15.812 3.070 .648 1.544 

vill_dmy_ban3 -.056 4.742 -.001 -.012 .991 -9.397 9.285 .662 1.512 

vill_dmy_ban4 -2.044 5.253 -.032 -.389 .697 -12.390 8.302 .539 1.854 

vill_dmy_ban5 -1.240 4.678 -.019 -.265 .791 -10.454 7.974 .680 1.471 

vill_dmy_ban6 -12.772 4.678 -.199 -2.730 .007 -21.985 -3.558 .680 1.471 

vill_dmy_ban7 -14.580 4.742 -.227 -3.074 .002 -23.921 -5.239 .662 1.512 

vill_dmy_ban8 -9.843 4.678 -.153 -2.104 .036 -19.058 -.628 .680 1.471 

3 (Constant) 49.829 3.868  12.884 .000 42.211 57.448   

park_engagement_index .217 .068 .228 3.186 .002 .083 .352 .680 1.471 

vill_dmy_ban2 -2.933 5.147 -.046 -.570 .569 -13.072 7.206 .544 1.838 

vill_dmy_ban3 -1.085 4.772 -.017 -.227 .820 -10.486 8.315 .633 1.580 

vill_dmy_ban4 -1.616 5.291 -.025 -.305 .760 -12.039 8.807 .515 1.942 

vill_dmy_ban5 -3.227 4.775 -.050 -.676 .500 -12.633 6.180 .632 1.582 

vill_dmy_ban6 -14.483 4.688 -.225 -3.089 .002 -23.718 -5.248 .656 1.525 

vill_dmy_ban7 -16.559 4.800 -.258 -3.450 .001 -26.014 -7.104 .626 1.598 

vill_dmy_ban8 -7.722 4.729 -.120 -1.633 .104 -17.037 1.593 .645 1.551 

final_clstr_farmer -8.780 3.777 -.166 -2.325 .021 -16.221 -1.340 .686 1.457 

final_clstr_priv_rem -9.092 3.806 -.172 -2.389 .018 -16.590 -1.594 .676 1.479 

final_clstr_herder -13.876 4.903 -.213 -2.830 .005 -23.535 -4.217 .617 1.620 

final_clstr_elite -5.444 3.860 -.102 -1.410 .160 -13.048 2.159 .668 1.497 

Dependent Variable: park_attitude_index 

 

 

Part engagement index and village and cluster membership 

 

Table 10 

Model Summary 

Model R R Square 

Adjusted R 

Square 

Std. Error of the 

Estimate 
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1 .526a .277 .256 18.79008 

2 .566b .320 .289 18.36811 

1= village membership only 

2= cluster membership 

 

 

Table 11 

Model 

Unstandardized Coefficients 

Standardized 

Coefficients 

Sig. B Std. Error Beta 

1 (Constant) 27.475 2.801  .000 

vill_dmy_ban2 15.556 4.429 .230 .001 

vill_dmy_ban3 11.616 4.429 .172 .009 

vill_dmy_ban4 35.556 4.429 .527 .000 

vill_dmy_ban5 -.808 4.429 -.012 .855 

vill_dmy_ban6 .404 4.429 .006 .927 

vill_dmy_ban7 11.616 4.429 .172 .009 

vill_dmy_ban8 1.313 4.429 .019 .767 

2 (Constant) 20.490 3.391  .000 

vill_dmy_ban2 13.142 4.766 .195 .006 

vill_dmy_ban3 13.814 4.399 .205 .002 

vill_dmy_ban4 35.418 4.426 .525 .000 

vill_dmy_ban5 2.854 4.486 .042 .525 

vill_dmy_ban6 3.310 4.403 .049 .453 

vill_dmy_ban7 14.578 4.415 .216 .001 

vill_dmy_ban8 2.261 4.444 .034 .611 

final_clstr_farmer 4.717 3.539 .085 .184 

final_clstr_priv_rem 6.639 3.554 .119 .063 

final_clstr_herder 11.089 4.556 .162 .016 

final_clstr_elite 12.995 3.533 .232 .000 

Dependent Variable: park_engagement_index 

 

 

  



211 

 

6.0. Discussion 

In this chapter, I discuss the methodological, theoretical and empirical contributions of the thesis. 

The combination of methodological and theoretical tools targeted the in-situ manifestations of 

environmental interventions using a case study of a protected area and attending to the network-

centric dimension of conservation policy and practice using tracing methods associated with 

“follow the policy”. Data was accessed via diverse actor groups at multiple levels that are 

connected to Nam Et-Phou Louey national park, biodiversity conservation in Laos, and 

transnational activities. Telecoupling served as a heuristic lens to guide the methodological 

process, while other theoretical perspectives were valuable for developing substantive claims 

about empirical phenomena associated with biodiversity conservation and specifically protected 

areas.  

6.1. Methodological contributions 

6.1.1. Combining in-situ and network-centric methods 

There are several methodological approaches that attend to the gaps arising from the disconnect 

between global environmental discourses and local realities. These gaps are suggested by 

Boedhihartono et al., (2018) and Bull et al. (2018) and documented in studies that interrogate the 

local manifestations of environmental policy and programmes. Such methodologies draw on 

assemblage (Baker & McGuirk, 2017), political ecology (Adams & Hutton, 2007), multi-sited 

ethnography (Hage, 2005; Marcus, 1995) and critical policy mobility (Peck & Theodore, 2012, 

2015). Only assemblage approaches has been applied to global conservation governance in 

examinations of international and intergovernmental conservation events (Campbell et al., 2014; 

Corson et al., 2019), in US-Madagascar geopolitical negotiations (Corson, 2020), and community 

forestry in Indonesia (Murray Li, 2007).  

 

In this thesis, instead, I characterise transnational conservation in terms of its socio-institutional 

system dynamics and employ a methodological approach to render the discursive and nonmaterial 

interconnections of environmental interventions, and their context-specific manifestations, subject 

to empirical investigation. I demonstrate the value of identifying and interrogating the linkages 

between in-situ (or place-based) and network-centric (or flow-based) dimensions of global 

environmental governance and its implications for land-use change. Hence, characterising the 

geographically, institutionally and socially differentiated conditions under which governance 

interventions to achieve particular visions of environmental governance take place and the actor 
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network interactions and discursive practices to frame, design and implement those interventions 

across sites. Integrating the conceptual apparatus of telecoupling as a heuristic allowed me to 

analytically deconstruct the complex distant interactions involved and position conservation as 

connecting one of multiple competing policy and actor networks to a particular geographic space.  

 

The methodological approach required balancing the in-situ and network-centric methods to 

examine translocal processes of global environmental policy. There is considerable potential 

theoretical value in doing so, especially in transnational conservation where scholarly attention 

has been focused on either the network-centric or in-situ dimension, but rarely both (Kiik, 2019; 

Redford, 2011). Lacking either, there are fundamental gaps in explaining the emergence, 

evolution, implementation, outcomes, and feedback of environmental governance interventions, 

as well as the organisational and institutional logics that structure related flows and interactions. 

It is thus important to understand the local manifestations of conservation and environmental 

governance programmes as embedded in a globally constituted socio-institutional system and the 

methodological approach that I employed permits interrogating different components of these 

system dynamics across scales and sites. Combining “tracing” and case study methods situates the 

choice of empirical tools for this purpose, and through a retroductive analytical approach, the 

various nonmaterial and discursive interconnections can be analysed.  

 

Applying the methodological approach to transnational biodiversity conservation relates to 

telecoupling work that conceptualises conservation phenomena as resulting from distant 

interactions that generate competing claims to land located in a particular geographic space. 

Andriamihaja et al. (2019) employ social network analysis to identify cross-scale interconnections 

and institutions between distinct actor networks in a protected area in Madagascar, and Boillat et 

al. (2018) conducts a literature review on four cases of protected areas to interrogate the 

environmental justice implications of distant interactions driving protected area phenomena. The 

methodological approach employed in this thesis permits primary empirical research grounded in 

qualitative and mixed methods to examine the nonmaterial interconnections and discursive 

practices through which conservation interventions are enacted, while simultaneously permitting 

an in-depth account of the local manifestations of conservation practice.  

 

However, as highlighted in section 4.5. Methodological limitations of the research, this is not 

without potential issues. These reflect the challenges of conducting multi-sited ethnography more 

generally (Hage, 2005), although the methodological considerations of critical policy mobility 
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studies partially overcome these constraints (Peck & Theodore, 2012). Tracing the interactions 

and flows related specifically to NEPL would likely have generated a more in-depth 

comprehension of the nonmaterial interconnections driving local manifestations in this case. In 

hindsight, this would have been potentially feasible by combining the in-situ examination with 

immersive methods at the supporting INGO (based in the NEPLMU and the Vientiane office) and 

tracing linkages (in terms of funding flows, policy and practice rationalisations, negotiations with 

actors, discursive linkages, etc.) across sites and through different media. This would have 

improved reliability and validity of the empirical data as it would have provided opportunities for 

triangulation using participant observation and multiple interviews.  

 

Moreover, the research could have been more explicitly framed around interrogating competing 

environmental visions by different stakeholder groups. A stronger grounding in the environmental 

visions of local residents would have improved analytical insights on how competing visions for 

environmental governance and engagement in different activities influence subjectivities. Again, 

however, this would have implied a different research design with a greater emphasis on 

immersive, intensive techniques at the expense of extensive methods, combinations of which 

depend on the potential theoretical value of the respective approaches. In the context of a 3-year 

PhD project, there are thus considerable analytical and practical trade-offs to balancing network-

centric and in situ perspectives. But balancing these methodological tensions were ultimately 

rewarding for generating theoretical insights on global conservation governance.  

 

6.1.2. Critical realism & telecoupling 

The community of researchers that have employed telecoupling as a heuristic, framework, concept 

or phenomenon is highly diverse and utilise multiple methodological approaches to assess changes 

in land and natural resource use (Kapsar et al., 2019). Friis, Nielsen et al. (2016) offer a useful 

distinction between researchers that understand telecoupled systems as “ontological entities” as 

opposed to “analytical constructs” (Friis, 2019). However, given that simply invoking the notion 

of telecoupling implies causality (Eakin et al., 2014; Friis, Nielsen, et al., 2016; Liu et al., 2013), 

further discussion on the epistemological foundations of telecoupling research and how causal 

relationships are established is warranted. So far, such discussions have been dominated by 

perspectives grounded in empiricism. These are reflected in Carlson et al. (2018) and Meyfroidt 

(2019), whose arguments provide a clear space for quantitative statistical approaches to causal 

attribution. This is reflective of the roots of telecoupling in land system science and its popularity 

with researchers whose methods embody empiricist epistemologies to measuring spatiotemporal 
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changes and using refined indicators and large datasets to do so. However, there is also a growing 

community of human geographers and social scientists using telecoupling whose epistemologies 

are grounded in a different approach to establishing and validating causal relationships involved 

in distant socioeconomic and environmental interactions (for instance, Baird & Fox, 2015; Friis & 

Nielsen, 2017a; Hauer & Nielsen, 2020; Torres et al., 2017), employing mainly qualitative 

methods for empirical investigation (Nielsen et al., 2019).  

 

I argue that critical realism offers an integrative epistemological foundation to bridge the diverse 

research perspectives engaging with telecoupling. In seeking to substantiate, refine, and falsify 

competing causal claims through a retroductive analytical approach, critical realism is compatible 

with both extensive and intensive methods for investigating empirical phenomena, as argued in 

section 4.2. A critical realist perspective on transnational conservation. By providing a framework 

for iterating between provisional propositions, theory, methods and data, it encourages a reflexive 

approach to combining extensive and intensive methods and explicitly grounding causal 

propositions in theory.  

 

Critical realism can permit synthesising insights across disciplinary traditions that endeavour to 

explain a particular empirical phenomenon associated with land-use change. Soy expansion in 

Brazil has become a growing topic of interest for telecoupling researchers. Studies have 

demonstrated the socioeconomic and environmental linkages between exporting, importing and 

spillover countries using extensive methods such as statistical analyses of trade and remote sensing 

data (Garrett et al., 2013; Gasparri & de Waroux, 2015b; Sun et al., 2018). The causal relationships 

driving these changes are difficult to pinpoint, since there are complex interacting generative 

mechanisms that give rise to the phenomenon of soybean expansion and its associated events, 

ranging from environmental destruction to company profit generation to loss of access for 

indigenous people (Reis et al., 2020; Torres et al., 2017).  

 

A critical realist perspective suggests that investigating diverse phenomena can help advance our 

understanding of the relationships between distant socioeconomic and environmental interactions 

and the generative mechanisms that give rise to observed events. These include translocal policy 

arenas in China and Brazil, interconnections between actor networks stretching across continents, 

the structural dimensions of historical legacies and postcolonial relationships patterning land 

tenure regimes, the discursive practices of the Bolsonaro administration and international 

agribusiness investors, and the changing regional economic valuation of land. Investigation should 
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also include feedback responses and outcomes of political instruments and policies seeking to 

address related social and environmental consequences. By providing opportunities to interrogate 

processes as they unfold and examine the relationships of specific events, intensive qualitative 

methods can provide insight on how generative mechanisms are constituted by distant interactions. 

Political ecology, process tracing, qualitative social network analysis, and discourse analysis, are 

important methodological toolkits for doing so (Ahrens, 2018; Collier, 2011; Hajer, 1997; Paul 

Robbins, 2012). Such a perspective enhances the heuristic value of telecoupling as a tool to 

facilitate the methodological enquiry in contemporary sustainability dilemmas arising from 

processes of globalisation. 

 

Though contestations remain on what telecoupling is (Friis & Nielsen, 2019; Kapsar et al., 2019), 

the diversity and popularity of its use reflects a growing interest to operationalise telecoupling in 

research and practice. Debates are far from settled, but telecoupling can be characterised by 

researchers that are linked through their use of an integrative conceptual apparatus and institutional 

networks such as the Global Land Programme. The community of researchers engaging with 

telecoupling thus provides a basis for cross-disciplinary discussions and scrutinising alternative 

causal explanations that explicitly integrate distant factors associated with empirical phenomena.  

 

This links to an argument on the fractal value of telecoupling. As the community grows and draws 

in new perspectives on land-use change, research groups establish and advance distinct ways of 

working with telecoupling. Debate within a cohort of researchers creates subgroups with differing 

perceptions of the methodological value and appropriate application of the associated apparatus in 

light of new empirical data, applications of different methods, and favoured theoretical 

perspectives. Subgroups form, and some aspect of the apparatus is challenged, refuted, and 

reconstituted. The diverse community of practitioners engaging with telecoupling constitutes its 

strength. Scholarly debate leads to the refinement in describing and explaining distant 

socioeconomic and environmental interactions driving land-use change. Explicitly applying 

heuristic devices and encouraging movements within and across disciplines, such as those 

suggested by Abbott (2004), is a fruitful endeavour in this regard. We have seen this with 

researchers concerned with the implications of biodiversity conservation in telecoupling research 

(Boillat et al., 2018; Carrasco et al., 2017; Kuemmerle et al., 2019), where diverse approaches to 

conceptualising conservation persist (section 3.1. Telecoupling), as well as in environmental 

governance (Challies et al., 2019; Newig et al., 2019; Oberlack et al., 2018). The papers presented 

in this thesis sought to contribute to these debates by presenting an actor-specific focus to the 
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cross-site interconnections constituting environmental governance, introducing new 

methodological tools for examining in-situ and network-centric dimensions of environmental 

policy and practice, and integrating theoretical perspectives to strengthen the analytical value of 

telecoupling.  

6.2. Theoretical contributions 

Researchers under telecoupling increasingly integrate established theoretical frameworks to 

apprehend the long-distance interactions and their outcomes (Eakin, 2014). Oberlack et al. (2018) 

propose combining telecoupling and polycentric governance and employing the concept of 

Network Action Situations to render the interactions between the spatially, institutionally and 

socially distant action arenas subject to empirical investigation. Boillat et al. (2018, 2020) integrate 

the environmental justice framework for analysing the outcomes of telecoupling processes in 

transnational conservation. However, and as is reflected in telecoupling more broadly, theoretical 

perspectives that can capture discursive and nonmaterial interconnections and how they manifest 

in practice have not yet been proposed. 

 

While much telecoupling work has examined the material interconnections between distant land-

use systems, and tools exist for doing so (Tonini & Liu, 2017), analytical devices that can address 

the more nonmaterial and ephemeral interactions are few. In order to provide holistic accounts of 

land-use change processes, however, it is valuable to integrate theoretical perspectives that can 

help to critically interrogate these interconnections and the processes that lead to their material 

manifestation in, for instance, policy documents or changes in legislation that then shape how 

actors engage with a particular parcel of land. These do exist, as has been demonstrated in the 

environmental discourse analysis literature (Arts & Buizer, 2009; Hajer, 1997; Petursson & 

Vedeld, 2017). The factors that shape land-use change processes, for instance the adoption and 

expansion of a particular crop, or the imposition of top-down forest regulation instruments, do not 

occur exclusively through material and institutional processes. There is an important discursive 

dimension, and analytical devices can help deconstruct these processes and capture the specific 

interconnections that shape related outcomes in human-environment practices. 

 

Two main theoretical contributions emerged in this regard. Paper 1 developed the notion of 

discursive telecoupling to account for the ways in which distal discursive practices manifest in 

institutional change in different domains. Second is the integration of the Multiple 

Environmentalities Framework (MEF) in Paper 3. This aided in disentangling the multiple logics 
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of local environmental governance as products of distant policy rationalisations and discursive 

practices. This theoretical integration helped to elucidate the tensions between de jure governance 

arrangements and de facto governance practices. It also helped to deconstruct environmental 

policy as a political process across multi-level policy networks. Moreover, Paper 2 demonstrates 

the theoretical value of examining actor-network processes from a qualitative engagement to 

capture how interactions across sites shape transnational conservation practice, grounded in 

theoretical insights from anthropology of conservation NGOs. 

 

In the case study of NEPL, literatures on PA conservation and sustainable livelihood approaches 

were crucial in building initial propositions on the relationships between the social phenomena 

and events associated with PA conservation. However, these had to be refined and advanced in 

light of emerging theoretical insights and empirical data. For instance, most existing work on the 

local manifestations of PAs and conservation have been grounded in political ecology using 

ethnographic methods. While this has produced important insights on the ways in which 

conservation interventions exacerbate unequal power relationships, these approaches often do not 

integrate an understanding of PA conservation as relational nor seek to identify indicate patterns 

and scales at which a particular event occurs. Hence, integrating conceptual frameworks from 

other bodies of theory (in this case, Multiple Environmentalities Framework, and the Sustainable 

Livelihoods Framework) and integrating extensive methods (structured surveys) targeting multiple 

local communities helped to further illuminate the generative mechanisms that produce the 

empirical phenomena. This contributed to theory development around the local manifestations of 

PAs, not least by explicating how PA conservation unfolds in a geographically uneven manner 

across multiple sites within the PA.  

6.3. Empirical contributions 

The literature on “uneven development” examines the geographically and spatially fragmented 

manner in which development interventions unfold, often mediated through development 

practitioners and NGOs (Bebbington, 2004; Mosse & D. Lewis, 2006) and more broadly through 

the geographic links created by global commodity chains (Werner & Bair, 2019). In this thesis, I 

demonstrated that examining the logics, discourses and institutional processes that structure 

conservation flows elucidates the relational and geographically uneven ways in which 

transnational conservation unfolds. As Brockington et al. (2018) argue, there is much to be gained 

from framing conservation as a form of development and interrogating the logics, actor networks, 
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and political processes that shape associated flows and consequent geographic, political, social 

and economic outcomes. 

 

Protected areas currently cover 15% of global terrestrial surface, with some conservation groups 

pushing for increases to 50%. But only a fraction of these receive funding, support and maintain a 

jurisdictional security. For instance, in their sample of conservation NGOs in Sub-Saharan Africa, 

Brockington & Scholfield (2010b) showed that under 14% of protected areas received some form 

of external support. In Laos, only a handful of protected areas receive extensive support, with the 

rest lacking any implementation. The historical processes that determined the geographical extent 

and placement of protected areas have created path dependencies that shape land and natural 

resource use patterns in these areas, but only upon enactment of a PA regime. Moreover, 

institutional resources invested in a protected area can significantly shape development pathways 

at subnational and local levels, as is the case in NEPL. At the same time, competing land uses can 

lead to protected area downgrading, downsizing, and degazettement (Symes et al., 2016). 

 

Conservation databases link local-global scales via information flows and shape the geographic 

dimensions of conservation actions. Such data sit with particular actors and are combined in ways 

to serve particular agendas and organisational needs. Data often comes from local volunteers and 

experts based in countries all over the world, are managed by teams sitting in organisational 

headquarters, and are used to create various products to serve different needs. These range from 

providing consultancy and out-sourcing services to large Multi-National Corporations in the 

extractive industry to feeding into area-based tools for determining geographical priority areas for 

conservation and consequently funding allocations (for instance “hotspots,” “ecoregions” or “key 

biodiversity areas”). The underlying data is incomplete and often guesswork (Zimmerer, 2007), 

yet can have structural implications by shaping development pathways of a geographical area, 

depending on how the database is employed to direct conservation funding and organisational 

resources. Global analyses and funding allocation mechanisms are shaped by historical legacies 

and can imply quite abrupt changes as they change over time. The papers in the thesis, by 

interrogating the interconnections behind these transnational conservation dynamics, suggest that 

causal explanations require explicit interrogation of nonmaterial and network-centric dimensions 

of global environmental governance programmes.  

 

Similarly, as demonstrated in Papers 3 and 4, there is an important relational aspect of transnational 

conservation. These showed how the area-based impacts of PA conservation on individuals are 
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mediated at the village level and by the spatial dimensions of people’s livelihoods. The specific 

design of interventions, including their environmentality features, as well as the conditions under 

which they take place, shape people’s experiences with conservation. Narratives and agent 

framings play a constitutive role in directing interventions and influence the distribution of 

associated costs and benefits. Examining how the competing logics of environmental programmes 

shape individual subjectivities necessitates a relational understanding of how people are affected 

by interventions implemented under the auspices of environmental governance (Bluwstein, 2017; 

R. Fletcher & Cortes-Vazquez, 2020; Rocheleau & Roth, 2007). PA upgrading practices manifest 

in institutional and practical changes that compete with alternative development logics on multiple 

levels that culminate in site-specific trade-offs and conflicts. 

 

The papers of the thesis sought to nuance the outcomes of transnational conservation to show how 

associated benefits and costs are distributed at local scales and how interventions shape people’s 

agency to engage in related processes. In our case, associated outcomes have important livelihood 

implications that can be measured using different indicators, which is important for gauging the 

scale of the phenomenon (Igoe, 2006). I demonstrate the importance of attending to how 

conservation interventions interact with competing networked processes to impact people’s 

capacities to adapt to socioeconomic and environmental changes, including through means of 

diversification. In Paper 4, cluster analysis was a valuable heuristic technique to identify livelihood 

patterns, but understanding diversification pathways necessitated a more qualitative engagement. 

However, understanding how global environmental governance impacts people’s agency also 

requires examining how resolving trade-offs is a negotiated, political and dynamic process that 

depends on conditions at multiple scales and link to competing policy networks. The relational 

dimension of environmental conservation is constituted through these cross-scale and inter-actor 

links.  

 

6.4 Implications for research and policy 

6.4.1. Research 

A number of implications for future research emerged from the thesis. There is much scope for 

investigating global environmental governance from an anthropological perspective to advance 

our understanding of the organisational conditions and interconnections that generate disconnects 

between global environmental discourses and local realities. While I have sought to contribute to 

these discussions, there are opportunities to apply the methodological and theoretical insights from 
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the thesis, and research on anthropology of development practitioners, to global environmental 

programmes in general and transnational conservation specifically (Kiik, 2019; D. Lewis & 

Mosse, 2006; Mosse, 2011). This should focus on explaining the internal dynamics, institutional 

logics and political practices that connect chains of actors across sites. This could be envisioned 

for hybrid forms of sustainability-focused programmes such as the Roundtable on Sustainable 

Palm-Oil (RSPO), the EU Forest Law Enforcement, Governance and Trade programme (FLEGT), 

Reducing Emissions from Deforestation and Forest Degradation (REDD+), and company Zero-

Deforestation Commitments (ZDCs). Related methodologies would need to balance the in-situ and 

network-centric perspectives explained in section 6.1.1. Combining in-situ and network-centric 

methods.  

 

Relatedly, organisational studies of conservation NGOs and their transnational networks would 

produce valuable insights into how competing values and visions manifest in change at the 

organisational level. Responses to reports of human rights abuses (Beaumont, 2020; Vidal, 2020) 

and unexpected political events, debates on the appropriate role of philanthropy in conservation 

(Holmes, 2012), the relative values of market-based instruments compared to community-based 

approaches and state-led measures (Sandbrook et al., 2019), and projects failing to achieve their 

intended outcomes, are all contestations that are reverberate through organisational networks 

across sites. Though it is challenging to access multiple sites for immersive methods, there are 

opportunities to draw on insights from organisational studies. For instance, the concept of sense-

making (Helms Mills et al., 2010; Weick et al., 2005), defined as “the process through which 

people work to understand issues or events that are novel, ambiguous, confusing, or in some other 

way violate expectations” (Maitlis & Christianson, 2014), would generate novel insights on the 

transnational and cross-scale interconnections that constitute global environmental governance 

(Corson et al., 2019), particularly given the uncertain and dynamic conditions in which 

conservation practitioners and organisations are embedded. Environmental and conservation 

NGOs operate on an informational, normative, sector cross-cutting and transnational basis that 

make them unique in the organisational landscape. With an expectation that more funds and 

resources will be mobilised for transnational biodiversity conservation from a diversity of private, 

bilateral, multilateral and philanthropic sources, it is crucial to understand the organisational 

processes through which associated flows are mediated. 

 

This relates to the need for more research targeting subnational and local agencies that are expected 

to navigate competing pressures that originate from distant policy networks. In scholarly work on 



221 

 

global environmental governance, these actors are often disregarded or their role greatly 

simplified, even in in-depth ethnographic work. In Laos, district-level agencies were expected to 

operationalise and implement multiple policies and programmes simultaneously, whether 

connected to rural development programmes funded by the World Bank, PA conservation 

regulations, organisational activates of REDD+, or national forest and agricultural programmes, 

despite being heavily under resourced. Understanding the visions, institutional pressures, and 

organisational conditions of individuals working in subnational agencies that become integrated 

into global-local policy networks, and often live in close connection with the communities targeted 

by related activities, would generate crucial insights into how and why durable institutional change 

from environmental project interventions tend to be lacking. In the thesis, I conducted interviews 

with many of these related agencies in NEPL, but more in-depth and immersive studies would be 

highly valuable. 

 

In telecoupling research, there is a need for more actor-centric research. The logics and interactions 

that shape actor behaviours have received relatively less attention compared to the socioeconomic 

and environmental outcomes of material flows. Such research often takes policies and actor groups 

at face value, but there are complex political processes and inter-actor negotiations that underlie 

these. Actors have diverse capabilities and levels of agency to direct flows and influence feedback 

responses. To apprehend the causal relationships involved in a particular empirical phenomenon 

following a telecoupling approach, studying the motivations, logics and subjectivities of 

individuals within actor groups is necessary to comprehend how distant socioeconomic and 

environmental interactions actually occur. This is particularly valuable for studying social and 

political feedback responses that stretch across distances, for instance policy enactments, social 

movements, or changing consumer behaviours. 

 

Moreover, further applications of the methodological approach presented in this thesis could 

interrogate the gaps between distant planners’ visions and the outcomes of environmental 

interventions by examining the cross-site and actor-network dimensions through which global 

environmental policy is enacted. In other words, how the values and visions of actors in 

transnational or global environmental governance programmes differ and shape local 

manifestations of competing claims (Fletcher, 2017). Multiple values are embedded in the 

interventions and practices employed to achieve visions of land and natural resource use, and 

policy interventions are rationalised according to diverse logics and agent framings, while actors 

possess unequal capacities to influence related processes (Zaehringer et al., 2019). In our case, 
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conservationists along the organisational chains connecting global-local scales shape interventions 

and the balance of competing claims through discursive practices, networked interactions, and 

nonmaterial interconnections. These constitute one policy and actor network vying for influence 

in geographic spaces such as protected areas, but other policy networks co-exist. More research 

could elucidate how competing visions in these networks result in context-specific outcomes in 

particular places. 

 

To advance understanding of the how competing visions of environmental governance in PAs 

manifest in policy and practice, the methodological approach could be employed to compare two 

separate PAs, their local outcomes, and the networked dimensions through which they are 

produced. In Laos, for instance, competing PA governance models persist and are connected to 

distinct and overlapping policy networks, for instance Nakai Nam Theun which utilises a different 

set of instruments and rationales to enhance conservation outcomes, including being funded by a 

hydropower dam company. Such a comparative approach could advance our understanding of how 

micro-level political practices across sites create the structures that shape land and natural resource 

use, as well as the trade-offs and negotiations involved in doing so.  

 

6.4.2. Policy and Practice  

In terms of conservation practice, it is critical to acknowledge the highly disproportionate 

capabilities of local residents to adapt to constraints and access benefits from transnational 

conservation. Livelihood impacts must be assessed in light of prevailing political economy 

conditions, including expanding market institutions and neoliberalism, in addition to expanding 

bureaucratic state institutions and their interference in people’s lives. Prior research has shown 

how conservation interventions generate costs for local actors (Holmes & Cavanagh, 2016), and 

benefits are often captured by elite members of a community (Sheely, 2015) or fail to compensate 

for loss of access to environmental resources, partly as a result of a tendency to assume 

communities are homogenous entities (Pasgaard & Nielsen, 2016; Wright et al., 2016). Our results 

showed that less than two decades of accelerated market development has led to major differences 

in livelihood compositions within and between communities in NEPL, resulting in highly unequal 

capacities to engage with the market economy.  

 

Though institutional bodies and funders such as the World Bank communicate nominal safeguards 

against negative livelihood impacts arising from access loss, it is necessary to evaluate livelihood 

impacts using a multidimensional and relational understanding of livelihoods, including 
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inequitable access to natural resources and asset endowments. Free and Prior Informed Consent 

(FPIC) has become a popular policy term to legitimate interventions, which, on the backdrop of 

institutional processes of the Community Conservation Agreement and the Community Action 

Plan (see section 2.4. Houaphan province and Nam Et-Phou Louey National Park), create a 

technocratic approach to PA governance. However, by prioritising policy rationalisations at higher 

levels over political processes at local scales, the different ways related measures are integrated 

into people’s daily lives is largely ignored. Environmental governance interventions introduce 

novel inclusionary and exclusionary mechanisms that interact with existing socio-political 

relations and government practices. A detailed assessment of potential livelihood risks is the 

burden of the intervener, as it cannot be assumed that conservation benefits and costs will be 

equally distributed. In our case, local residents are often supportive of conservation ambitions and 

expressed a willingness to comply with the regulations, but people with minimal opportunities for 

livelihood diversification and very low material resources should not be expected to sacrifice 

customary livelihoods to help meet global conservation goals. Such a position is becoming 

increasingly untenable in light of evidence that the structural drivers of biodiversity loss in tropical 

countries are rooted in commodity trade with rich countries and climate change (Hoang & 

Kanemoto, 2021; Kuemmerle et al., 2019; Lenzen et al., 2012). It is thus questionable whether 

strict PA enforcement in low-income contexts can be considered a legitimate endeavour given the 

trade-offs they imply for subsistence and low-income farmers, and the complex political 

relationships into which related interventions are embroiled.  

 

Land-use change implies inherent trade-offs. Actors with claims to land and environmental 

resources hold contradictory values and visions of environmental governance (Niewöhner et al., 

2016; Zaehringer et al., 2019). Ensuing interactions will be marked by unequal socio-political 

relationships that stretch across spatial distance and connect to competing policy networks. 

Tracing interactions outward from local contexts can pinpoint potential entry points for influencing 

cross-scale processes by directing feedback responses accordingly. For instance, this could involve 

enhancing the capacities of local community actors to engage with global discourses or direct 

information through specific media to reach a particular audience, or ensuring interventions 

explicitly account for the livelihood interests of actor groups at greatest risk. The papers of the 

thesis suggest that vertical integration within a cross-scale network of conservation actors is 

prioritised over horizontal integration across sectoral issues. There is considerable scope for 

advancing a cross-sector dialogue at subnational and local levels, at the very least with other 

development and environmental programmes in the region to enhance coherence of external 
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interventions and the logic on which these are formulated. In particular, advancing opportunities 

for actors at subnational and local levels to build informal social relationships with competing 

policy networks in order to understand the diverse political and socioeconomic dimensions that 

conservation trade-offs imply, while actively engaging with groups at the greatest risk of bearing 

disproportionate costs from conservation.  
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7.0. Conclusion 

The globalisation of environmental governance can have profound consequences for local 

geographic spaces like protected areas. Understanding the interconnections that drive the 

enactment and related outcomes is crucial to elucidating key dimensions of globalisation. Global 

environmental policies materialise in people’s daily lives in multifaceted ways through diverse 

instruments, measures and tactics that are mediated by various actor networks. To make sense of 

the interactions that shape local environmental governance, it is necessary to build on analytical 

and methodological tools that can capture the nonmaterial dimensions of how these programmes 

unfold in distant sites and manifest through changes in human-environment practices.  

 

Such interrogations will increasingly rely on cross-disciplinary research endeavours and working 

with actors across sectors. The community of researchers and practitioners engaging with 

telecoupling offers a valuable platform to develop theoretical, empirical and methodological 

insights on the distant socioeconomic and environmental interactions that influence environmental 

change in geographic spaces. However, methodological approaches employed for this purpose 

have been largely biased towards measuring empirical phenomena using statistical, modelling and 

spatial tools, while existing qualitative approaches have yet to engage explicitly with the driving 

logics and manifestations of global environmental policy discourses. To be interdisciplinary, and 

provide a basis for a holistic understanding of changes in land and environmental resource use, 

methodological approaches must be able to capture and explain the distant factors that shape 

people’s behaviours and related decision-making processes. Actor-centred approaches have been 

valuable in this regard, but nonmaterial flows including policy discourses are an important and 

largely overlooked dimension of the distant interconnections shaping actor behaviours. 

 

In other disciplinary areas, and the social sciences more broadly, there are tools well attuned to 

engage with and explain the outcomes of these types of interactions and processes, in particular 

those associated with multi-sited ethnography and critical policy mobility. In this thesis, I draw on 

these and related theoretical perspectives to disentangle the distant relationships and cross-site 

interconnections that underpin environmental policy dynamics in the context of transnational 

biodiversity conservation, with a particular focus on protected area governance. In four papers, I 

illustrated the multidimensional ways in which global conservation policy discourses shape actor 

behaviours across sites and engender an uneven geography of transnational conservation. In doing 

so, I extended analysis from local manifestations of protected area interventions in people’s 
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livelihoods to the environmentality features of local environmental governance to the actor 

networks mediating transnational conservation actions. Though balancing in-situ and network-

centric perspectives on global environmental policy involves considerable challenges, I 

demonstrated the value of combining “follow the policy” and case study research in a 

methodological approach that partly overcomes these. I utilised extensive and intensive methods 

at multiple scales to unearth the multidimensional manifestation of global environmental policy in 

social practice. Grounded in a critical realist perspective, I carved out a role for intensive, 

qualitative methods in elucidating causal relationships involved in the distant interactions of global 

environmental policy, and extended this to telecoupling research more broadly.  

 

I end with a few concluding reflections on the relational dimensions of global environmental 

governance policies and programmes. As global environmental problems of biodiversity loss, 

environmental degradation and climate change become increasingly acute, we can expect more 

resources and diverse multilateral, voluntary, private sector and state-led efforts to address the 

systemic and behavioural causes of these problems. As we are already witnessing, such 

programmes draw on multiple, sometimes conflicting, rationalities of governing territories and 

shaping people’s subjectivities, ranging from strict sovereignty-based enforcement to neoliberal 

market instruments to social campaigns seeking to change people’s values. But the emergence of 

environmental subjects is a relational and dynamic process. In other words, people come to care 

about the environment in diverse ways, depending on their experiences with environmental 

practices and on positions of social differentiation that cannot be captured with simplistic 

narratives and a priori assumptions of different groups’ interests, whether it is a local community’s 

interests in maintaining a particular livelihood practice or an organisation’s interest in securing 

continued funding. These entities consist of individuals that are confronted with trade-offs and 

value conflicts on a daily basis that must be navigated according to dominant socio-political 

relationships and individual capabilities. This is particularly the case in geographic spaces where 

multiple actor networks of global policy, state agencies, private companies, and civil society 

interact to fundamentally influence the conditions in which people live and work. Under such 

conditions, environmental programmes must explicitly aim to enhance people’s agency to engage 

with and influence the distant processes that affect their daily lives, with a mind towards groups at 

greatest risk. Although associated exclusionary and inclusionary mechanisms manifest in social 

reality in complex ways, interrogating their driving logics, networked interactions and actual 

outcomes through a reflexive combination of methodological and theoretical tools can generate 

important insights into the gaps created by the enactment of environmental policies. This includes 
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understanding the organisational logics that structure global environmental policy networks in 

general and transnational conservation specifically. Conservation is fundamentally a social and 

political process that must accommodate diverse visions and values in enacting programmes to 

orchestrate change. The social relationships, institutional conditions, and values of programme and 

project managers, technical specialists, volunteers, and government staff profoundly shape the 

design and implementation of environmental governance interventions, and consequent feedback 

and political responses, in ways that are often not accounted for. In this thesis, my ambition was 

to demonstrate why disentangling the interconnections between global environmental policy 

discourses and people’s daily lives is important, and suggest a methodological approach for doing 

so.  
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9.0. Appendices 

Appendix A: Coding scheme used for Paper 2 
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literature 

- begin 

draft 

 

Prepare 

Fieldwor

k 3 

- initiate 

contact 

 

Paper 2: 

- 

prelimina

ry 

analysis 

- 

transcrib

e 

interview

s 

 

Fieldwor

k 3: 

- 

coordinate 

& gain 

access 

- SSIs 

with 

conservati

on 

organisati

ons in 

Bangkok 

(10) 

- cut short 

due to 

pandemic  

Finalise draft 

P3: 

- cluster 

analysis  

- coding 

interview data 

- co-author 

revisions 

 

Paper 3: 

- integrate 

interview data 

from 

Fieldwork 2 

- co-author 

revisions 

- integrate 

theoretical 

work on 

Multiple 

Environmentali

ties 

Framework 

- finalise draft 

 

Paper 2: 

- analyse 

interview data  

- co-author 

revisions 

- draft paper 

* Semi-Structured Interviews  **Focus Group Discussion 
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Appendix C: Interview guides with different participant groups 

1. District and provincial authorities 

General 

1. Can you tell me a bit about the work that your office does? 

2. What is your role?  

3. Are you from this area? 

4. Do you visit the villages? 

a. Which ones? When? How often? Why?  

5. Can you tell me about how you work with the village / province / central levels?   

 

Land and Forest management 

1. Can you describe how land-use has changed in the district in the past 10-15 years? 5 

years?  

2. Which main policies does your follow for land and forest management? 

3. How do you get information related to what happens to forests and land in your 

jurisdiction? 

a. What is the most important source of information? 

4. Do you talk to other departments / offices about land and forest use?  

a. What is the forum?  

5. Who has authority to make decisions about forests in your district? 

6. Do you have information on which villages have done a Land Use Plan?  

a. Which ones? When? Do you have these available? 

7. What are the rules for using resources from the forest or forestland in these areas? 

a. What happens if someone breaks the rules?  

b. What is the best way to stop people from breaking the rules? 

8. Are there any major land investments in the district?  

9. Are there any planned investments in land?  

a. What are they?  

10. What information do you have to report on to your superiors? What kind of data, reports, 

do you collect and share? Who do you share these with? How often? For what purpose?   

11. Does your office have specific targets to achieve? What are these targets? What happens 

if your office does not achieve these?  

12. What information do you get from village levels? From whom?  

 

Nam Et Phou Louy (NEPL) National Protected Area (NPA) / International Non-Governmental 

Organisations (INGOs) 

1. Have you worked with NEPL / REDD (Reducing Emissions for Deforestation and Forest 

Degradation) / CLIPAD / German Development Agency (GIZ) / KFW / Agrobiodiversity 

Project (TABI)? 

2. Has your office been involved in any of their activities? Have you personally? 

a. When? How? What project? What was the purpose / output? 

b. What was the activity’s purpose?  

3. Do you have any ongoing communication with them?  

4. How has the communication been with them?  

5. How often do you interact with them? 

6. How freely do you share information? 

7. Has the NPA created any restrictions for villages? Which? 

a. Who is impacted the most in these villages? How?    

8. To your knowledge, how has the NPA influenced land use in the district?  

 

Conservation view / discourses / information: 
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1. What are the ambitions for land and forest use in the district?  

2. What are the main threats to the forests in your jurisdiction?  

3. Who is causing damage to the forests? Why? 

4. Do you think it is important to conserve the forest? 

a. Why / why not? 

5. What is the best way to reduce these problems?  

6. Where do you get information from about best practices for forest and land use 

(agriculture, etc.)? Conservation? 

7. Do you think we have to use land, forests and natural resources? 

8. How do you think we can balance the trade-offs of environment and development?   

 

 

2. Nam Et-Phou Louey Management Unit 

General 

1. Can you tell me a bit about the work that you do here in the office?  

2. What is your role? 

3. How long have you worked here? 

4. Where were you before? 

5. Can you tell me a bit about the history of the park?  

a. How / when was it established? 

b. Have boundaries been remade since then? When? 

c. Do you have a map of the new vs. old boundaries? Also of the different zones? 

How were these zones created? 

d. How do the new boundaries affect villages now within / close to the NPA?  

e. Why were the boundaries redrawn?  

6. What are the major sources of funding for activities? 

7. What are the main activities of the NPA? 

8. What are the visions for the future? 

9. Are there any areas that you find it difficult to work in? 

10. What do you know about the decision to upgrade 11 NPAs to national parks?  

a. How will the upgrade from NPA to National Park affect the regulations for use by 

local people?  

11. How do you work with the district / province / central levels?  

a. Who do you communicate with mostly? How? How does this affect your working 

relationship?  

12. What kind of information do you collect from your activities? Monitoring programmes?  

13. What kind of information do you have to report on to your superiors / district / provincial 

levels? 

 

Work with villages 

1. How does the NPA involve the local communities?  

2. What are the benefits to local villagers? What are the costs?  

3. How does the park provide information about its activities and rules? 

4. How do you get feedback from local villagers? What are the forums / channels? Can they 

contact the office directly? Do you use ICTs?  

5. Why should villages work with / support the NPA? 

6. Has the NPA management done Land-Use Planning (LUP) with all the villages? Where 

has it done LUP and where not? Do villages follow the LUP? Which ones have not? How 

do you know? 

7. Can you tell me a bit more about the community conservation contracts? 
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a. How many villages have / do not have a conservation contract? 

b. What is the approach to creating a conservation contract? 

c. Does it only cover for wildlife hunting, or also timber logging, agricultural 

expansion, etc.? 

8. Why do some villages support the NPA and some do not? 

a. Which villages do not support the NPA? Are you able to work with these 

villages? Can you tell me a bit about these villages?  

9. What are the rules in using forest resources and land in the NPA?  

a. How were these communicated to villagers?  

b. What was the response? Do they agree with the rules? Why do they agree / 

disagree with, typically?  

c. How are the rules enforced? What happens if someone is caught breaking the 

rules? Are the district courts involved? 

d. Have there been any serious infringements of the rules?  

i. Construction / plantation / agriculture / roads / local authorities conflicts / 

military? E.g. road construction through NPA + building of hydropower 

dam? 

10. How does the NPA convince people of its value?  

a. What are the main messages?  

11. Can you tell me about the Ecotourism Project with reward-based payments? 

a. Which villages are involved?  

b. What has been the outcome? 

c. How are the benefit-distribution and sharing determined? 

12. How is the government side of management given that the NEPL covers 3 provinces and 

9 districts?  

a. Which ones do you work most closely with?  

13. Is there legal hunting? Legal agricultural expansion? How? 

a. What makes forest clearing and burning illegal vs. legal?   

14. Access to remote sensing data for the NEPL and surrounding areas? 

 

Conservation view / discourses / information: 

9. What are the main threats to forests and biodiversity in the NPA?  

a. Are they mostly internal or external? 

10. In your view, who is impacted mostly be the NPA? 

11. Who is causing most damage to the forests? Why? 

12. What is the best way to reduce these problems?  

13. Do you think it is important to conserve the forest? 

a. Why / why not? 

14. What is your vision for the NPA?  

15. How do you think we can best balance the trade-offs of environment, economic growth, 

local development? 
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Appendix D: Interview guide for Paper 2 

Date  _____________________  Time  _____________________ 

  

Interviewee  _____________________  Location  _____________________ 

 

Position _____________________  Organisation _____________________ 

 

 

 

Questions 

A. Background   5 min 

 

1. Background and year since at organisation 

 

 

2. How have your personal networks helped you in implementing activities or gaining new 

opportunities?  

 

 

 

B. Conservation Activities   15-20 min 

 

1. What are the main areas of work that this office/ programme engages in? At what level are these 

typically directed (global-regional-national-sub national-local)? 

 

 

 

2. For each of these main areas of work, can you think of an example and give me some more details? 

(next page) 

 

 

 

3. For these activities, does the office use a particular convention, model or framework to guide or 

frame them?  

 

 

 

4. How does the organisation / programme manage its international connections / activities? 

 

 

 

5. How does the office decide on what type of activities engage in? What feedback do you get from 

these activities? 
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6. How does the office / organisation access the resources and knowledge it need to operationalise 

its activities? (constraints)  

 

7. How does the office / programme access the networks it needs to operationalise its strategy? 

(constraints) 

 

8. Is the organisation able to influence the global decision-making processes that drive conservation 

agendas? How? 

 

 

C. Funding    5 min 

 

1. What are the office’s main sources of funding for its international activities? (Can you specify 

relative proportions?) 

 

Private donations 
(citizens) 

Multilateral donor(s) Government 
department / ministry:  
 

International donor  

Internal network Trust Fund National funding 
platform 
 

Other:  

 

 

2. How does the funding source influence the activities the office engages in? How does the 

programme / office maintain connections with its donors / funders? 

 

 

 

D. Connections  5 + 10-15 + 5 

 

1. What would you consider the most important (up to 5; order of importance) entities or 

organisations that the office engages with on matters related to:  

 

 

 

a. Sharing information and experiences on conservation 

 

 

1. 2. 3. 4. 5. 

 

 

 

 

b. Implementing conservation actions 

 

 

1. 2. 3. 4. 5. 
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Main areas of work 

Activity Example Origin / initiation? (networks) 
Driving concerns? 

What is the target location / 
actor? Why? 

Partners & 
funders 

Feedback 

     

     

     
     

     
     

     
     

     

     
     

     
     

     

     
     

     
     

     
     

     

     
     

     
     



  

 

2. What forum(s) does the organisation engage in to (a) share experiences; (b) learn from 

experiences?  

 

Forum* Scope / Level Description  

 
 
 
 

  

 
 
 
 

  

 
 
 
 

  

 
 
 
 

  

* E.g. journal; conference; media; calls for funding; research panels; intergovernmental discussions;   

 

3. Does the staff from the organisation engage in global, regional or national meetings?  

 

 

E. End & Follow-up  

 

1. How can local-global connections be strengthened? 

 

 

2. Anything to add? 

 

 

 

3. Any relevant contacts? 

 

 

 

4. Could you or someone in your organisation share with me any annual reports or organisational 

documents?  

 

 

 

5. Would you like to receive information on the outputs from this research?  
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Appendix E: Interview guide with the village headman 

Interview with village headman: 

1. Explain the legal set-up of the study 

2. Explain purpose of research 

3. Ask if recording is OK – turn on recorder 

4. Informed consent 

 

Questions:  

A. Village Background 

 

A1. Can you tell me about the history of the village? How was the village created? What year? Why here?  

 

 

 

 

 

 

A2. Do people here use the land or resources of the old village area?  

 

 

 

 

 

 

A3. Have there been any major changes to the village population in the past few years? Why? What are the levels of 

out- and in-migration? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A4. What communal goods are available in the village? Since what year? 

□ Water tap □ Electricity 

Supply 

□ School □ Paddy 

fields 

□ Irrigation □ Other: 

□ Shop □ Communal 

hall  

□ Market □ Temple □ Healthcare 

centre 

□ Other: 

 

B. Nam Et Phou Louey National Protected Area 
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B1. When did you first hear about the NPA? Why is there an NPA? What do you think about the NPA?  

 

 

 

 

 

 

B2. How are the NEPL NPA regulations different from the Village Conservation Forest regulations?  

 

 

 

 

 

 

B3. How does the village communicate with the NEPL NPA Management Unit? (reporting) 

 

 

 

 

 

B4. Can you tell us who has been fined by the NEPL NPA for hunting? (How many people? What happened?) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

B5. Can you tell us if anyone has been caught for violating any other regulations of the NEPL NPA? (How many? 

What happened? What was the outcome – fine, arrest, warning, nothing) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

B6. Does the village have a Community Conservation Agreement (CCA) with the NEPL NPA?  Can you show it to 

me?  

Y / N  □ Showed document  □ Unable to show 
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B7. What was the process of creating this agreement? Can you explain it to me? How were the regulations 

developed? What was the step-by-step process?  

 

 

 

 

 

 

B8. Do any households have an agreement with the NEPL NPA Management Unit? Who? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

C. Change in Status to National Park 

C1. Have you heard about the recent change in status of the NEPL NPA to National Park? (IF NO, SKIP ALL 

QUESTIONS OF THIS SECTION) If yes, what can you tell us about this? What does it mean for the village? Has 

there been any changes in the village since then? How do you expect this to change? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

C2. Why do you think the change to National Park was made? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

C3. How did you find out about the change? Did the NEPL NPA officials come to the village? If yes, can you please 

describe the meeting?  
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C. Government Policies  

C1. What are the government policies for development of the village and its people? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

C2. How many VDFs are there in the village? What are the main activities they fund? (Activities to ask about: 

Agriculture; Livestock; Handicraft; Others) 

Fund Activities Please explain: conditions; scale; interest rates 

   

   

   

   

   

   

   

   

   

 

D. Participatory Land-Use Planning (PLUP) 

D1. What is the purpose of PLUP?  

 

 

 

 

 

 

D2. Do you have the documents? Y / N  □ Showed Document □ 

Unable to show 

 

D3. Has anyone in the village violated the regulations of the PLUP? (Who? When? What happened?) 
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D4. What happens if someone does shifting cultivation outside of the production areas?  

 

 

 

 

 

 

E. Hunting 

E1. Where does the village get most of the meat that the villagers consume from? What and where can people hunt? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

E2. Do people in the village hunt mainly for food or sale or both? How does wildlife trading in the village work? 

How frequently? How are the relationships with traders regulated? Do they provide traps / hunting equipment? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

E3. Where do people get these hunting materials? How do they access guns for hunting? 
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Appendix F: FGD and land-use mapping instrument, and an example of the 

outcome 

Group Mapping Activity – Initial Village Meeting  

Clarify purpose of research: We are visiting eight villages in different areas of NEPL, in Xone, Hiam and Xam 

Neua districts, to research how the NPA is affecting people’s livelihoods and land use. We want to understand the 

history of how the NPA has interacted with the people in the village For this activity, we want to understand how the 

development in village (physical infrastructure creation) and the creation of the NPA and its dissemination to the 

village has affected the lands and livelihoods of people. There is no right answer, we just want to understand how 

the NPA has affected the village resource use areas. 

 

Participants: Material: 

- Village headman 

- 2-3 deputy headmen, including the forester 

- Village elder  

- The women’s union representative  

- 4-5 A3 sized papers 

- 3 colour markers: black, green, red 

- Snacks 

- Lunch for participants 

 

 

Activity: 

1. Draw: 

a. A point in centre to represent the venue location 

b. Major roads 

c. Residential areas & administrative units 

d. Main topographical features (rivers / streams, mountain ranges, mountain tops, etc.) 

e. Village boundaries  

f. Main production & cultivation areas  

g. Main NTFP collection areas (especially mushroom) 

h. Main livestock grazing areas (pastureland) 

i. Boundaries of (a) village use forest; (b) village conservation forest; (c) village protection forest  

j. Boundary of the NPA when they first heard about the NPA. Boundary of the NPA today. 

  

Discussion questions for the Map: 

1. When did the NPA first come to the village? Can you explain how the boundaries were decided? Was it 

different for the Controlled Use Zone and the Total Protection Zone? What was the process?  

1. How has the NEPL boundary changed since they first came to inform about the NPA? Why?  

2. What are you and what are you not permitted to do in the NEPL NPA? How did you negotiate continued 

access to areas and activities along the boundaries? 

3. Have there been any problems between the people in the village and the NEPL NPA? About what? 

4. How much land has been allocated for forest conservation since the NPA and PLUP were created? 

5. Why is there an NPA in this area?  

 

Tables for discussion: 

 

1. (RIGHT AFTER THE MAPPING IS FINISHED) How has the PLUP / NPA boundary demarcation affected the 

people in the village? (REFER TO THE MAP). Example impacts to ask about: Availability of NTFP 

collection and wildlife hunting areas for food; Availability of agricultural land and pastureland; Removal of, 

sanam; collection of hunting material; Any positive impacts?  

Impact Explanation (how much land; what are the fines; etc.) Persons mostly 

affected 
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Discussion Question for Table 4: (AFTER FINISHED: HOLD UP AND SHOW PARTICIPANTS, ASK 

WHETHER ALL AGREE). Question: Given population growth and increasing market demand for resources, and 

existing areas allocated for conservation and protection, how will the future of these resource areas look like? 

 

2. ( SAME TIME AS MAPPING ACTIVITY) How are products from the village marketed? (crops, NTFPs, 

livestock, handicraft, other)  

Product No. of 

traders 

Prices & 

price 

changes 

Which 

markets?  

Explain the process, history & origin of the 

trading relationship; How do they advertise? 

     

     

     

 

3. (SAME TIME AS MAPPING ACTIVITY) What shocks has the village experienced in the past 5 years that have 

impacted the people in the village? A shock is an event beyond people’s direct control that affects a proportion 

of the village population (e.g. weather disasters; crop failure; disease; accident; etc.). 

Year Description How were people affected 

   

   

   

 

4. (SAME TIME AS MAPPING ACTIVITY) What are the main extension services, government programmes, or 

development interventions that have been implemented in the village in the past 5 years? (Types to ask about: 

Agriculture; Livestock; Forest management; Business; others) 

Type Year(s) Explain (process; criteria for involvement; etc.) 

   

   

   

 

5. (AFTER TABLE 1) What activities related to the NEPL NPA are taking place in the village? Who has been 

involved in this? Example activities to ask about: Patrolling; Other enforcement; Monitoring / survey; 

Boundary demarcation; Ecotourism 

Activities Please explain Main persons 

involved 

   

   

   

 

6. (AFTER TABLE 5, SAME TIME AS TABLE 7) What benefits has the NEPL NPA provided to the village? 

(What kind of benefits? To whom?) 

Benefit Explanation Main persons 

affected  
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7. (AFTER TABLE 5, SAME TIME AS TABLE 6) Please try to remember the FIVE most recent times the NEPL 

NPA Management Unit has visited the village in the past 5 years and what their purpose was. 

Year Purpose 

  

  

  

 

 

Example outcome 
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Appendix G: Final survey questionnaire, in Lao and English 
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Appendix H: Household semi-structured interview, example questions  

 

RECORD:  

1. Village 

2. Respondent ID (If part of HH survey) 

3. Respondent name 

4. Date 

5. Start time & End time 

 

 

2. Development discourse / Livelihood prospects 
a. What are the livelihood prospects for people in the village? How do you think the 

village will develop in the future?  

b. What are the government strategies for development in the village? How are you 

involved in these?  

c. Do you feel like you are part of the development of the village? How? 

3. The NPA / forest conservation policies and how they impact decision-making 

a. Can you explain the government policies for conserving forests in the area? Why 

do these exist? Why is there a village conservation forest? 

b. When did you first hear about the NPA? Why is there an NPA in this area? (ask 

follow up questions) 

c. What is the difference between the village conservation forest and the NPA? How 

are the regulations different?  

d. Have you heard of any other protected areas in Laos? Where? How do you know 

about them? What about in other parts of the world? 

e. Have you heard about the change in status of NEPL from NPA to National Park? 

What do you think this will mean for people in the village? 

f. Are you involved in any NPA activities or projects? Why / Why not? 

g. Are you concerned about the future of land in this area? Why? What is your HH 

doing to prepare for this? 

4. Institutional implications of conservation measures 

a. How do you learn about what you can and cannot do in the NPA and other forest 

areas? 

b. Have you heard of other HHs being warned or fined for hunting? For doing 

shifting cultivation outside the production areas? For entering the NPA when they 

are not supposed to? What happened to them? 

c. What happens if someone does shifting cultivation outside the production area?  

d. How do these regulations affect the people in this village?  

e. Are you worried about the future of land in this area? Why / why not? What do 

you think will happen with the NPA?  

 

1. Livelihood strategy 

A. Agriculture 
a. Why does the HH farm?  

b. How many plots does the HH have?  

c. Which crops does the HH grow? Any cash crops (including e.g. fruit trees)? Why 

these crops? (If no cash crops, why don’t they grow these crops? 
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d. Where are the plots? Why are they here? What are the rules for deciding where 

HHs can grow? How have these rules changed in the past few years?  

e. How does the HH decide each year what to grow and where? How do you know 

the prices of crops? How does the HH decide where and to whom to sell their 

crops? Where does the HH get its seeds from? 

f. Has the amount of land available for the HH to farm changed in the past few 

years? Why? How?  

B. Livestock 
a. How many livestock (cattle, buffalo) does the HH have?  

b. (If no livestock, why not? Have they considered getting livestock?) 

c. Where does the HH keep the livestock? Why here? Does the HH have a sanam? 

Has it always been at the same place? 

d. Why did the HH invest in these? Will the HH invest in more?  

e. Are the livestock vaccinated? Why / why not? 

f. How does the HH decide when and to whom to sell? How do you know the price? 

Can you negotiate?   

C. NTFPs 

a. How do you decide which forest products to collect?  

b. Does your HH sell any forest products? (If no, why not)  

c. How did your household start selling forest products? How do you decide to 

whom to sell to?  

d. Do you know what they are used for? Do you know where they end up?  

e. How do you know the price for these forest products? Can you negotiate on 

these?  

D. Hunting 
a. Can you explain to me how people in this area hunt? How do they decide where 

and how to hunt?  

b. How important is wildlife for the HH? How did your household start hunting? Do 

they always hunt in the same place? Why / why not? How has this changed in the 

past five years or so?  

c. Does your family hunt mostly to sell or to eat? What is the rough proportion of 

the amount of meat your household consumes compared to how much it sells? 

How does your family sell the wildlife? 

E. Restrictions 
a. Does the HH experience any constraints or restrictions on its livelihood activities? 

From what? 

b. Have you considered becoming a trader / working for NPA / owning a shop / 

migrating for work? What are the constraints or barriers for you to do so?  

F. Big changes in other income generating activities  
a. How did the HH start generating income from this activity? Why?  

i. (VDF; Capital access; loans; informal network; contacts to distant places)  
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Appendix I: Ethical approval from University of Copenhagen ethics committee 
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Appendix J: Informed consent sheet 

 

COUPLED. Operationalising Telecouplings for Solving Sustainability 

Challenges for Land Use 

 

Informed Consent Form 

I hereby attest that I have been provided with the following information related to my 

participation in the research project led by Joel Persson: 

 Information on the research project and my role in it; 

 That any information I provide is fully anonymous;  

 That I can withdraw any statements, interviews and other data that I provide, at any 

time; 

 That I can stop my participation at any stage; 

 The time commitment asked by me; 

 My right to know how my participation contributed to the research; 

 My right to access all the results published based on data I have contributed; 

 The professional contact details of Joel Persson; 

 That this information was communicated in an appropriate language; and 

 

 

 

 

                                                                            

Place and date / Name and Signature of Informant 
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