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ABSTRACT 
 

ECOLOGICAL AND SOCIAL CONSIDERATIONS IN TROPICAL FOREST 

CONSERVATION: A CASE STUDY IN ECUADOR 

 

Rebekah S. Dickens 

 
There is an ongoing debate concerning the ethics and efficacy of different conservation 

strategies and the role of community participation and development in rainforest 

conservation. While conservation is important, there is growing recognition that 

traditional top-down approaches, which focus on the preservation of protected areas often 

marginalize local people and detract from the importance of inhabited landscapes. This 

research explores the connections between poverty, food security and conservation 

through a political ecology perspective, highlighting arguments for a new conservation 

paradigm. Using a case study based on participant observation and semi-structured 

interviews with 45 residents of a small coastal town in Ecuador, this research explores the 

approach to conservation and development taken by a non-profit conservation 

organization, which integrates protected areas, biological corridors, agroforestry, and 

sustainable development. The research explores the benefits and limitations of the 

organization’s approach to conservation based on relevant literature and feedback from 

local residents.  

Keywords: Conservation and Control, Political Ecology, Tropical Forest Conservation, 

Agroforestry, Sustainable Development, Inhabited Landscapes. 
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CHAPTER ONE 
INTRODUCTION 

 

 

There are roughly 1.6 billion people worldwide who depend on forests for their 

subsistence (Chao 2012). 1  A seventy year-old man named Juan living on the edge of a 

tropical rainforest in Bonitas, Ecuador, is one of them. Juan survives on about $2 per 

day.2  He is able to survive because of his relationship with the forest—his home is 

constructed from local timber, a portion of the food he eats comes from the forest and his 

small garden plot, the water he drinks is a product of the rainfall produced by the forest 

watershed, and part of his income comes from logging.    

Juan’s grandparents settled in Bonitas, Ecuador a hundred years ago. Since that 

time, the forest has been logged and converted to cattle pasture at a rate that is 

unsustainable, and the result has been a dramatic decline in rainfall and dwindling 

hunting opportunities. While he relies upon the forest for its resources, it is becoming 

clear that the trees are being cut too quickly, and if deforestation continues at the same 

rate, the forest will disappear. Without protection, it is predicted that Ecuador’s coastal 

forest and the creatures it contains will be lost in the next decade. The tensions between 

livelihood concerns, declining ecosystem services, and rainforest conservation are 

apparent in Bonitas, where there are few employment opportunities or alternatives to 

logging, hunting, or forest conversion to cattle grazing or other uses.  
                                                        
1 The majority of forest dependent people rely on forest resources for all of their subsistence needs (Chao 
2012). 
2 Individual, community and organizations’ names have been changed throughout this thesis to protect the 
anonymity of those involved in this research.   
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Scenarios that mirror the one described above are common in tropical forests, 

which are home to the majority of the world’s rainforests and biodiversity, as well as 

large populations of people living in poverty (Gallup and Sachs 2000).3 4 International 

conservation organizations and national governments play a significant role in 

determining how conservation is approached, and ultimately, how forest dependent 

people are impacted by conservation. Finding strategic ways to ethically and effectively 

address the simultaneous need for forests, agricultural production, and sustainable 

livelihoods, is one of the principle challenges of our time, and is the subject of this thesis.  

The problems of food insecurity, poverty, and deforestation are intimately 

connected. Forest conversion to agriculture is one of the main drivers of deforestation and 

loss of biodiversity in the tropics. While agricultural expansion and intensification 

increases food production, it does not necessarily address the dependence of the several 

hundred million people worldwide who rely upon forest resources and ecosystem 

services for their physical and cultural survival. Similarly, efforts to conserve forests have 

often failed to address the needs of forest dependent peoples and marginalized them from 

their resource base (Bhagwat et al. 2008).  

The ethical questions that permeate tropical forest conservation, center on access 

to, and control of natural resources. The historical approach to forest conservation has 

focused on protecting biodiversity through set-asides or protected areas that exclude 

                                                        
3 Biodiversity, commonly defined as, “the totality of genes, species, and ecosystems of a region,” is used as 
an indicator of ecosystem health, and a chief rallying point for conservationists (Global Biodiversity 
Strategy 1992, 2). 
4 There are many indicators of poverty—in this thesis I limit my focus to food security and livelihood 
access. 
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human activity (Ancrenaz et al. 2007). Protected areas have played a critical role in 

preserving forests. However many argue that these areas marginalize and exclude local 

communities when they are not involved in decision-making (Bhagwat et al. 2008).5 

Conservation programs have increasingly incorporated community participation and 

small-scale development as a way of addressing this issue. However, the goals of 

conservation and development are not often congruent, and win-win solutions are elusive 

(Fisher and Treg 2007, 93; Gallup and Sachs 2000; Johns and Maundu 2006).6 

There is a growing voice for an approach to conservation that addresses the 

ethical dilemma that arises when local communities are marginalized from lands that 

constitute the base of their livelihood.7 This approach addresses food security with small-

scale sustainable agriculture, using local knowledge and participation in conservation. 

The approach maintains that small-scale sustainable agriculture can preserve biodiversity 

while attending to human needs, focusing attention on the integrity of landscapes 

inhabited by people as an important component of conservation (Altieri 1998; Hecht and 

Cockburn 2010; Perfecto et al. 2009; Rosset 2011).  Linked closely with the food 

                                                        
5 Protected areas are often found in biodiversity hotspots, which have become a strategic focal point for 
conservation efforts taken by governments, conservation organizations, and international institutions 
(Myers 2003).  Land labeled as biodiversity hotspots contain an abundance of endemic species (no less than 
1500 endemic vascular plants) and have experienced at minimum 70 percent original habitat loss (Myers 
1988; 2003).  
6 The term and concept of development is used in multiple and contested ways, which I address further, 
later in this thesis. Unless otherwise noted, I use the word development according to United Nations 
Development Program’s Human Development Index, which has focused on social goals, such as access to 
resources, healthcare, education, and political participation (UNDP 2001). I do so while rejecting the notion 
that human societies share a linear progression to a certain pinnacle of homogenous development. My use 
of the term comes from a lack of accepted alternatives. 
7 Perfecto, Vandermeer, and Wright (2009) label the approach discussed throughout this thesis as the 
Nature’s Matrix paradigm, which is the title of their book that outlines a political ecology approach to 
tropical forest conservation.   
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sovereignty movement and a political ecology analysis, the approach shifts the 

conservation focus from areas set-aside for protection to sustainable, productive use of 

lands by local people (Shiva 2005). While this approach does not oppose setting aside 

areas for protection, proponents suggest a broader emphasis on human-inhabited 

landscapes, and increasing levels of community participation (Vandermeer and Perfecto 

2005). 

In 2007, a non-profit organization purchased 500 acres of the forest area in and 

adjacent to Bonitas, designating it as an ecological reserve. Today the organization, 

Coastal Forest Foundation (CFF), owns 1,000 acres. While they have successfully 

protected this land from resource extraction, this protection impacts local livelihood. The 

organization attempts to ameliorate livelihood losses through sustainable agriculture and 

development, focusing on agroforestry, reforestation, and education, and providing some 

employment to local people. In a case study, this thesis explores the benefits, challenges, 

and limitations of their approach to conservation and sustainable development, based on a 

review of relevant literature and interviews with Bonitas residents and CFF staff. 

In this thesis, I explore topics relevant to the question: What constitutes an 

effective and ethical approach to tropical forest conservation? In a review of the 

literature, I address (1) the significance of tropical deforestation, (2) the connection 

between food insecurity, deforestation, and conservation, (3) applying a political ecology 

analysis to deforestation and conservation, (4) the history of the conservation debate, (5) 

arguments for a new conservation paradigm that focuses on small-scale agriculture as a 

solution to both conservation and food security, (5) community participation, (6) non-
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governmental organizations (NGOs) and grassroots conservation efforts to support 

biodiversity conservation and sustainable development, and (7) best practices for 

successful conservation.  I then examine deforestation in Bonitas, including the drivers of 

deforestation in the region and how both deforestation and conservation have impacted 

local people. Finally, I analyze Coastal Forest Foundations’s approach to conservation 

and development in light of the literature reviewed and interviews with local residents.  
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CHAPTER TWO 
DYNAMICS OF DEFORESTATION 

 
 
 

Environmental and Social Effects of Deforestation 
 

Forests provide a number of critical ecosystem services, which were defined by 

the Millennium Ecosystem Assessment (2005) as “benefits people obtain from 

ecosystems” (v). Intact forests support biodiversity, housing half of the species on earth, 

and provide a host of valuable renewable resources such as food, building materials, fuel, 

and medicine (Mawalagedara and Oglesby 2012; Zhang, Henderson-Sellers, and 

McGuffie 1996; Butler 2006; Moutinho 2012). Forests maintain local and distant 

hydrological cycles, protecting watersheds and securing freshwater supplies.  Forest 

ecosystems generate soil fertility through nutrient cycling, and protect against soil erosion 

and climate extremes (Butler 2006).  Serving as carbon sinks, forests slow the effects of 

global climate change (Bunyard 2007; Laurance 1999; Mawalagedara and Oglesby 

2012). 

The Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (FAO) defines 

deforestation as,  “the conversion of forest to another land use or the long-term reduction 

of the tree canopy cover below the minimum 10 percent threshold” (FAO 2005). 8 Today 

forests cover roughly thirty one percent of the surface of the earth (FAO 2010). 9 Roughly 

                                                        
8 The FAO definition of, and statistics related to, deforestation do not include forest degradation, which is 
defined as, “Changes within the forest that negatively affect the structure or function of the stand or site, 
and thereby lower its capacity to supply products and/or services”. For a detailed understanding of FAO 
terms and definitions related to forests, see 2005 Proceedings titled “Third Expert Meeting on Harmonizing 
Forest-related Definitions for Use by Various Stakeholders.” 
9 This figure includes fragmented, managed, and pristine forests. 
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eighty percent of primary forests have already been deforested—a majority of this has 

been done within the last one hundred years (World Resources Institute 1997; Jensen and 

Draffan 2003). The earth’s forests have been reduced from 6 million square miles of 

coverage to about 2.41 million square miles, two-thirds of which are now fragmented 

(Butler 2006). Deforestation represents one of the most pervasive anthropogenic threats 

to the earth—forests must therefore constitute a substantive role in conservation and/or 

sustainable development initiatives (Martin et al. 2012). Despite their tremendous value 

as forests, approximately 13 million hectares of forest have been cleared for their timber 

and to make space for alternative land uses each year for the past decade, and in many 

areas, the rate of primary forest conversion continues to rise in the 21st century (Bhagwat 

et al. 2008; Moutinho 2012). Ecosystem services have reportedly declined by roughly 

sixty percent in the last fifty years, in large part due to changes in land use and cover 

(Nkonya et al. 2012). 

Healthy forests are vital for humans, as they store carbon, support hydrological 

cycles, and increase resiliency.  Current scientific evidence supports the notion that the 

high levels of biodiversity found in forest ecosystems are linked to increased ecosystem 

resiliency and stability (Srivastava and Vellend 2005; Thomson et al. 2009).10 

Fragmentation caused by deforestation, leads to significant spikes in rates of species 

extinction, and decreasing forest resiliency (Goldsmith 1990; Srivastava and Vellend 

2005). Through maintaining biodiversity, forests are more stable in response to 

                                                        
10 Resilience is, “The capacity of an ecosystem to return to the pre-condition state following a perturbation, 
including maintaining its essential characteristics, taxonic composition, structures, ecosystem functions, 
and process rates” (Holling 1973; Thompson et al. 2009, 4).  
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anthropogenic pressures, and thus more able to store carbon and mitigate climate change 

(Thomson et al. 2009). Primary tropical rainforests have particularly high carbon pools, 

and are therefore important in regard to climate change mitigation (Thomson et al. 2009). 

While roughly seventy percent of the carbon dioxide in the atmosphere that is a result of 

anthropogenic factors comes from burning fossil fuels, the remainder is from land 

conversion. Forests hold roughly half of the “global terrestrial biomass carbon stocks”— 

the emissions from deforestation and forest degradation are an estimated eighteen to 

twenty percent of greenhouse gas emissions (Thomson et al. 2009). The rivers and 

streams in the Amazon Basin provide roughly twenty percent of the earth’s “freshwater 

discharge” (Davidson et al. 2012, 312).  The canopy of the Amazon Basin alone stores 

roughly one hundred billion tons of carbon (Davidson et al. 2012).  

The social impacts of deforestation hit those living within forests and depending 

on them for their survival, the hardest (Nkonya et al. 2012). Sophie Chao (2012) of the 

Forest People’s Program (FPP) estimated that there are between 1.095 billion and 1.745 

billion forest peoples worldwide. 11 Types of forest dependence vary, ranging from the 

complete dependence by forest dwellers for food, fodder, medication, and cultural 

practices, to urban dwellers that purchase forest products (Colfer, Sheil, and Kishi 2006). 

Chao (2012) posits that 200 million indigenous peoples depend on forests for subsistence, 

and estimates that 350 million people rely on the forest for “supplemental income” (8).  

                                                        
11 Figures for forest dwelling people vary significantly, as definitions of forest dwellers differ, and reliable 
data are scant (Enters et al. 2009). 
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Wild plants and animals living in forests provide a large source of protein for 

regional residents and serve as natural medicines, materials for building homes and 

making clothing, and sources of income (Kaimowitz and Sheil 1997). Food and medicine 

play a significant role in cultural traditions, and when access to traditional foods and 

forest resources are denied, social fabrics can fragment (Goldsmith 1990; Johns and 

Maundu 2006). Forest dependent people are often dislocated due to deforestation, which 

disrupts traditional social structures and often forces integration into a market driven 

economy, which, for people living in the less industrialized Global South, can result in 

extreme poverty, and increased marginalization (Barraclough and Ghimire 2000; Barbier 

2004).  

Deforestation is a lens through which to understand the connection between 

poverty and environmental degradation in the Global South.12  The process of 

deforestation destroys the land bases of people all over the world, and is one of the 

biggest threats to these cultures (Jensen and Draffan 2003). Societies who have lived in 

the forest for time immemorial have faced extraordinary and often insurmountable 

challenges when confronted with the destruction of their homelands (Barraclough & 

Ghimire 2000, 4). Often when logging companies cut trees, food supply decline 

dramatically and water supplies are polluted—people may be forced into nomadism 

because of the dwindling food opportunities, and may lose access to other traditionally 

                                                        
12 Environmental degradation is a term which encompasses a myriad of ecological imbalances, including 
deforestation, biodiversity decline, desertification, and soil erosion (Neumann 2005).  
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relied-upon resources such as building materials (Al Jazeera 2007, World Rainforest 

Movement 2002).  

 

Environmental Degradation, Development, and Food Security 

In 1987 the United Nations Brundtland Commission published a report called Our 

Common Future, which recognized poverty as one of the central sources of 

environmental degradation. The prescription for these interrelated problems was 

sustainable development, defined by the Commission as,  "development that meets the 

needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their 

own needs” (42). Economic development has been long considered an essential 

component in addressing the related issues of environmental degradation and poverty. 

Without critical analysis, the notion of development has a benign or benevolent 

appearance, and can be defined as, “improvements in well-being, living standards, and 

opportunities” (Edelman and Haugerud 2005, xi).  Development is understood in myriad 

ways by developers and the so-called ‘underdeveloped’— Roderick Neumann describes 

it as, “the unfolding of modernity in particular places at particular times” (2005, 82).  

There are multiple forms of development, many of which are considered beneficial by the 

people impacted by them.  However, the history of development is mired in controversy 

and complexity. Despite its continued presence in the global arena, the development 

discourse and development practice have been sharply criticized as what many label an 

extension of the colonial project, and part of a hegemonic process (Edelman and 

Haugerud 2005; Apffel-Marglin 1998). Many marginalized people argue that the biggest 
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impediment to their development is the destruction and theft of their lands. Others argue 

that development relies on prescriptions of epistemologies and practices that devalue the 

epistemologies and practices of non-Western peoples (Apffel-Marglin 1998; Esteva and 

Suri Prakach 1998; W. Sachs 1992).  

Development projects aimed at ending poverty, increasing food security, and 

bringing ‘Third World’ nations the comforts of their ‘First World’ counterparts, have, 

since the 1980s, often been accompanied by the latent effects of top-down, neoliberal 

policies that may end in less social services for the poor, market conditions and policies 

that marginalize small-scale farmers, environmental degradation, and cycles of debt 

(Veltemeyer and Malley 2001; Apffel-Marglin 1998). Development is both cited as the 

cause for environmental degradation and the solution to environmental problems.  

Fundamental shifts in development theory over the last thirty years have led to a 

development that is, at least in rhetoric, more participatory, democratic, and ecologically 

friendly. In the late 1960s and 1970s, Colombian Sociologist Orlando Fals-Borda 

advocated for an approach to development that emerged from the “bottom-up”, and was 

based on the knowledge and experience of ‘local’ people (Fals-Borda 1979). Other 

scholars and activists, such as Paulo Freire (1970), Robert Chambers (1983), and Roland 

Bunch (1985) offered complementary analysis that encouraged local participation in 

development and agricultural projects. Since the late 1980s (and more-so, the late 1990s), 

criticisms of neoliberal policies, globalization, and development led to shifts in policy 

prescriptions and rhetoric. In the late 1990s, increasing international concerns of the 

rising number of poor people along with increasing environmental degradation led to a 
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new international focus on sustainable globalization and development. By the 1990s, 

participation in development programs had become popularized and institutionalized as a 

way to give local people more of a voice in development (Cornwall 2006). Neoliberal 

policies continued to emphasize trade liberalization, but increasingly incorporated 

provisions to protect the environment and to promote social equality (Edelman and 

Haugerud 2005; Kleipeis and Vance 2003).  

The authors of The Anthropology of Development and Globalization wrote that, 

“Nearly all analysts agree that most development projects fail. Nonetheless, a faith in 

progress continues” (Edelman and Haugerud 2005, 2). Edelman and Huagerud (2005) 

note that the history of strategic failures in development programs has elicited a response 

that is characterized by the words, “participation,” “partnership,” and “sustainability” 

(49). These phrases arise from the shortcomings of earlier development work, 

representing an increased realization that communities should have a say in determining 

their own future.13 The failure of governments to address poverty and environmental 

degradation on an acceptable scale, has led to many new community-based approaches to 

solve these problems (Agrawal and Redford, 2006; Salafsky and Wollenberg 2000). For 

over thirty years, community participation has become an essential component of the 

majority of development projects, however the degree of active local participation in 

many cases is questionable and many projects continue to be implemented from the top-

down. Wolfgang Sachs (1992) argues that these catchphrases (sustainable development, 

                                                        
13 Conservation programs have followed a similar trajectory, adopting the rhetoric of increased 
participation. This is further discussed in the next chapter. 
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participation, etc) are nothing more than bandages for the festering wounds of top-down 

development projects, acting to preserve the foundational flaws inherent in the 

development paradigm. 

    Regardless of the goals of development and modernization, global poverty, 

particularly in developing countries is increasing. From 1960 to 1990, the number of 

people living in poverty doubled (Edelman and Haugerud 2005). Reports from 2008 

indicated that roughly 2.7 billion people survived on less than $2 a day, over one billion 

of those earned less than $1 per day (World Bank 2008). In 2008 a United Nations 

assessment of the global food crisis reported that food prices had increased by eighty 

percent in the span of three years (United Nations 2008). At that time there were over 900 

million people lacking food security, the majority residing in the developing world. The 

2012 Global Monitoring Report, produced by the World Bank, argued that the increases 

in food prices have kept many from rising out of poverty, and increased the number of 

people living in poverty by 95.6 million in 2008, and 36 million in 2011. The role that 

agricultural production and policies play in alleviating poverty is imperative, and 

inherently connected to the future of the earth’s forests. 

Economic development has often been seen as a solution to the issues of food 

security and poverty that can arise from deforestation; it is also argued to be an 

underlying cause of deforestation. Essentially every nation or region that has experienced 

economic development has likewise seen elevated levels of deforestation. It is argued 

that, as in the case with most European nations and their temperate forests, these rates of 

deforestation slow down after the nation reaches, “a certain level of economic 
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development” (Martin et al. 2012, 6).  It is important to note, however, that only one 

percent of the ancient forest remains in Europe and the eastern United States (Terbogh 

1999).  Perhaps the declining levels of deforestation in the Global North are 

representative of a combination of having already deforested the majority of pristine 

forests, and having the resources of the Global South to depend on. It remains to be seen 

how this process will play out in the tropics. 

Many argue that further incorporating the rural poor into consumer markets, and 

linking conservation to financial investments, “as mainstream development would have 

it,” is the wrong prescription for both poverty and environmental degradation (Neumann 

2005, 31; Blakie 1985; Watts 1983; Shiva 2005). These arguments challenge the 

underlying assumptions that lead to policy prescriptions that artificially separate, 

“conservation and production…people and nature” (Shiva 2005, viii). While 

deforestation is often accompanied by negative social consequences, conservation and 

development efforts have had similar effects by restricting access to forest resources and 

excluding local people from forest areas (Ancrenaz et al. 2007).  Because the dynamics of 

deforestation are place and context-specific, analysis of deforestation and proposed 

solutions should be grounded in a framework that integrates an understanding based on 

political, ecological, and economic exploration specific to the place in question. A 

political ecology framework lends itself to a critical, interdisciplinary analysis of the 

dynamics that create environmental degradation (i.e., deforestation), exploring the 

tensions between conservation and control of natural resources, and the potential for 

cooperative efforts toward sustainable use of natural resources. In the following sections 
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and chapters, I examine the conservation debate and the solutions that emerge from 

applying a political ecology framework to analyze deforestation. 

 

A Political Ecology Derived Analysis of Deforestation 

Roderick Neumann argued that the environment is “highly politicized,” writing 

that political and economic analysis of environmental change is essential to 

understanding the dynamics that shape human-environment interactions (2005, 1). 

Political ecology is an interdisciplinary and explicitly political lens through which 

numerous researchers have analyzed the relationship between people and the 

environment, including the issues of access to, and distribution of power and control over 

environmental resources (Robbins 2004; Greenberg and Park 1994; Peet and Watts 

1996). A defining feature of the field is multi-scalar analysis that is applied to explore 

environmental degradation and conflict, social marginalization, conservation, and 

theories of social movements (Neumann 2005). Political ecologists analyze inequalities 

in the costs and benefits of natural resource use and environmental degradation. The areas 

of emphasis overlap, and offer deep and critical analyses that move beyond simplistic 

explanations of poverty and environmental destruction, exploring the dynamics that 

create environmental and social injustices. Political ecology draws from common 

property theory, peasant studies, green materialism, and feminist development studies, all 

of which critically examine the, “pressing multi-scale questions of development-era 

environmental change” (Robbins 2004, 51). Neumann (2005) described the 

interdisciplinary nature of the field as, a “merger of cultural ecology with political 
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economy” (9).  Michael Watts (2000) approached political ecology with a Marxist lens as 

a means toward understanding the connections between society and nature through 

thoughtful exploration of  “…access and control over resources and their implications for 

environmental health and sustainable livelihoods” (257).  

Mainstream conservation efforts often usurp control of natural resources from the 

hands of local groups in an effort to protect “nature”.  In the process, local dependence on 

resources for livelihood and socio-political organization is restricted, and the social 

capital that develops in traditional systems of resource management is undermined 

(Robbins 2004). The conservation and control thesis, a key idea in an analysis of 

conservation informed by political ecology, addresses the problematic features of 

mainstream conservation and its tendency to “territorialize” space for conservation 

(Robbins 2004). Central to the conservation and control thesis are critiques of  (1) the 

creation of artificial boundaries between nature and society, (2) romanticized visions of 

wilderness, (3) the exclusion of local use and production of natural resources, and (4) the 

contested conservation value of, and the social implications of protected areas (Robbins 

2004, 179).  

The conservation and control thesis examines conservation programs looking at 

past efforts and failures, situating these within their particular social, economic, and 

ecological contexts in order to better understand the dynamics that create environmental 

destruction (Robbins 2004). Through a more nuanced analysis of the socio-political and 

economic dynamics that influence land use, political ecologists can illuminate the 

complexities of rainforest degradation and identify the problematic assumptions that have 
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led to unsuccessful conservation strategies. Robbins (2004) wrote that, while a political 

ecology perspective is critical of mainstream conservation, it is both compatible with and 

essential to attaining conservation goals.  

In order to articulate more sustainable paradigms, it is important to understand the 

causes of deforestation. A political ecology framework does not focus on one single 

cause of deforestation, such as population or logging, but on the “web of causality”—

from logging to international trade to soil quality to colonial histories, in order to 

articulate a more nuanced and political understanding of environmental degradation 

(Vandermeer and Perfecto 2005) 

 

Drivers of Deforestation 

While generalizable global patterns exist, the many drivers of deforestation vary 

in different places, and change over time (Martin et al. 2012; Kaimowitz and Angelsen 

1999). Population growth, globalization, global poverty, inequitable development, and 

national debt are each argued to be underlying causes of deforestation. Significant direct 

drivers of deforestation include agriculture, infrastructure development, industrial 

forestry and logging, large-scale resource extraction, land conversion for ranching, 

plantations, mining, urbanization, and oil and gas development (Altieri, Funes-Monzote, 

and Peterson 2011; Gibson et al. 2000; Laurence 1999; Butler and Laurence 2008; Rudel 

et al. 2009; Rosset 2011; Moutinho 2012).  

From the 1960s to the 1980s, the principle drivers of tropical deforestation are 

often attributed to high population growth and rural poverty, which encouraged 
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expansion of small-scale agriculture (Laurence 1999; Myers 1999).   As world population 

nearly doubled from 1950 to 1985, state-sponsored land settlement programs throughout 

the developing world encouraged settlement in forested areas through policies that 

subsidized road construction, and provided other incentives for migration to sparsely 

populated rural (usually forested) land (Rudel 2005; Williams 2006). From the year 1950 

to 2000, approximately 555 million ha were deforested—a far departure from the 11 

million ha per year that was the average for the 1920s and 1930s (Williams 2006). The 

majority of the increase in both population and deforestation occurred in tropical 

developing countries, and a majority of the forest was converted for agricultural and 

subsistence purposes (Williams 2006). 14  

The relationship between population and forest cover is shifting, and this is most 

likely the reflection of an increase in “well capitalized enterprises” that can deforest large 

tracts of forest with relatively few laborers (Rudel et al. 2009, 1400). As neoliberal 

policies encouraged developing countries to cut social spending, rural settlement 

programs declined significantly (by the late 1990s, they only existed in Brazil and 

Indonesia) (Rudel 2005).15 Tropical deforestation was subsistence driven from 

smallholder farmers from the 1960s to the 1980s, however the role of industry in 

                                                        
14 As the world regrouped following WWII, European colonial powers retreated from territories in India, 
Indonesia, and Africa. The concept of the ‘third world’ (or ‘developing nations’) emerged – this label 
distinguished between the ‘first world’ industrialized capitalist and ‘second world’ communist nations. The 
‘third world’ was comprised of less industrialized nations, many of which had been the subjects of 
colonization, were economically marginalized, and tropical (Williams 2006; Perfecto et al. 2009).  
15 This was not the only force at play, but it was the most significant factor involved in declining rural 
settlement programs (Rudel 2005). 
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promoting deforestation, beginning in the 1980s became paramount (Butler and Laurence 

2008).  

As a result of urban migration and shifts in the global financial system, industrial 

agriculture is argued to be the main direct driver of tropical deforestation today, followed 

by infrastructure development, logging, mining, and oil and gas development (Butler and 

Laurence 2008; Rudel et al. 2009; Rademaeckers et al. 2010).16 Increasingly, land is 

converted for soybean or other large agricultural plantations used for biofuel, and the 

expansion of cattle ranches (Rudel 2005; Butler and Laurence 2008).  The role of 

international finance and large corporations is significant, and private sector exploitation 

of agricultural land, timber and mineral resources is considered to be a major source of 

deforestation. Concurrently, the rate at which rural poor people are impacting tropical 

forests seems to be stabilizing, and in some regions, declining, as the rate of rural 

population growth is “growing more slowly” (Butler and Laurence 2008).  

Rates of population growth have been exponential throughout the industrial age, 

and deforestation and population trends have often followed the same trajectory (Martin 

et al. 2012; Williams 2006). With population growth comes increased pressures on 

natural resources, and a need for greater agricultural production. From the 1970s to the 

twenty-first century, world population rose by more than sixty percent—in that time the 

                                                        
16Neoliberal economic policies affect ecosystems and livelihoods by encouraging privatization, 
deregulation of corporate economic policies of the environment, trade liberalization, limited governmental 
economic intervention, and the proliferation of export-driven economies (Veltmeyer and Malley 2001). 
These policies were propelled via international financial institutions, corporate interests, international trade 
agreements, and structural adjustment programs, and have been called, “one of the most consequential 
developments in the recent history of the developing world” (Rudel 2005).  
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consumption of fossil fuel has more than doubled, the number of cars produced has 

tripled, and there has been an incredible loss of biodiversity (Miller and Westra 2002).  

Some argue vehemently that population is an important variable in land 

conversion and levels of poverty (Terbogh 1999). Ecologist William F. Laurance (1999) 

wrote that, “There seems little doubt that human population pressure is the most crucial 

underlying cause of deforestation” (111). Michael Williams (2006) cited several 

“empirical, econometric” studies that support the connection between accelerated 

populations and deforestation, arguing that while the patterns of deforestation vary both 

regionally and globally, human population remains a significant factor. However, while 

many agree that population and land conversion are correlated, studies have supported 

divergent opinions regarding whether population growth and density cause deforestation, 

and several political ecology studies have challenged the notion that population growth 

causes deforestation (Gibson et al. 2000; Fairhead and Leach 1998). 

Focusing on population pressures as the primary cause of environmental 

destruction, Neo-Malthusianism has its roots in literature from the late eighteenth 

century, and is a common explanation of deforestation (and environmental degradation in 

general).17 Critics say that this explanation fails to adequately address the social, 

political, historical and ecological variables involved in explaining causes of and 

remedies for environmental destruction, labeling it simplistic and apolitical (Robbins 

                                                        
17 The 1798 essay by Thomas Malthus, Essays on the Principles of Population, addressed the influence of 
population growth on labor supply, arguing that disproportionate population growth drives wages 
downward, and leads to poverty. Neo-Malthusian explanations, following this influential essay, expanded 
upon Malthus’ premises, emphasizing population increases as the primary cause for environmental 
degradation and increased agricultural production (Robbins 2004). 



21 
 

 

2004; Peluso and Watts 2001; Bailey and Bryant 1997).18 The emphasis on population as 

the primary driver of deforestation continues today, and has significantly influenced 

international conservation and development agendas (Peluso and Watts 2001). Still, 

authors such as John Terborgh (1999) argue that the subject of overpopulation, despite its 

significant impact on resource use, has become taboo, to the detriment of the broader 

discussion on the environment.  

Critics of Neo-Malthusianism argue that the culpability for environmental 

destruction is unfairly placed on ‘developing’ countries and their higher birth rates, 

disregarding the reality that people in the industrialized world use vastly more resources 

per person than people in the less industrialized world, and that many of the resources 

consumed in the Global North are extracted from the Global South (Perfecto et al. 2009; 

Laurence 1999; Williams 2006). For example, seventy-five percent of timber is used by 

roughly seventeen percent of the earth’s population (FAO 2002). About twenty-five to 

nearly forty percent of wood and paper consumption occurs in the United States, which 

constitutes only five percent of the world’s population (FAO 2002). While population 

pressures clearly play a role in resource use, the political, economic, and institutional 

contexts that influence the dynamics of resource extraction and use also deserve attention 

(Gibson et al. 2000). It is important to both recognize the significant role of population in 

creating a need for more agricultural production and exploitation of natural resources, as 

well as addressing levels of consumption, food production and access, sustainability, and 

governance. In an analysis of 150 economic models of deforestation, Kaimowitz and 

                                                        
18 For an in-depth discussion of apolitical ecologies, see Robbins 2004. 
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Angelsen (1999) concluded that while demographic variables and migration patterns 

impact levels of deforestation, they do so in a, “complex fashion that cannot simply be 

reduced to saying population growth promotes deforestation” (5).  

One commonly cited explanation linked with Neo-Malthusianism is the idea that 

high population pressures coupled with poverty in rural areas lead to deforestation, as 

people move into the forest in order to create more farmland. In an analysis of swidden 

agriculture, Michael Dove (1983) explained that a great deal of the commentary 

regarding swidden agriculture was ill-informed and based on mythical assumptions that 

undervalued the productivity of these farms as well as the capacity for swidden 

agriculture to support healthy ecosystem succession.  Despite Dove’s argument, Norman 

Myers (1999) called swidden agriculture the, “greatest single cause of deforestation” 

(20).19 Myers attributed two-thirds of tropical deforestation to shifting farmers, writing 

that there were between 200 million to 600 million “poor marginal farmers” worldwide, 

farming on half as much forest compared to what was available in the 1950s. He 

explained that, while shifting cultivation has been an ancient and sustainable practice, 

high population levels do not allow forests to regrow. As fallow periods have become 

shorter and shorter, land is worked until the soil is stripped of nutrients. 

 In 1996, the Consultative Group on International Agricultural Research reported 

that poor farmers were significant contributors to tropical deforestation, however this 

report was challenged by leaders in the developing world such as Wangari Maathai, who 
                                                        
19 Slash-and-burn farming, swidden, and shifting agriculture make use of fire, burning selected forest areas 
for temporary agricultural cultivation. This technique has been used sustainably for millennia, however 
large areas are required, and it can devastate local environments when practiced too intensively (Cornell 
2007). 
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responded that, “It is very common for people making such conclusions to blame poor 

people. Poor people are the victims not the cause” (Crossette 1996). She countered the 

argument that poor people are responsible for deforestation, arguing, “In Kenya at the 

moment, we are fighting to protect the remaining very few indigenous forests from some 

of the richest people in the country” (Crossette 1996). Still, economists and scientists 

maintain that, while traditional swidden agriculture may have once been sustainable, 

population pressures have shortened fallow periods and the ability of forests to 

regenerate.20 

There is a robust literature in political ecology that addresses the inadequacies of 

the Neo-Malthusian paradigm. Fairhead and Leach (1998) used historical evidence to 

prove that the impact of West African farmers on the environment had been grossly 

exaggerated, leading to conservation prescriptions which often completely appropriated 

the rights of local people. They argued that the discourse of forest landscapes 

disappearing due to human settlement is incomplete, showing that in some cases, human 

settlement has been responsible for encouraging the growth of forest islands and 

increasing biodiversity (Fairhead and Leach 1998). In Seeds of Famine: Ecological 

Destruction and the Development Dilemma in the West African Sahel, Franke and Chasin 

(1980) provided explanations for land degradation that challenged the assumption that 

overpopulation and pastoralist societies were the cause of desertification. Through a 

                                                        
20 Ismail Serageldin, a chairperson on the study, and a World Bank official, argued that the only way to 
combat deforestation is to address poverty (Crossette 1996). Myers (1999) noted that international 
economic policies related to export markets and agricultural subsidies, as well as reducing developing 
nations’ foreign debt could help to alleviate poverty, thus reducing the impact on forests through 
unsustainable forms of shifting agriculture. 
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political and historical analysis, they illustrated how land-use decisions were connected to 

a colonial past and incorporation into global capitalism.   

Susanna Hecht and Alexander Cockburn (2010) illustrated why population is not 

a sufficient explanation for the causes of deforestation in the Brazilian Amazon, 

highlighting that less than ten percent of Brazil’s population inhabits the Amazon. They 

explained that migration to the Amazon is not a consequence of urban population 

pressures, but of changes in access to land in nearby regions, which was a result of 

increasingly industrialized agriculture. Illuminating the holes in various single-causal 

explanations for deforestation, they offered a compelling analysis of the way that 

governmental development policies in Brazil have encouraged speculative land 

investments, settlement, and large-scale cattle ranching through incentives such as 

subsidies and full tax exemption. As the productivity of the once-forested lands began to 

decline due to soil erosion and other problems associated with cattle grazing, more of the 

Amazon was logged. In a more recent study of forest resurgence in El Salvador, Hecht 

and Saatchi found, “no significant correlation of forest cover with the population density” 

(Hecht 2007).  

It is simplistic to assert that the causes for deforestation are a direct result of any 

single variable. Attempts to ameliorate the precarious position of the world’s forested 

ecosystems and the people who depend on them, must not only take into account the 

underlying causes of deforestation, but the limiting factors, inevitable trade-offs, and 

political realities within which conservation and development programs must operate. 

Climate change, significant biodiversity loss, and loss of ecosystem services as a result of 
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deforestation are compelling reasons to protect remaining rainforests. Conventional 

conservation and development practices have often focused on conservation goals at the 

expense of human needs, or development at the expense of the environment (Berkes 

2004). However, it is clear that these needs are intimately connected. Representing a 

popular shift in conservation and development thinking, Jeffrey Sachs and Walter Reid 

(2006) wrote that, “Sustaining development, meaning economic growth that is 

environmentally sound, is a practical necessity. Environmental goals cannot be achieved 

without development, nor can development goals be achieved without sound 

environmental management” (1002).  There continues to be a debate over how to best 

preserve biodiversity, develop sustainably, or protect wilderness.  In a similar manner to 

the shifts in development policy, conservation policies have changed to be more 

participatory and inclusive of local communities. The proper role of local communities, 

development, and agriculture in conservation programs, however, continues to be 

debated.  
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CHAPTER 3: THE CONSERVATION DEBATE 
 
 
 

Protected Areas  

The preservation of nature in reserves or parks has been important for biodiversity 

conservation, however there is disagreement over the emphasis placed on parks and 

reserves in conservation efforts, as well as the role of local communities in conservation 

(McShane et al. 2010). Since the 1980s, the “parks vs. people debate” has questioned the 

priorities and ethics of conservation efforts, whether the focus should be on protecting 

biodiversity through strict preservation and fortress conservation or on sustainable 

development and poverty alleviation, and the role of local users in conservation planning 

(Minteer and Miller 2011; Sanderson and Redford 2003; Agrawal and Clark 2001). 

Minteer and Miller (2011) described a “New Conservation Debate” which centers on the 

“disagreement about the proper value and ethical foundations of biological conservation 

in the age of sustainability” (945).21  

Parks and protected areas represent a prevalent conservation approach whose 

ultimate goal is the preservation of biodiversity and natural habitats in ecological reserves 

that are safeguarded from human use and resource extraction (Sallafsky & Wollenberg 

2000). Setting aside areas for protection is an ancient practice, dating back to protected 

sacred forests in India in 300 B.C. (Grove 1995). As of 2008, more than 100,000 

protected areas span the globe, covering over 19 million km2  (Chape et al. 2008).  

                                                        
21 Fortress conservation is a term used to describe protected ecological areas that exclude people, often 
using restrictions life fences or consequences of fines to dissuade intrusion by local people. 
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Twelve and one-half percent of the earth is set-aside in protected areas, which is defined 

by the International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN) as, “A clearly defined 

geographical space, recognized, dedicated and managed, through legal or other effective 

means, to achieve the long-term conservation of nature with associated ecosystem 

services and cultural values” (Dudley 2008, 8-9: Chape et al. 2008; Rodrigues et al. 

2004).  Protected areas range from being entirely off-limits to people, to including 

tourism, recreation, education, scientific research, sustainable resource extraction, and 

conservation of cultural and sacred sites.22 As of the late 1990s, only about five percent 

was set-aside in strictly protected areas such as parks and “strict nature preserves” 

(Terbogh 1999, 18).  

Some argue that protected areas are the best bet for preserving forests in the long-

term, and many agree that they should continue to represent a key component of 

conservation strategies (Tergbogh 1999; Bruner et al. 2001; Rodrigues et al. 2004). 

Protected areas in the tropical world face many challenges, including inadequate funding, 

poor or non-existent management, illegal encroachment, and unenforceable boundaries 

and park regulations (Terbogh 1999; Salafsky and Wollenberg 2000). Terbogh (1999) 

suggested that most parks in the tropics are being degraded, and many only exist on 

paper. In an assessment of 93 protected areas, Bruner et al. (2001) disagreed with this 

assertion, finding that, while many parks do suffer from inadequate funding and illegal 

encroachment, the notion that the majority of parks are protected on paper only 

                                                        
22 The IUCN includes with their definition six different categories under which protected areas fall — from 
nature reserves that are protected from any human use, to protected areas whose natural resources are 
sustainably managed or extracted (Dudley 2008). 
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contradicts the evidence. They conclude that, despite the many challenges facing 

protected areas, they are particularly effective when it comes to the prevention of land 

conversion, and are critical to tropical biodiversity conservation (Bruner et al. 2001).  

Some argue that protected areas are unethical because they are typically 

implemented from the top-down (i.e. hierarchical), fail to include local participation, and 

marginalize and dislocate forest dependent peoples (Shwartzman et al. 2000; West, Igoe, 

and Brockington 2006; Sachs 1992). Roderick Neumann (1998) investigated the 

problematic nature of protected areas and parks in Africa, explaining that in many 

African countries, including Botswana, Namibia, Senegal and Tanzania, 70 to 80 percent 

of the population depends upon agriculture or pastoralism for their survival. He explains 

how conservation policies that attempt to protect a ‘natural wilderness’ devoid of people, 

ignore the natural history of many African nations, and leave populations without 

livelihood options.  There is growing political and academic resistance to the ethics and 

values of protected areas that impact rural livelihood and exclude local people (Neumann 

1998). Since the 1980s, several social scientists and policy makers have faulted protected 

areas that overlook traditional land use practices of local people and local ownership of 

land and resources (Neumann 1998; Marks 1984; Turton 1987).  

Gockel and Gray (2009) summarized the critique of fortress conservation, writing 

that it has been largely regarded as inadequate, often critiqued as, “ethically problematic, 

misanthropic, or simply inappropriate for the needs of developing countries” (11). Often, 

protected areas are promoted by, and largely benefit, conservationists and tourists from 

the Global North (Terbogh 1999). The juxtaposition between who is displaced for 
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protected areas, and who benefits, highlights the ethical dilemma of top-down fortress 

conservation. On the other hand, conservation measures remain important for the long-

term maintenance of livelihood practices by forest dependent people, and for the life and 

production sustaining (imperative) ecosystem services that forests provide (Global 

Biodiversity Strategy 1992). Protected areas do not necessarily preclude local 

involvement, and some argue that local participation in their designation and rules for use 

leads to more successful long-term conservation. 

 

Integrating Conservation and Development 

Agrawal and Clark (2001) explain that after decades of conservation and 

development strategies that have resulted in “poor conservation outcomes,” conservation 

planners have begun to question what role local communities can and should have in 

conservation planning (I). Over the last several decades, along with a shifting 

international awareness of the need for ‘sustainable development’ and conservation and 

development that includes local participation, it has been increasingly popular to 

approach conservation through Integrated Conservation and Development Projects 

(ICDPs), or Community-Based Conservation (CBC), which include the participation of 

local communities, and account for local livelihood needs (Gockel and Gray 2009; West 

and Brockington 2006). In order to protect forests and diversity, many believe that the 

support and cooperation of local communities is important. With increasing international 

awareness of the problems associated with exclusionary practices, a growing emphasis on 

development that is sustainable, and increasing interdisciplinary analysis of 
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environmental degradation, the political climate has become more receptive to the goals 

of sustainable economic development and the acknowledgement of the rights of local 

people to resources (Pretty and Smith 2004; Sallafsky and Wollenberg 2000). While there 

is agreement that wilderness areas are a vital component of conservation plans, resource 

managers have begun to seek “complementary conservation strategies” (Sallafsky and 

Wollenberg 2000, 1422).  There are countless programs with the objective of addressing 

the dynamic and related concerns of conservation, development, and poverty alleviation. 

Still, there is a wide range of opinion regarding how to best approach these goals, and to 

what extent success can be achieved (Schwartzman et al. 2000; Adams et al. 2004).  

CBC and ICDPs come in a number of forms—from sustainable and community-

based wildlife management, to ecotourism, non-timber forest extraction, to agroforestry, 

extractive reserves, and community forestry (Adams et al. 2004). Often, ICDPs use 

economic or other incentives, operating under the assumption that success of 

conservation depends on whether local communities or residents “buy-in” to the 

conservation project (Gockel and Gray 2009). One commonly cited early example of an 

ICDP is the Community Areas Management Programme for Indigenous Resources 

(CAMPFIRE) program in Zimbabwe, which started in 1989, and supports local control 

over wildlife and natural resource management (Campfire Association Zimbabwe 2012). 

The program seeks to address rural poverty and wildlife conservation through 

incentivizing sustainable use, incorporating hunting tourism and other sustainable 

livelihood strategies into their conservation programs (Vorlaufer 2002). The basic 

premise behind the CAMPFIRE approach to conservation is that local people should be 



31 
 

 

involved in decision-making in regard to natural resource management, and should earn 

economic incentives for conservation (Vorluafer 2002). While the program has received 

praise for finding a balanced approach toward reconciling livelihood needs and 

environmental protection, the results of CAMPFIRE have been mixed. Wildlife numbers 

have increased, however Vorlaufer (2002) explained that the economic revenues 

generated from the program do not compensate for the damage to property and increased 

conflict between humans and wildlife. Despite the successful indicators for biodiversity 

and the active participation of local people, rural populations working with the program 

continue to face poverty (Vorlaufer 2002).    

While some note the ethical failures of fortress methods of conservations, there 

remains debate regarding the contribution of ICDPs and CBC toward conservation ends 

(Berkes 2004). Some experts, citing the failures of CBC and ICDPs, argue that 

conservation and development programs should not be linked together; others argue that 

there are lessons to be learned from programs that have fallen short, and the integration of 

conservation and development is still a worthwhile aspiration (Shwartzmann et al 2000; 

Brown 2002; Terbogh 1999). The lack of success is attributed by some analysts to a 

continuation of top-down approaches that have failed to include active participation of 

locals (Campbell and Vainio-Mattila 2003; Pretty and Smith 2004). Recommended 

prescriptions for success include attention to place-based models, a need to target 

incentives more effectively, and to engage more dynamically with local participants 

(Brown 2002; Spiteri and Nepal 2006).  Agrawal and Gibson (2001) encourage a more 
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nuanced view of community, which recognizes the internal dynamics and differences 

within “communities,” as well as an increased focus on institutions.  

There are examples that are considered successful, and integrated strategies have 

become a dominant conservation approach (Adams et al. 2004; Berkes 2004). In a review 

of 23 ICDPs, Wells and Brandon (1992) concluded that integrating conservation and 

sustainable development is essential to balancing livelihood concerns and the protection 

of biodiversity. They argue that equilibrium must be struck between the short and long-

term goals of ICDPs, as well as between local participation and enforcement, 

acknowledging the incredible challenge of integrating “the most difficult aspects of 

conservation and park management with rural development” (Wells and Brandon 1992, 

xi).  

Some proponents of the preservationist approach to conservation are concerned 

that ICDPs and CBC can serve as a distraction for efforts to protect biodiversity hotspots, 

channeling conservation funds into development with questionable results (Oates 1999; 

Terbogh 1999; Berkes 2004). John Oates (1999) wrote that integrated strategies generate 

large amounts of funding from international NGOs but offer little in terms of results.  

John Terbogh (1999) similarly argues that the notion of sustainable development is 

“gilded rhetoric,” representing, “little more than wishful thinking” (165). Wells et al. 

(1999) called ICDPs an “expensive failure” following an overview of programs in 

Indonesia, in which they argued that programs such as one in Ruteng Nature Recreation 

Park and Siberut National Park, had failed to protect biodiversity despite budgets of tens 

of millions of dollars.  While the goal of ICDPs is to minimize impacts to parks through 
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the promotion of sustainable development, Terbogh argues that the stated objectives of 

ICDPs usually have little “direct relevance” to biodiversity preservation (165). When 

ICDPs are successful at enhancing local economies, Oates and Terbogh claim that they 

attract migration, thus increasing pressures on biodiversity rather than protecting it (Oates 

1999; Terbogh 1999).  

While he agreed that local people should be considered, Oates contends that the 

proposed win-win solutions are nice fantasies, but do not reflect reality, despite the 

enormous support and funding that they generate. He argued that the shift toward CBC 

has failed to reconcile the needs of nature and people, writing that broader socio-political 

movements that address the underlying causes of poverty and inequality are necessary for 

poverty reduction, while the agenda of conservation should remain focused on the 

protection of biodiversity. Terbogh recommends a top-down approach that focuses on 

expanding protected areas, and improving the implementation of rules that preserve 

forests, as well as enforcement when rules are violated. While both of these conservation 

biologists agree that ICDPs may offer some progress in the way of sustainable 

development, each makes a concerted argument for conservation for the sake of 

conservation.  

It is generally agreed that protected areas represent an important component of 

conservation efforts, and that some areas do need to be off limits to protect certain 

species and ecosystems (Redford and Richter 1999). Many species (particularly large 

predators) require massive areas, yet few protected areas are sufficient in size and scale to 

preserve large predators for the long term (Terbogh 1999; Salafsky and Wollenberg 
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1999).  Rodriguez et al. (2004) argued that, while the network of protected areas has been 

crucial, protecting eleven percent of terrestrial land is insufficient for the protection of 

biodiversity. They conclude that protected areas efficiently and cost-effectively protect 

against biodiversity declines; however, the network of protected areas is incomplete. 

They mention the 700 threatened species living in areas that are not set-aside, arguing 

that protected areas should better reflect levels of endemism and follow biodiversity 

patterns in order to maximize protection of biodiversity.  

Scientific research has illustrated that the long-term viability of protected areas 

depends upon the integrity of the land that surrounds these ‘islands of biodiversity’ 

(Ancrenaz et al. 2007).  While some point to a need for more, larger protected areas, 

others argue for conservation strategies that incorporate areas inhabited by people, and 

that agriculture should be considered in biodiversity conservation (Donald and Evans 

2006; Pretty and Smith 2004; Hecht and Saatchi 2007). 

 

The Myth of Pristine Wilderness and Value of Inhabited Landscapes 

A number of political ecologists have argued that fortress-style environmental 

policies rest on antiquated nature-society dichotomies—this artificial dualism has 

influenced international conservation programs since the late 1800s (Cockburn and Hecht 

2010; Williams 2006; Mann 2006). One assumption that impacts conservation strategies 

is the belief that humans and wilderness cannot coexist. There is a range of scholarship 

today that challenges the notion of pristine wilderness, arguing that a result of this ‘myth’ 

is a focus on protected areas, and a failure to consider the potential for people to be 
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stewards of the land they live on, or to consider the integrity of lands outside of the 

islands of biodiversity created in protected areas (Hecht et al. 2006; Pearce 2000; 

Perfecto et al 2009; Mann 2006). 

The myth of untouched nature has affected conservation strategies throughout 

Latin America. Contrary to popular belief, much of the Americas consisted of forests 

managed for human needs through the use of fire and the domestication of plants and 

animals before the arrival of Europeans in the late fifteenth century (Mann 2006; Posey 

1985). In fact, human populations in the Americas were as high as 65 to 100 million until 

the early sixteenth century (Martin et al. 2012). Many indigenous peoples had large 

civilizations and systematic forms of land management that supported biodiversity and 

human needs. The myth of pristine wilderness has led to conservation strategies that 

ignore the capacity of people to be environmental stewards, and renders secondary and 

successional forests invisible to conservationists, which has serious consequences for 

humans and forests (Hecht and Cockburn 2010; Neumann 1998). Despite the 

romanticized view of pre-European American landscapes being virgin, and basically 

uninhabited, increasing evidence supports the view that Native Americans adapted and 

changed their environments, and that the conservation of a “natural state”, however 

romantic, is based on faulty assumptions (Williams 2006).  

While ancient, intact forests must be protected, there is likewise tremendous value 

in secondary forests and inhabited and rehabilitated landscapes, as they support 

ecosystem services and can maintain high levels of biodiversity (Hecht and Saatchi 2007; 

Schelhas and Greenberg 1996). By restoring deforested areas through reforestation 
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efforts and a mosaic of agricultural systems suited to particular ecological contexts, the 

ecosystem services provided by forests can continue.  Secondary and successional forests 

are re-emerging in tropical landscapes, and there is an opportunity to ensure that these 

forests can provide habitat and support biodiversity (Asner et al. 2009; Rudel et al. 2009). 

 Through the use of satellite imagery, Susanna Hecht and Sasaan Satchi (2007) 

displayed that the forests are coming back in El Salvador, a country which is typically 

viewed as environmentally devastated (Hecht 2001; Terbogh 1999). 23 Inhabited 

landscapes in El Salvador, including shade-grown coffee farms, domestic agroforests, 

and secondary vegetation, which support high levels of biodiversity, and are important 

for species colonization and migration, store carbon, and are socio-economically valuable 

(Hecht and Saatchi 2007). Based on these observations, Hecht and Saatchi conclude that 

the conservation debate has focused for too long on protected areas. Hecht advocates for 

a new rurality, in which an agricultural mosaic weaves into secondary forests and 

pastures, squeezing large amounts of biodiversity into populated and agriculturally 

productive lands (Hecht 2001). Her work in El Salvador attests to the value of inhabited 

and secondary forests in their ability to provide adaptations for climate change and 

encourage biodiversity. The fact is that most of El Salvador’s primary forest is gone, but 

there is a great deal of hope regarding the potential for what remains. Because a 

significant amount of biodiversity still exists in unprotected areas, and areas of high 

                                                        
23 Hecht and Saatchi (2007) attributed this shift to the socio-economic and political forces of war, 
globalization and migration, illustrating how the presence of violence decreased rural populations and 
increased migration to urban areas. Meanwhile, staple food items have become cheaper and farmers’ 
incomes were being subsidized by remittances from their families who had migrated to wealthier countries, 
thus decreasing agricultural pressures on the land.  
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biodiversity co-exist with poverty, a landscape-level approach is needed that incorporates 

a transition to more sustainable practices that have been around for millennia (Ancrenaz 

et al. 2007; Hecht and Saatchi 2007; Altieri et al. 2011; Perfecto et al. 2009). 

Protected areas represent merely a fraction of the earth’s surface. Today, forests 

are fragmented, and exist as islands within a sea of agriculture, development, and other 

human use. Fragmentation impacts ecosystem function, affecting species composition, 

structure, survival, and a number of ecosystem processes (Donald and Evans 2006). The 

quality of the matrix of land that surrounds forest fragments impacts the ability of 

protected areas to maintain high levels of biodiversity (Goldsmith et al. 1990; Perfecto et 

al. 2009).24  Considering that the majority of land falls outside of protected areas, the 

biodiversity outside of those areas, and the patterns that dictate species survival are 

important considerations.  

The Equilibrium Theory of Island Biogeography explains the phenomenon of 

species diversity on islands, which is characterized by a decrease in species richness 

when the island is smaller and/or more distant from the mainland and an increase in 

species richness on larger islands closer to a mainland source (MacArthur and Wilson 

1967). Species diversity on a given island is the result of a combination of immigration 

and extinction, which is largely determined by island size and distance from another 

source of colonizers.25  

                                                        
24 The term matrix is borrowed from Perfecto et al. (2009), and refers to the many habitats that construct 
landscapes.  
25 Jared Diamond (1975) applied the concept to conservation, as it shed light onto the ways in which the 
effects of fragmentation can be minimized. Diamond suggested the use of “geometric design principles” in 
park planning to decrease the edge effect. He illustrated that a large reserve offers more protection for 
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Metapopulation Theory explains that, while it is common for a species to become 

extinct in a particular area, one way that species maintain their populations is through 

connections to subpopulations in different areas (Levins 1969). Depending on the 

species, subpopulations may be connected via the land or air, or through seed-dispersal 

agents or pollinators (Terbogh 1999). If a species cannot access other fragments, and 

members within each particular fragment fail to survive, the species as a whole will 

become extinct, thus migration and colonization are key variables in species survival 

(Goldsmith et al. 1990).  The ability of the land in between forest fragments to support 

life as it migrates from one fragment to another determines whether the individuals of a 

species, and ultimately the species as a whole can survive. 

Because local extinctions are common—colonization and migrations are very 

important for biodiversity protection (Goldsmith et al. 1990; Perfecto et al. 2009). The 

Theory of Island Biogeography has been successfully applied to the design of ecological 

reserves, however it is not precise to compare the matrix surrounding protected areas to 

an island in an ocean, as habitats surrounding protected areas support varying levels of 

diversity. The long-term survivability of a species depends on whether areas surrounding 

landscapes can support life (Donald and Evans 2006). Several studies have indicated that 

migrations seldom occur over areas that are unfriendly to biodiversity, thus the integrity 

of the landscape between forest fragments is important for the survival of many species 

(Hecht and Saatchi 2007; Imhoff & Baumgartner 2006).  

                                                                                                                                                                     
species than several smaller reserves (equaling the same area). Less forest edge, Diamond argued, increases 
heterogeneity, and decreases the likelihood of extinction.  
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Forest fragments need to be connected through an array of hospitable habitat and 

thriving watersheds (Imhoff and Baumgartner 2006). Biological corridors are one, 

important approach to the need to provide habitat connectivity, opening up additional 

habitat, increasing range, and maintaining diversity (Goldsmith et al. 1990; Hilty et al. 

2006). Because such a vast area of land is dedicated to agriculture, wildlife migrations 

and corridors inevitably cross privately owned farms and ranches. The integrity of these 

agricultural lands determines the ability of species to migrate or be linked to other islands 

of biodiversity (Imhoff and Baumgartner 2006).  

 

The Role of Agriculture in Conservation 

Considering the fact that the majority of tropical lands are fragmented, and that 

the areas between forests fragments are important indicators of success for species 

survival, many argue that the integrity of the matrix is an important consideration for 

biodiversity conservation (Imhoff and Baumgartner 2006; Perfecto et al. 2009; Hecht and 

Saatchi 2007). In recognizing the fact that the majority of the matrix is composed of 

managed ecosystems comprised primarily of agriculture, the role of food production in 

conservation becomes apparent. 

The two most significant dangers to biodiversity and wildlife are the “spread and 

intensification of agriculture” (Donald and Evans 2006, 11). Agricultural intensification 

lead to declines in biodiversity, however different types of agriculture yield different 

results for biodiversity (Donald 2004). While highly industrialized monocultures such as 

oil palm plantations significantly reduce biodiversity, agroforestry systems can support 
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native forest biodiversity (Norris 2008; Petit and Petit 2003). The connections between 

biodiversity, ecosystem function, biological patterns, and agriculture, lead Perfecto et al. 

(2009) to argue that the type of agriculture that creates the surrounding matrix of 

protected areas is a determining factor in the long-term success of the populations within 

parks.  

Today, many argue that small-scale sustainable agriculture is an important 

component of biodiversity conservation (Altieri et al. 2011; Pretty 2000; Rosset 2011; 

Fisher and Treg 2007; Hecht et al. 2006). Sustainable food production can support 

conservation efforts while improving food security. An agricultural approach to 

conservation is especially important in the tropics, which hold a vast proportion of the 

earth’s biodiversity and large populations who lack food security. There are significant 

ecological and social grounds for an agricultural approach to conservation that 

incorporates secondary and rehabilitated forests (Perfecto et al. 2009; Rosset 2011; 

Altieri et al. 2011). 

Industrial agriculture has enabled farmers to grow more per acre and has 

significantly increased yields overall, however the associated social and environmental 

costs have been significant (Tilman et al. 2002; Norris 2008). Today the long-term 

viability of industrial agriculture is being challenged as the costs of monocultures and 

pesticides are better understood. Changes in climate, the finite supply in fossil fuel upon 

which industrial agriculture depends, reduced access to freshwater, and increased 

urbanization lead many to claim that a change in agricultural systems is not only 

desirable, it is inevitable (Imhoff and Baumgartner 2006; Altieri et al. 2011; Tilman et al. 
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2002; Fisher and Treg 2007). While higher yields have driven industrial monoculture 

agriculture, it is questionable whether the social and environmental costs associated with 

the inputs that it requires justify its proliferation.  

Small-scale agriculture not only provides a great deal of food for the world’s 

population, but livelihood for farmers (Altieri and Toledo 2011).  Although trends are 

changing with increased imports, small farmers produce the majority of food in Africa, 

there are 200 million small-scale farmers who produce rice throughout Asia, and about 65 

million in Latin America (Altieri 2004; Toledo et al. 2010). When practiced sustainably, 

small-scale agriculture also supports important ecosystem services, maintaining healthy 

watersheds and higher levels of biodiversity than industrial agriculture.26  

Expanding on this view of sustainable agricultural development and food security, 

International Peasant Movements and Farmers Associations promote the goal of food 

sovereignty, arguing that people have the right to produce their own food, and therefore 

the right to land (La Via Campesina 2012).  Peter Rosset (2011) writes that agrarian 

reform and the implementation of policies which lead to food sovereignty and support 

small-scale sustainable farming are the answer to confronting the multiple crises faced 

today, from energy and food shortages to climate change. He argues that, in order for a 

nation to achieve food sovereignty, rural people need to have safeguards that ensure 

access to land and access to adequate payment for agricultural products. Going one step 

further, food sovereignty implies that preferential access to markets is given to local 

                                                        
26 Not all small-scale agricultural systems are sustainable. For example, when appropriate fallow periods 
are not allowed in slash-and-burn agriculture, this system damages the environment, and some small-scale 
agricultural practices use toxic inputs and fertilizers.  
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producers, which is a rejection of the neoliberal policies that have liberalized trade and 

often excluded farmers from local markets or left farmers selling products at prices lower 

than production costs (Myers 1999). Some argue that agrarian reform and the 

accompanying socio-environmental benefits will only arise through grassroots 

movements, while others agree that there is a role for international institutions such as 

NGOs (Rosset 2011, 22; Escobar 1998; Bunch 1985).  

This effort is advocated for and practiced by a number of grassroots and farmer-

led movements through a multitude of approaches to small scale-agriculture, including 

agro-ecology, agroforestry, analog forestry, permaculture, conservation-based 

agriculture, and organic farming.27 A common thread among these approaches is the 

realization that the production of food has a tremendous impact on both people and the 

environment, and the belief that small-scale conservation-oriented agricultural strategies 

can play an intrinsic role in efforts toward poverty reduction and conservation. 

 

Agroforestry 

Agroforestry is one of the most hopeful solutions toward addressing the high 

levels of poverty in biodiversity rich, tropical areas (Bhagwat et al. 2008).  Agroforestry 

practices combine agriculture and woody plants, and the term applies to a number of 

                                                        
27 From the 1999 WTO protests in Seattle to the Landless Peasant Movement and the Farmer to 
Farmer Movement to Via Campesina and the Zapatista Movement, there are clear examples of 
authentic movements for social and economic justice, permeated by experiential, political awareness 
(Perfecto et al. 2009). Farmer-led movements in particular are gaining momentum as they work with 
governments, NGOs, and farmer organizations. Examples range from the Landcare Movement in 
Australia and the Philippines, to Integrated Pest Management (IPM) farmers in Indonesia, and 
agricultural movements throughout Latin America (Altieri et al. 2011; FAO 2000).  
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land-use systems that incorporate forestry and agriculture. In the most general sense, this 

system integrates a variety of trees and shrubs with livestock or agricultural crops on the 

same land. One definition of agroforestry is “intentional management of shade trees with 

agricultural crops” (Bhagwat et.al 2008, 261). These forest-farm hybrids contain levels of 

tree cover and tree height more or less similar to forests, but unlike wild forests, are 

cultivated by farmers. 

Agroforests support biodiversity at higher levels than the industrial model of 

agriculture (Petit and Petit 2003). These systems can be complementary to wilderness 

areas, providing food security for people and migration corridors and habitat for plants 

and animals. 28  Agroforests provide habitat outside of wilderness areas, maintain 

heterogeneity, improve soil fertility, increase agricultural productivity, sustain 

hydrological cycles, sequester carbon, and minimize human pressures on protected areas 

(Bhagwat et al. 2008; Petit and Petit 2003; Pye-Smith 2008). 29  They elevate the incomes 

of rural poor, generating products for sale in the market (Pye-Smith 2008).30   

  There are an estimated 500 million to 1.2 billion people who utilize agroforestry  

practices within or on the margins of forests (Chao 2012).  Agroforestry systems have 

been passed on traditionally in unique forms specific to localities and cultures, and have 

                                                        
28 In Nicaragua, shade-grown coffee has provided an important habitat and corridor for mantled 
howler monkeys, while simultaneously offering farmers a sustainable livelihood (Bhagwat et al. 
2008).  
29 Recent studies in Indonesia and Rwanda offer evidence that agroforestry systems have reduced 
pressures on national parks by increasing incomes and providing resources that would otherwise be 
extracted from nature preserves (Tata et al. 2010).  
30 In Batang Toru, agroforestry principles are protecting orangutan habitat while providing locals with food 
for their own consumption and products to sell for additional income (Tata et al. 2010).  
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also been introduced through the work of international organizations and local 

governments. Millions of farmers today maintain systems that promote biodiversity and 

do not rely on chemical inputs, producing yields throughout the year (Altieri 2004). 

Altieri reported that in Latin America alone, there are about 75 million farmers engaged 

in food production at a small scale (avg 1.8 hectares). The work of these farmers provides 

their family the benefit of food security, while feeding roughly forty percent of the 

population (figure from 1989) (Altieri 2004). There are an estimated two million people 

engaged in agroforestry farming in Mexico and throughout the Amazon (Altieri 2004). 

Ninety thousand families are said to have benefited from a 2007 agroforestry project in 

India which involved the reclamation of 85,000 hectares of deforested land, increasing 

tree cover, improving soil fertility, and enhancing agricultural productivity (Pye-Smith 

2008).  

These farms come in many forms.  Some are part of ancient traditions and others 

are implemented via incentive-based programs aimed at carbon offsets or conservation 

and development programs (Pye-Smith 2008). Farming communities, empowered by the 

determination to protect their livelihoods, often act as the most, “active and vociferous 

opposition” to environmentally destructive development and industry (Neumann 2005, 

125). Supporting grassroots movements on their own terms is one way to encourage 

ground-up solutions for environmental and social justice. Susanna Hecht argues that, 

because environmental degradation is a social process, which can only be corrected 

through social movements, the best thing a North American can do to support 

biodiversity conservation is to support grassroots efforts (Hecht 1989).  
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It is clear that forest conservation is important. It is increasingly argued that 

public participation is an essential component of conservation and development, and that 

protected areas are not a panacea solution to addressing sustainable development and 

conservation. Inhabited landscapes are an important component of conservation, and the 

type of agriculture that constitutes the matrix of land between protected areas is an 

important indicator of species movement and survival. While forest conservation through 

protected areas in some areas is critical, food sovereignty and small-scale agricultural 

methods such as agroforestry offer a broad scale approach to balancing the needs of local 

people and preserving biodiversity and ecosystem services.  A number of organizations 

are actively involved in supporting such efforts internationally.  
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CHAPTER FOUR:  PARTICIPATION AND BEST PRACTICES FOR AN ETHICAL 
APPROACH TO CONSERVATION AND DEVELOPMENT 

 
 
 

The Role of Non-governmental and Non-profit Organizations 

Arturo Escobar (1992) advocated for alternatives to development in his article, 

“Imagining a Post-Development Era,” arguing that the dialogue on development was at a 

standstill.  He wrote that an alternative future can be envisioned through the context of 

social movements, which tend to be more rooted in a holistic, reality-based framework, 

compared to theoretically-based neoliberal development models. Rather than depending 

on the discourse which effectively created the so-called “underdeveloped nations” in a 

way that the author described as, “one of the last and most insidious chapters of western 

modernity,” he suggests a total rejection of the development project, and an emphasis on 

movements that emerge from the ground-up (Escobar 1992).  

There are literally thousands of grassroots movements in the Global South 

advocating socially just environmental practices (Kaimowitz and Sheil 2007). Many of 

the efforts of progressive NGOs are shifting the narrative of environmental destruction, 

focusing on the impact of large development projects, industrial agriculture, and 

consumption patterns of the global North as drivers of habitat conversion, in contrast to 

the emphasis on population and the rural poor (Escobar 2010). This movement, which 

some call Biodemocracy, supports local autonomy and control over natural resources, 

and traditional systems of knowledge that support diversity, rejecting large top-down 

development projects and subsidies for exploitation of natural resources (Escobar 2010).  
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While governments, corporations, financial institutions and government appointed 

aid agencies have been the dominant actors in carrying out the conservation and 

development agenda, NGOs have rapidly expanded their relevance and reach. Since the 

1980s, NGOs have become increasingly important actors in rural development and 

conservation (Uphoff et al. 1998). NGOs often act as social safety nets fulfilling 

necessary functions that governments and markets are failing to adequately address (e.g. 

healthcare, environmental education, and educational services), while simultaneously 

serving as, “conduits for political demands initially articulated by social movements” 

(Edelman and Haugerud 2005, 27).  These organizations play a large role in development 

theory and praxis, thus there is a great deal of potential regarding the ability of NGOs to 

support grassroots movements for sustainable agriculture and conservation (Edelman and 

Haugerud 2005). 

 NGOs, farmer-led organizations, and researchers, have played a fundamental role 

in facilitating the spread of small-scale sustainable agriculture through the farmer-to-

farmer movement (discussed later), organizing informational workshops, community 

meetings, and conducting action research.  People “on the cutting edge of small-scale 

sustainable agriculture,” are preoccupied with surviving, and therefore have less of a 

voice in the international debate (Holt-Giménez 2006, xvi). Considering the powerful 

role that NGOs play in conservation and development, by directing their efforts towards 

supporting grassroots movements, such organizations have the potential to approach 

advocacy in a way that avoids paternalism and empowers communities to articulate their 
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own visions of environmental protection and sustainable development (Hecht 1989; Holt-

Giménez 2006).  

Interdisciplinary approaches to natural resource management have increased for 

several decades, and there is a great deal of literature that advocates for the inclusion of 

traditional ways of knowing and local participation. Collaborative approaches to natural 

resource management and forest conservation have the potential to be effective conduits 

for change, as they involve stakeholders with different vantage points and needs, and 

utilize various systems of knowledge. Indigenous and traditional forms of land 

management have created sustainable human-nature interactions for millennia. Moreover, 

the argument that those most affected should be included in decision-making processes 

that affect their survival is supported on ethical grounds.  

 

Best Practices: Participation, Knowledge Production, Learning Process and Assisted 

Self-Reliance 

While participatory strategies are increasingly utilized in conservation and small-

scale agricultural development, the level and type of participation has important 

implications for long-term success (Pretty 1995; Bunch 1985; Holt-Giménez 2001). 31 

Studies have illustrated participation as an indicator of success in conservation and 

development programs (Pretty 1995). While one view sees participation as a way to 

facilitate efficiency and gather support for the project at hand, another views it as an 

                                                        
31 Rudebjer and Taylor (2001) argue that, despite the inherent participation by farmers themselves, 
agroforestry programs often use top-down approaches, developing curriculum without the input of local 
farmers.   



49 
 

 

inherent right of those affected by development programs. Jules Pretty (1999) outlined a 

typology of participation (see figure 1) for development programs in order to distinguish 

between the multiple forms of participation commonly employed. At one end of the 

continuum, passive participation reflects no actual power in decision-making.  People are 

told what is going to happen, but have no influence. The next level, consultative 

participation, is still led by “external agents”—the opinions of participants are 

considered, but not necessarily acted upon.  Bought participation offers material 

incentives, sometimes attached to labor. While Pretty notes that this type of participation 

is common, she argues that participants typically have little reason to continue practices 

once the incentives have ended. At the level of functional participation, participants may 

have some decision-making, but their cooperation continues to serve the objectives 

defined by outside agents. In interactive participation, actors share in analysis and 

development of plans, and local institutions are formed or further strengthened. At the 

most participatory, is self-mobilization, which is characterized by independent initiation 

of projects and goals; outside sources are used to enable the goals of participants, but all 

resources are in the control of participants, and action plans are developed by those who 

are impacted by their implementation (Pretty 1995). 

The first three types of participation, argue Pretty and Smith (2004), do not 

typically support positive biodiversity outcomes. In contrast, projects that are interactive 

or self-mobilizing invest in social capital create change that is not reliant on outside 

incentives or motivation, but is built through social learning. The concept of building 

social capital, or capacity building is a common, emerging theme among advocates of 
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more participatory, ground-up approaches to conservation and development. Robert 

Putnam (2000) described social capital as an essential component of a democratic 

society.  Pierre Bourdieu (1983) defined it as, "the aggregate of the actual or potential 

resources which are linked to possession of a durable network of more or less 

institutionalized relationships of mutual acquaintance and recognition." Jules Pretty 

(2000) defines social capital as, “the cohesiveness of people in their societies, 

and…relations of trust that lubricate cooperation; the bundles of common rules, norms 

and sanctions for behavior; reciprocity and exchanges; connectedness and social 

institutions” (254).  

 

1. Passive  Participants are informed of decisions, but have no input. 

2. Consultative Decision-makers deliberate with participants, and seek their 

opinions, without yielding any decision-making 

3. Bought Participation is based on material incentives. 

4. Functional Decision-makers solicit participation to achieve preset goals. 

5. Interactive Participants are involved in all aspects of planning and decision-

making, often resulting in stronger local institutions. 

6. Self-

Mobilization 

Participants initiate projects, control the decision-making processes, 

and manage/ own resources.   

Figure 1: Jules Pretty’s (1995) Typology of Participation 
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In Reasons for Success: Learning from Instructive Experiences in Rural 

Development, the authors advocate for an approach reminiscent of the most participatory 

end of Pretty’s spectrum, emerging, “from the energy, ideas, and determination of rural 

people themselves” (1998: 7). Uphoff et al. (1998) recognize successful examples of 

broad based rural development, pointing to the role often played by NGOs, and 

highlighting the importance of participatory strategies of development. A project initiated 

by World Neighbors, in which they worked with Cachikel Mayans in Guatemala 

experimenting with soil conservation, serves as an excellent example of participation 

leading to local empowerment (Uphoff et al. 1998; FAO 2000). Through the program, 

small-scale farmers increased their maize and bean production by four times the yield 

prior to program participation, leading to the formation of a cooperative that had nearly 

one thousand members (Uphoff et al. 1998; FAO 2000). The World Neighbors project in 

Guatemala operated on the principle that development can effectively be guided by local 

people. After two years, leadership of the program was allocated to local people, 

encouraging an autonomy and increased level of food security that was not dependent on 

outside sources of income. This endeavor served as an inspiration for what became the 

Movimiento Campesino a Campesino (MCAC or Farmer-to-Farmer movement), which 

has spread across the globe, and is an example of NGOs and governmental agencies 

contributing positively to grassroots movements that support food security and improve 

conservation goals.  

International and governmental agricultural development programs typically fail 

to incorporate the knowledge and experiences of farmers. Contrary to top-down 
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approaches to agricultural development, the thirty-five year old grassroots movement, 

MCAC is based upon farmers sharing their knowledge and experience with one another, 

aiming to secure smallholder farmer livelihoods and encourage sustainable agricultural 

development which is led by farmers.  Based upon the principles of “agroecology, 

solidarity, and innovation”, the movement utilizes culturally appropriate methods of 

knowledge sharing that encourage self-reliance, experimentation, and experiential 

learning, transcending many of the problematic components of top-down development 

strategies (Holt-Giménez 2006, xvii). The Farmer-to-Farmer movement illustrates an 

exemplary model of grassroots change that mirrors the highest levels of participation in 

Pretty’s spectrum (Holt-Giménez 2006).  

A foundational component of the movement, agro-ecology, is described as “both 

a science and a set of practices,” and represents a growing approach to achieving 

sustainable agricultural development (Altieri and Toledo 2011). This system emphasizes 

the tenets of food sovereignty, economic and ecological resiliency, and the synthesis of 

agro-ecological science, with local knowledge systems. The successes of the agro-

ecological approach to farming coupled with experimentation and horizontal knowledge 

production has led to improved food security, increased soil fertility, increased yields, 

resiliency to natural disasters, and the protection of ecosystem services for hundreds of 

thousands of farmers in Central America (Holt-Giménez 2006; Altieri and Toledo 2011). 

Holt-Giménez emphasizes the importance of traditional culture, and horizontal 

knowledge sharing, highlighting the strengths of MCAC methods, which are outlined in 

Roland Bunch’s (1985) strategies for people-centered development. Similarly, Uphoff et 
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al (1998) argue that rural development should incorporate the related philosophies and 

methodologies of learning process (LP) and assisted self-reliance (ASR). These simple 

methods emphasize active participation, and include starting small, and making changes 

gradually, using experimentation on a small-scale to transcend factors which limit 

agricultural production, encouraging more sustainable practices, limiting the use of new 

technology to simple, local and inexpensive forms, sharing gained knowledge with 

others, and building connections with organizations and governments that support the 

goals of local people. (Holt-Giménez 2001; Bunch 1995; Uphoff et al. 1998). A farmer-

led approach such as the MCAC could lead to real social change that both protects the 

environment and accommodates human needs (Holt-Giménez 2006; Escobar 2010).  

Because of the complexity of any given place, and the dynamic influences from 

social to political, which impact local realities, plans need to be adaptable to contextual 

situations (Uphoff et al. 1998). The Learning Process philosophy is an approach to 

development that incorporates curiosity and openness to the local environment and 

community, and emphasizes the importance of flexibility and self-reflexivity. LP is 

characterized by adaptability to changing circumstances, and “planning for contingencies 

rather than for certainties” (Uphoff et al. 1998, 20). Some of the most influential NGOs in 

the world embrace the LP methodology, such as The Bangladesh Rural Advancement 

Committee (BRAC), or the CAMPFIRE project in Zimbabwe, and the Agroforestry 

Outreach Project in Haiti —the successes related to this approach are well documented 

(Uphoff et al. 1998; Holt-Giménez 2006).  Although “increasingly accepted in principle,” 
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LP does not correspond well with overly bureaucratic approaches to rural development 

that tend to have stricter, less adaptable guidelines for program operation. 

Assisted Self-Reliance (ASR) can be seen as a guiding development philosophy, 

an approach that encourages the agency of land managers and farmers by linking 

“assistance with independence” (Uphoff et al. 1998, 20). ASR is useful in a myriad of 

development settings—through encouraging local management abilities to address locally 

defined issues, developers and conservationists can build local capacity and encourage 

sustainable land management practices.  The goal of ASR is to support community 

development by building social capital through encouraging local “capacities, incentives, 

and confidence for self-management” (20). On the subject of financial aid and incentives, 

Uphoff et al. argue that the use of such means can lead to positive results if used to “build 

up local resources and empowerment” (37). They argue that, through an adherence to LP 

and ASR methodologies “developmental alchemy is possible” (20). The next chapter 

examines the case of CFF’s conservation and development programs in Bonitas, Ecuador, 

looking at one attempt to find the balance between conservation, participation, 

development, and livelihood needs. 

Viewed as a continuum, approaches to conservation range from being 

paternalistic and controlled from the top-down, focusing on areas of preservation that 

strictly exclude human use, to conservation programs that emerge at a grassroots level, 

incorporate multiple-use landscapes, and address the need for local livelihood. In 

between these two poles are many different dynamic approaches to conservation and 

development. The preceding literature review addressed many of the important ethical 
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and strategic considerations in rainforest conservation. Many of the arguments made in 

the literature review correspond to the movement for a conservation approach that 

supports local livelihood, includes local participation, and supports biodiversity and 

ecosystem services (Hecht and Saatchi 2007; Perfecto et al. 2009; Uphoff et al. 1998).  

Based on community feedback, participant observation, and the literature 

reviewed, the following case study explores the benefits, challenges, and limitations of 

CFF’s conservation program. Their approach to conservation fits somewhere between a 

top-down and participatory approach, blending a protected area that is managed by the 

organization with more participatory programs that focus on sustainable agricultural and 

community development. The case study illuminates the tensions between livelihood and 

conservation, and serves as one example of an organization dedicated to conservation of 

both a protected area and surrounding inhabited landscapes. The next section explains the 

methodological approach that I used in this research, leading into the case study of CFF, 

and drawing connections between the conservation approach taken by CFF and the 

literature. I analyze the approach to conservation and sustainable development taken by 

CFF, looking into the benefits and limitations of how they have addressed conservation, 

local livelihood concerns, and the role of community participation in their programs
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CHAPTER FIVE: CASE STUDY 
 
 

 
Epistemology and Methodology 

In this research I evaluate the approach to conservation taken by CFF through 

three lenses—the stated mission and goals of the organization, participant observation, 

and community reflections. I explore the benefits, challenges and limitations of CFF’s 

synthesis of conservation and development. I pay particular attention to the role of 

community participation in CFF’s conservation programs, using Pretty’s (1995) typology 

of participation.  

The framework around which one centers their research, including the position and 

representation of those being researched, determines what types and whose knowledge 

will be utilized and legitimized. The “theory of knowledge”, or epistemology upon which 

research is based, concerns what knowledge essentially is, who can claim to know the 

truth, and how truths can be known (Glesne 2006; Hesse-Biber et al. 2004). During the 

development of the social sciences, positivism was the reigning epistemology. 

Positivism, grounded in the scientific method, seeks to understand general laws by 

identifying causal relationships, and applying deductive reasoning toward testing 

hypotheses. The researcher is assumed to be value-neutral, and can objectively gain 

knowledge through the scientific method (Hesse-Biber et al. 2004).  This approach to 

social science has been critiqued by postmodern and feminist approaches to research.  

Postmodernity has been influential in qualitative research, and arises from a transition 

from modernity into increased “globalization, the spread of information technologies, and 
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the fragmentation of nation-states” (Glesne 2006, 18). Postmodern theory has rejected the 

notion that positivism and Western science offer the most valid understanding toward 

problem solving—challenging claims to objectivity (Glesne 2006). 

According to postmodern thinking, scientists have the “creative power to invent 

reality” (Schweizer 1998, 43). Like postmodernists, feminists argue that western 

researchers, profoundly influenced by their cultural heritage, bring their own paradigms 

of truth into their investigations. Accordingly, the researchers project their knowledge 

systems onto their research and analysis, while simultaneously claiming to be objective. 

Feminist and postmodern epistemology contends that there is no universal truth, but 

rather partial and situated truths. This leads toward research that is more focused on 

processes than finding laws that govern nature, politics, or society (Hesse-Biber et al. 

2004). 

The critiques encourage reflexivity, and highlight the limitations of the scientific 

method (Glesne 2006). While there are benefits that have been imparted to society 

through positivism, this approach to understanding has excluded other modes of 

knowledge. The approach to knowledge-production and claims of knowledge are 

particularly relevant in the conservation and development arena, where top-down 

approaches have often failed to incorporate or recognize local knowledge. By challenging 

the systems of power that have been perpetuated by those who claim authority based on 

positivism, postmodern and feminist theories are more inclusive, valuing types of 

knowledge that are not based in positivism (Hesse-Biber et al. 2004; Schweizer 1998). 
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I believe that social science research should incorporate various ways of knowing 

through the acknowledgement of the expertise of laypersons. In this research, I chose to 

situate myself in a framework which focuses on improving social and environmental 

conditions, recognizes that there are multiple ways of knowing, and that seeks to 

understand the contextual, situated, particular stories that can often produce more 

meaningful accounts when compared to attempts at generalizations. This epistemological 

framework has guided my methodological approach and the choice of mixed methods 

that I have used. 

One of the more challenging aspects of research is whether it can be applied and 

useful. While not all social researchers intend to directly impact the community they 

study, applied researchers do their work with the intention of making positive reforms. 

Academic research has been criticized for being irrelevant to the real world. The work 

done by community organizers, which is often relevant and based on real problem-

solving research methods, is not often seen as legitimate.  Stoecker (2005) labels this 

disconnect a travesty. He argues that participatory involvement can serve as an impetus 

for understanding the needs of a community, and ways in which researchers can offer 

their particular skill sets to further the goals of the community. Cooperation gives 

credence to the fact that members of a community have legitimate insight, and academic 

researchers have sets of skills—harnessed together, the insights and skills of researchers 

and the people whose lives are affected by the area of research can produce meaningful 

and effective results (Stoecker 2005). 
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Both participant observation and action research methods have shaped this 

analysis. Participant observation is a qualitative approach to data collection that 

enables the researcher to participate, at some level, in the daily lives and 

experiences of people in the social setting in which the research takes place 

(Glesne 2006). Researchers embed themselves in their research setting as both 

participant and observer, using a variety of qualitative methods, from informal 

interviews and conversations to direct observation. While participant observation 

often implies long-term research, it can range anywhere from months to years.  

Action research, which is an applied methodological approach, undertakes 

systematic inquiries with the purpose of improving policies or practices (Glesne 

2006).  Andrew Johnson (2008) identified six steps involved in action research, 

which begins with asking a question, followed by identifying a problem. After 

collecting and analyzing data, the researcher reports how findings can be utilized 

to inform organizational or policy decisions. A final and optional component is to 

situate the study within a theoretical framework based on relevant literature, 

identifying gaps that the research fills. 

 

Methods: Participant Observation, the Interview Process, and Limitations 

Part of my research involved the production of a report at the request of CFF, the 

purpose of which was to provide the organization with feedback from the local 

community in order to assess the social implications of CFF activities and highlight 

points of intersection between the organization and the community. I interviewed forty-
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five residents of Bonitas, and used the interviews to prepare a report for CFF and to 

inform this case study.  

CFF told me they were interested in hearing community feedback about their 

conservation programs in order to 1) better understand community perceptions of CFF, 2) 

to receive feedback from locals regarding the organization, its ongoing projects, and their 

impact on local people, and 3) to answer or identify any questions that community 

members had regarding the organization and its ongoing projects. The interview 

questions focused on perceptions of CFF, environmental changes over the last twenty and 

thirty years, residents’ aspirations for the future, livelihood strategies, and interest in and 

ideas for particular projects. The secondary goal of these interviews was to assess the 

organization relative to community expectations and the literature.  

 I was able to experience the town of Bonitas and the conservation approach of 

CFF through an internship with the organization. Living in Bonitas provided me with the 

opportunity to interact with local residents and experience life in the agroforestry 

research station. Along with a few other interns, I lived in a bamboo hut (casa bamboo) 

located in the Ecological Reserve. I gained experience in agroforestry techniques, was 

responsible for caring for vegetables and sugarcane as well as an acre of macadamia, 

lime, mango, and papaya trees.  I helped to build bamboo steps, cooked, cleaned, helped 

gather food from the forest, experienced night-time shrimp hunting, and helped shell 

piñon for a soap-making project. 

I made friends in the community, but was still unfamiliar to many people 

when I conducted the interviews. The most obvious limitation to this study is that 
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I was an outsider, with imperfect Spanish-speaking skills, and interviewees may 

have told me what they thought I wanted to hear, particularly in response to 

questions about their perceptions of the organization. Nevertheless, I have 

attempted to present interview responses clearly, allowing them to speak for 

themselves, and the personal reflections that I have provided are my subjective 

views, and should be interpreted as such. 

My intention with this research is that it contributes in some way to the 

goals of conservation and community engagement in Bonitas, Ecuador, and 

furthers the discussion of effective and ethical approaches to conservation in the 

tropics. I believe both in the goals of the community (to have access to livelihood, 

food security, education, and infrastructure), and the principles guiding CFF (to 

promote conservation of natural resources and sustainable development), insofar 

as I understand each of these. I believe that promoting sustainable agriculture and 

protecting the local forest are goals that are conducive to a healthy community. 

This is my major bias in this research.  I recognize the potential that, because of 

my reliance on semi-structured interviews, subjects which interviewees may have 

wished to discuss may have been left out.  The interview questions themselves 

may have inadvertently opened themselves to particular responses. While I 

attempted to remedy this potential by asking if interviewees had any questions or 

additional feedback, had questions been generated by the community itself, or 

perhaps, had the format been different (eg: a community meeting or focus 

groups), perhaps different ideas would have emerged. The results of these 
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interviews should be understood in light of the context and limitations 

surrounding the research. The purpose of the interviews was to provide people in 

the community with an opportunity to share their opinions, suggestions, and 

visions for the future of Bonitas, and to provide insight into the social 

implications of the conservation strategy employed by CFF. To the best of my 

ability, based upon the interviews and subsequent conversations, I relayed that 

message through a report to CFF. 

The interviews conducted with people associated with CFF were different 

from those conducted with local residents. I was in fairly constant communication 

with employees, interns and directors of CFF. Thus, informal conversations that 

happened during my participant observation informed my understanding of the 

workings of the organization. I had several conversations with the directors about 

conservation strategies, goals, and challenges. I also sent the directors formal 

questions, which they responded to via email. The combination of informal 

conversations, email interviews, and the CFF website and CFF’s Five Year 

Management Strategy, informed my interpretation of CFF’s perspective on 

conservation.  

The interviews were conducted by myself with the paid assistance of Ana 

Louis.32Ana is a resident of Bonitas, who came to be a friend and key informant 

during my time in the town. While I conducted the interviews, Ana’s contribution 

was critical, as she is a well-respected member of the community, who has good 

                                                        
32 This individual’s name was changed. 
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rapport with her neighbors. Ana introduced me to residents of Bonitas, helped me 

with the Spanish language, and took notes. Ana made it possible for me to 

approach people’s houses; she introduced me, and explained that the purpose of 

the interviews was to provide feedback to CFF, that I was a student working on 

my thesis, and that the feedback would be provided with confidentiality. She was 

able to express any words that I missed due to my limited vocabulary or 

unfamiliar local colloquialisms, in simpler language. She was also able to re-

phrase questions on the occasions when I had difficulty articulating an idea 

clearly. Ana also took notes, keeping track of the responses to each question.  

Although we recorded the interviews on a mini-cassette recorder, the quality of 

the recordings was low, and deteriorated in the tropical humidity, thus obtaining 

verbatim transcripts was not possible. After returning home from Bonitas, I 

reviewed the recordings, and pulled quotations from some interviews. I double-

checked when the written transcriptions were unclear.  Some interviews were as 

brief as ten minutes, while others spanned more than an hour. While many people 

seemed comfortable with being recorded, a few people appeared to be 

uncomfortable with the interview process, and seemed to rush through it. 

 I coded the interviews by highlighting themes in the responses, and 

grouping together like answers. For example, in response to the first question, 

“what do you like about living in Bonitas?” responses ranged from the tranquility 

of the region, to the community, to a sense of connection to the land. I grouped 

responses such as “this is my land” with “this is where I was born”, and “this is 



64 
 

 

where I was raised.” Each of those responses share a characteristic of having a 

sense of connection to the land based on lived experiences there. The same 

process was used for each interview question. I attempted to group responses 

simply and logically. Please see the appendix for the interview questions. 

 

Setting and Context: Bonitas, Ecuador 

Bonitas, Ecuador is located about 100 miles northwest of Quito, just about five 

miles off of the Pacific Coast in the Manabí Province (See figure 2). The town sits within 

the ancestral territory of the Jama-Coaque culture, which inhabited the region from 

roughly 355 BC to 1532 AD. While little is known about the Jama-Coaque civilization, 

they are believed to have been an agricultural society who depended heavily on marine 

and river resources. They are known for their ceramic sculptures (Museo Chileno de Arte 

Precolombiano 2012). Prior to Spanish colonization of western Ecuador at the dawn of 

the Sixteenth Century, large populations of native people inhabited the region (Dodson 

and Gentry 1991). Native populations declined rapidly as a result of disease which 

accompanied Spanish colonization of the region (Dodson and Gentry 1991). Today, 

Bonitas is inhabited by settlers who migrated to the region from other Ecuadorian towns 

in the early 1900s. Settlers came from nearby towns in the Manabí province (such as San 

Vicente) as well as from other provinces in central Ecuador (La Sierra and Riobamba), 

and the Loja Province in Southern Ecuador. While most families in Bonitas have 

ancestral ties to Spain, the local “resident expert” believes that there are ancestral 
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connections to the Jama-Coaque civilization within the Bonitas community (CFF 

Interview). 

 

                  

 
Figure 2:  (Top) Lower portion of Bonitas, Ecuador, closest to the highway. (Bottom)  A view from the 
middle portion of Bonitas, the structure in the photo is the local bar. 
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The “modern-era” settlement of Bonitas was driven by agrarian policies that 

encouraged settlement on unclaimed lands—in 1901, the early settlers in Bonitas 

comprised a few families, who divided the land among themselves, claiming several 

hundred hectares each. With each new generation, the land was further divided into 

smaller plots. Today there are only a few “heads of household” in Bonitas who own more 

than 20 hectares—some have only a few hectares, and many residents do not have a legal 

title to their land (CFF Interview).  Around the 1950s, a few hacienda owners purchased 

large amounts of land (500 or 1000 hectares). These were largely absentee landowners 

who developed only a small portion of their lands.33 Local Bonitas residents often log 

and hunt in the land owned by absentee landowners (CFF Interview). 

The community is encircled by rivers and forested mountains and some of the 

land has been converted to cattle pasture and for agriculture. The population of Bonitas 

consists of about three hundred people, over half of them children, and about eighty men 

and sixty-five women. The majority of Bonitas residents are older adults and children—

as there are few opportunities for work in the small town, many young adults move to 

cities in order to find work or seek out education. The highest level of education offered 

in Bonitas is seventh grade. High school age students commute to school in a nearby 

town.  

The predominant livelihood strategies in Bonitas are extractive or agricultural: 

cattle ranching, swidden agriculture and logging are the most common (Interview CFF). 

                                                        
33 A large portion of the Ecological Reserve was purchased from an “absentee landholder”, a descendent 
from a hacienda owner. 
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A majority of the residents in Bonitas live in poverty. Infrastructure and social services 

are very limited—there are no health care facilities, and many residents lack potable 

water.  Flooding of the dirt road that leads to the community is common. The river runs 

through the dirt/gravel road (which runs through town) in several places, making 

movement in and out of the community more difficult. The majority of residents do not 

own cars. Motorcycles are more common. A couple of men in town have trucks. They 

drive through the town a couple of times each day offering rides to the neighboring small 

city for $.50 or $1 per person. Otherwise people walk to the highway and catch a 

“cheepa” or a bus to get to the nearby towns. Farmers also drive through the town with 

their trucks loaded full of local fruits and vegetables for sale. Many residents grow at 

least a portion of their own food and buy food either at small local stores run out of 

people’s homes or from grocery stores in the small city that is about a half hour drive 

away. 

 

Pacific Equatorial Forest and Conservation  

 Bonitas is situated in the Pacific Equatorial Forest, which has been called, “the 

most threatened tropical rainforest in the world” (CFF). The forest is home to several 

endangered species, including white-faced capuchin monkeys (Cebus Capucinus), three-

toed sloths (Bradypus variegatus), western agoutis (Eira barbara), and six feline species, 

from ocelots (Leopardus pardalis) to jaguarundis (Puma yagouaroundi). Only two 

percent of this unique forest remains intact (CFF). 
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 The Pacific Equatorial Forest is part of the Tumbes-Chocó-Magdalena 

biodiversity hotspot (figure 3), which stretches from southeastern Mesoamerica to 

northwestern South America.34  The hotspot spans a vast area—from the Panama Canal 

to Colombia’s Magdalena Valley and Chocó region, the Sierra Nevada de Santa Marta, 

through the coastal and Eastern forests of Ecuador, and into the northern tip of Peru. 

From the wettest rainforests in the world to dry forests, the hotspot encompasses 

mangroves and coastal forests, as well as mountain ranges and islands that support 

unparalleled levels of endemism.  While the original extent of “pristine habitat” was 

274,597 km², today about 65,903km² of vegetation remains, about 34,348 km² of which 

is formally protected. Conversion of forests to cattle pasture, dramatic population growth, 

a two-fold increase in agricultural production, increasing logging pressures, and large-

scale forest plantations of eucalyptus (Eucalyptus spp.) and oil palm (Elaeis guineensis), 

have led to deforestation of the majority of this ecological habitat (Conservation 

International 2012). 

 The majority of the Pacific Equatorial Forest has been developed or remains 

unprotected, however there are a few efforts in the region to both support sustainable 

development and preserve the forest. CFF along with three other small non-profit 

organizations each protect the Pacific Equatorial Forest that surrounds Bonitas in reserves 

of 500-1000 acres. Ecuador’s Ministry of the Environment launched a program in 2009 

called Socio Bosque, which provides subsidies ($12 per acre per year) for landowners to 

                                                        
34 Designated by Conservation International, formerly known as the Chocó-Darién-Western Ecuador 
Hotspot. 
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protect forests (De Koning et al. 2011). All of the above groups, along with the Socio 

Bosque Program, are working together to create a biological corridor, which will protect 

47,000 acres of the Pacific Equatorial Forest that is currently intact, but not formally 

protected (CFF).35 

 

Figure 3: Coastal Ecuadorian forest is in yellow, and the Tumbes-Chocó-Magdalena biodiversity hotspot is red.  

 

 

Coastal Forest Foundation 

Coastal Forest Foundation is a U.S. incorporated non-profit conservation 

organization that works in Bonitas to protect the remaining fragments of the coastal 

Ecuadorian rainforest, and to encourage sustainable land management and development.  

CFF has taken an approach to conservation that they self-identify as pragmatic. The 

                                                        
35 This 47,000 acres corresponds roughly with the territory of the Jama-Coaque culture. 



70 
 

 

organization works to protect the forest through the establishment, management and 

expansion of an ecological reserve, research station and biological corridors (figures 4-6), 

coupled with programs that encourage agroforestry and reforestation, and projects that 

emphasize environmental education.  

The decision by the founding directors of CFF to work in Bonitas came from the 

realization that it was situated next to one of  “the last remnants of native forest in the 

entire coast” and was also “surrounded on all sides by cattle pasture” (CFF Interview). 

Based on the level and pace of land conversion in the region, the three directors of CFF, 

one Ecuadorian, and two North Americans, predicted that, were it not for an “active 

conservation effort,” the remaining forests would be lost (CFF Interview). After holding a 

few community meetings and receiving mostly positive feedback (coupled with some 

concern from loggers and ambivalence from others), CFF established an Ecological 

Reserve in 2007. The Ecological Reserve began with an original acquisition of 98 acres, 

which was purchased from absentee landowners, and has expanded over the last five 

years through nine different land purchases along with one land easement. Today the 

Reserve consists of 1,000 acres of cloud forest and rainforest (CFF Website 2012).  
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Figure 4: Part of the forested mountain area in the background is the Ecological Reserve. The town of Bonitas is 
in the front. (Photo taken from the CFF website). 

 

 

Figure 5: Forest view from the Bamboo House in the Ecological Reserve. 
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Situated within the Reserve (known locally as “la reserva”), is an agroforestry 

research station (Figures 5 and 6), the “Bamboo house,” which houses international 

interns and biologists doing research in the forest or practicing sustainable farming 

practices based on the principles of permaculture. Biologists also study within the 

reserve—in 2012 214 bird species were documented in the reserve, 16 of which are 

globally vulnerable or endangered (CFF website 2012). Infrared cameras in the reserve 

have recorded the presence of an ocelot (Leopardus pardalis) and jaguarundi (Puma 

yagouaroundi). Along with helping advance scientific understanding of the presence, 

range of, and threats to different species, CFF coordinates “corresponding public 

awareness campaigns”  (CFF website 2012, CFF Interview).  

The presence of an agroforest within the reserve boundaries shows that, while 

CFF works to protect the forest from land conversion, they understand that agriculture 

and the use of the forest for economic gain are not inherently contradictory to 

conservation.  Along with protecting “pristine forest,” CFF has programs that focus on 

human-inhabited landscapes, agriculture, and sustainable development. CFF has several 

sites for experimental reforestation, and is establishing a “Three Forest Trail,” which is a 

small conservation corridor (25km) that connects the Ecological Reserve to a nearby Dry 

Forest Reserve (a 3 day hike). Trail construction provides temporary work to local people 

and once further established, the trail will provide them employment in the tourist 

industry as trail guides. Land owners along the trail receive compensation from tourist 

passes as an incentive to keep the forest intact. In 2012 the organization planted several 

thousand native hardwood trees on land that had been previously logged; their goal is to 
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plant 35,000 trees on 100 acres of land over the next five years (CFF website 2012). They 

planted the trees with the help of staff, interns, and local community members. 

The Micro-Forest program encourages tree planting and sustainable 

agricultural techniques by using incentives to subsidize reforestation efforts and 

putting on workshops that illustrate sustainable techniques. As part of the Micro-

Forest Program, small-scale farmers are paid to plant trees on ¼ hectare of their 

property, and offered assistance, seedlings, and training. Financial subsidies are 

given to farmers during the start-up period—these subsides end and are replaced 

by revenue from the sale of commodities. By planting a variety of crops and trees, 

the pay-off is both short and long-term—hardwood trees, cacao, coffee, banana, 

papaya, and vegetables are planted together, offering food as well as commodities 

that can be sold in local markets. The program is intended to both encourage 

sustainable agriculture and forestry, while simultaneously reducing pressure on 

local forests and converting cattle pasture into sustainable, income-generating 

agroforests. CFF began the Micro-Forest Program with two farmers. The idea was 

well received, and their hope is that once others in the community begin to see the 

benefits of participation in the program, more people will become involved, 

expanding locally and regionally.  

Among other community development projects, the organization has constructed 

and manages a learning center, has helped to establish a coffee cooperative, installed 

sand-filtered water purification systems in the local school and in some households, and 

holds educational workshops for farmers and children. Interns interested in teaching or 
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sustainable development can live at the community house, working within the community 

to develop programs, such as the recently inaugurated learning center, which is located in 

the lower part of the community house. Some interns also teach English or tutor youth at 

the local school.36 Others have responded to community needs—one intern organized 

with the municipality to have trash collection in Bonitas, which has had a lasting positive 

impact on the community. At least a few interns have made connections with local 

people—several residents spoke positively of the impact made by certain individuals who 

have worked with CFF. 

Along with the specific projects mentioned above, the major benefits to the 

community that CFF brings come from the protection of valuable ecosystem services, 

access to conservation education, and jobs. The establishment of the Ecological Reserve 

has effectively protected the forest from land conversion for the last five years (CFF 

Interview).  About twenty families have received seedlings and trees (numbering in the 

thousands), which supports biodiversity and healthy watersheds. Roughly 40-50 people 

have, at some point received (in many cases, temporary) employment from CFF, and 

about ten people have been employed by the Three-Forest-Trail Project. The reserve 

generates some tourism in the form of interns, and local people benefit economically 

from their presence in the community. Interns buy local art and coffee from the 

cooperative as well as food from small local markets. They also pay local truck drivers to 

give them rides. In terms of education, local community members are more 

                                                        
36 The community house no longer houses interns because there are not enough resources to fund its 
management. Currently all interns stay in the bamboo house. The downstairs continues to be used for 
community gatherings and as a learning center.  
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knowledgeable today about the economic and ecological value of conservation (CFF 

Interview). 

The organization’s approach to participation varies with each project, 

however, Director of Agroforestry and Research writes that, “it is important the 

vast majority of the time” (CFF Interview). Activities on the Reserve, such as 

planting tree species that are underrepresented, do not necessarily require 

participation, he says. In these types of situations, he explains, while it may be 

ideal to have local community members involved, it is not necessary.  Still, the 

Director adds, participation is, “paramount if you want for conservation practices 

and philosophies to gain momentum” (CFF Interview). There are some families 

and individuals who are more involved. One family in particular has been very 

involved, mainly because they are interested in conservation—CFF is in “constant 

dialog” with them and they have a large degree of influence on the organization’s 

scope and practice (CFF Interview). One family member is the Community 

Advisor, and another is the Manager of Field Operations. 

For the most part, however, programs and initiatives originate from CFF 

staff.  They often try to include incentives that encourage participation, and they 

present the idea to the community and “hope someone bites” (CFF Interview). For 

example, when CFF wanted to encourage planting of trees and sustainable 

agricultural produce, they shared their ideas with the community. They responded 

to those who expressed interest, and worked with those people, providing 

seedlings and assistance for interested parties. They have also put on sustainable 
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agricultural workshops that are open to everyone in the community. The Director 

summarizes the process, writing, “We first chat with the community members via 

everyday chit-chat and then we develop a project with some sort of incentive, then 

we pitch it and work closely with the interested participants” (CFF Interview).  

While there seems to be a generally positive rapport between CFF staff and local 

Bonitas residents, as is the case with many conservation projects, there is tension between 

the priorities of the organization and Bonitas residents. The most apparent conflict is 

between loggers’ and hunters’ desire to maintain their livelihood and CFF’s desire to 

protect the forests from land conversion.  

  

Bonitas Residents and Coastal Forest Foundation: Participation, Conflict and 

Compromise 

In an email interview, CFF’s Director of Human Ecology wrote that, “Without the 

community participation there would not be any possibility to protect the remnants of 

forests in this region. This is a core element of our work and brings us a variety of 

challenges that keep us in a constant process of learning and development” (CFF 

Interview). From the initial establishment of the Ecological Reserve there has been an 

effort to work with local residents.  In the early days of the reserve, as CFF was pitching 

their ideas to Bonitas residents, “A good portion (say, a third) of the community was 

vaguely in favor of the idea of outside conservationists coming in to the river basin, 

though I doubt that many people had a deep grasp on what this would entail. Another 

portion (say, 20%) of the community was probably a bit wary, wondering how it would 
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impact their livelihoods (namely, loggers and hunters). The remainder of people were 

apathetic” (CFF Interview). The Director of the Ecological Reserve wrote that the initial 

dialogue consisted of “mostly token gestures,” with CFF and local residents both making 

“speeches of mutual support.” Describing the first meeting, he writes that, “There were 

lots of hand shakes and smiles and very few tough questions were asked, nor were any 

tough statements made.” Only once the land was purchased and the “project began in 

earnest, did both sides finally start to take firm positions and establish precedents.” CFF 

was initially cautious about how they represented their mission, focusing on sustainable 

development rather than conservation.  When communicating with local people, they 

explained that they were working to ensure that the local natural resources would be 

around for the future. Then in the second year, they began talking more, “explicitly 

talking about conservation” (CFF Interview). At this time, they continued to have 

community meetings, however it appeared to them that locals had become tired of the 

meetings, and that they were not very effective because all parties were too polite to 

really address any tensions. They felt that one-on-one conversations were a more 

effective means of communicating and encouraging participation (CFF Interview).  

 CFF’s Director of Human Ecology explained to me that it took time to build 

community trust. She wrote that, “Eventually after a few successful initiatives working 

with several members from the community and after developing certain presence of 

volunteers who periodically would develop small projects to benefit the community; the 

relationship changed and so far we have received their support for our new initiatives” 

(CFF Interview). She follows that today, “The youth and children are deeply involved 
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within our programs, several adults work in the Ecological Reserve and there is a 

women’s project that complements the participation of several members of the 

community with our organization´s objectives” (CFF Interview).  

 The CFF Strategy and Management Overview states that “A nature preserve that 

is dependent on external resources and leadership is more costly to manage and more 

vulnerable to threats, over time, as compared to a nature preserve which is co-managed 

by local leaders and that receives broad-based support from the community at large” 

(CFF Document 2012). Still, there is an understanding within CFF that, while working 

with the community is important for conservation goals, the priorities of the organization 

are not always in line with those of Bonitas residents. The Director of Agroforestry and 

Research explained the difficulties of balancing conservation goals with community 

needs, writing that, while the organization wants to protect snakes and ocelots, 

community perspectives are that snakes are a threat to their families and cattle, and that 

ocelots kill chickens (CFF Interview). The goal to protect the forest contends with 

livelihood needs, and the contextual reality of few alternative opportunities for secure 

employment.  

 Logging presents the most apparent conflict between CFF and some local 

residents. While local loggers have refrained from logging within the boundaries 

of the Ecological Reserve since its inception, they continue to log on lands 

adjacent to the reserve, most of which are owned by absentee landowners. They 

have also logged on lands while CFF is in the process of purchasing them 

(however, once officially purchased, they cease logging). While CFF has no 
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enforcement authority outside of the Reserve boundaries, they assert that if 

absentee landowners were aware of the logging happening on their lands, the 

landowners would have contacted law enforcement and pressed charges against 

the loggers (CFF Interview).  

As the “de facto park ranger” for the first couple of years, the Direcotry of 

the Ecological Reserve explained that his main method for deterring logging and 

communicating the logic of conservation has been focused on one-on-one 

conversations. Most of these interactions are friendly, however there have been a 

few instances in which tensions flared to uncomfortable levels and neither party 

was satisfied with the result. In his first two years, when the Director would hear 

chainsaws on the land next to the reserve, he would follow the sound, announce 

himself to the loggers, and sit down with them to chat. Sometimes he would come 

bearing fruit to share, and sometimes the loggers would share their lunch with 

him. These meetings were typically friendly and the men would make small talk.  

He would sometimes talk about the connection between the forest, the river basin, 

and the rain cycle, and they would discuss the economic and practical realities of 

logging. He writes that, nearly every one of these interactions was initiated with, 

“a big smile and a friendly wave.” He adds that most of the loggers carry guns, 

and he only carried a machete, so, “there was need for caution.”37 The 

conversations between Bonitas loggers and an American conservationist made 

                                                        
37 While unlikely, there is a risk that someone would result to violence—someone was shot about a year 
ago in Bonitas during a New Years Eve argument (CFF Interview).  



80 
 

 

some impact—the Director explains that local residents are now aware of the 

connection between deforestation and hydrological cycles, which has been one of 

CFF’s “primary PR messages,” and the argument for conservation that has carried 

the most weight with residents who are concerned with diminishing rainfall  (CFF 

Interview). Still, the logging on land owned by people who did not live in the 

community continued. During these meetings in the forest, informal agreements 

were sometimes made in which loggers would agree to accept the boundaries of 

the Reserve, and CFF staff would agree to refrain from reporting illegal logging to 

authorities. CFF Directors explained that this approach was a necessary 

compromise. Each party had their own bargaining power (the loggers had guns 

and outnumber CFF staff, whereas the conservationists were, at least in some 

manner, allied with law enforcement) (CFF Interview).  

While the majority of interactions between loggers and CFF have been 

characterized by goodwill, there have been a couple of interactions that were 

confrontational. The Ecological Reserve Director recounted two different 

encounters that impacted community-CFF relations. Both instances occurred on 

the same land—250 acres that is considered an “extremely high conservation 

value” by the organization. While CFF wished to buy the land, as of 2009, they 

did not have the funding to do so. The land was owned by a man who lived 

several hours away. CFF decided to approach the landowner and inform him of 

the illegal logging. He authorized them to report any logging on his land to the 

authorities. Following that discussion, the Director came upon loggers one day 
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who had already cut two trees and were preparing to log two more. He told the 

loggers, who he knew “fairly well” that he would report them to the authorities if 

they didn’t stop (at least one of whom had a gun). The situation was tense and 

uncomfortable, with each side standing resolute in their position. In the end, the 

loggers agreed to leave the trees, and CFF paid them for their lost revenue. While 

they both compromised, neither parties were happy. A few weeks later a similar 

confrontation occurred, this time, “both sides went away disgruntled with no 

resolution” (CFF Interview).  These confrontations changed the way CFF was 

received in the community—and it was a, “very uncomfortable time,” which was 

challenging on a personal level and from a conservation standpoint. The result of 

this time was a return to the original informal agreement—the boundaries of the 

Reserve would be respected and CFF would refrain from reporting illegal logging. 

In this case the CFF staff had to accept the compromise that the area that they 

considered “high conservation value,” would be logged. One CFF Director 

explained that, “both sides emerged with a more clear understanding of each 

side’s resolve” (CFF Interview). Since that time, relationships have mended, and 

there have been no similar confrontations.38  

After these experiences, the Director writes that, “compromise is better 

than confrontation, and jobs are better than legal threats (CFF Interview).” He 

adds that, “realistically speaking, all of those elements are inevitably involved, 

                                                        
38 In 2011 the owner of the 250 acres signed up for the Socio Bosque program (mentioned earlier), and 
local loggers stopped logging the land. Recently CFF received a grant from an international conservation 
organization that allowed them to purchase the land.   
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one way or another—either implicitly or explicitly.” CFF now employs many of 

the former loggers, and a number of these men have been instrumental this year in 

a reforestation effort on 20 acres of land. While the underlying tension between 

the goals of loggers and conservationists remains, compromise and offering 

employment has kept this conflict at bay.  

In the interviews with Bonitas residents I sought to understand local 

perceptions of CFF, to encourage participation by asking for feedback about 

particular projects, and to understand how local residents perceived environmental 

change in their town.39 These interviews shed light into community goals—it is 

clear that one of the highest priorities of local residents is to have secure income, 

infrastructure, and social services such as healthcare and potable water. The 

interviews with Bonitas residents suggested that locals are appreciative of 

conservation efforts, and recognize the importance of maintaining some level of 

forest cover and access to rainfall and water. 

 

Interviews with Bonitas Residents 

Livelihood 

As mentioned earlier, the main livelihood strategies in Bonitas are 

extractive or agricultural: cattle ranching, swidden agriculture and logging are the 

most common. Other livelihood strategies include tagua collection (a nut, which 

                                                        
39 I interviewed forty-five Bonitas residents—nearly one adult from each home. 
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can be a food source or used to make arts or crafts), freshwater shrimp harvesting, 

and employment with the shrimp factory (CFF Interview). Over half (22) of the 

residents interviewed earned the majority of their income in some type of 

agricultural activity, such as owning or working on a farm or raising animals such 

as cows, pigs, or chickens. Several said that they (if men), or their husbands made 

a living working with a machete, or clearing trails (clearing land for logging or 

making trails for CFF).  Some people run their own small businesses as primary 

or supplementary income. Examples of small businesses included driving a truck, 

making and selling desserts, owning a small store, and working from home. Many 

women in Bonitas work at home and take care of family needs, cooking, cleaning, 

helping with agricultural work, and raising children. One of the only formal sector 

employment options for women is in the local shrimp factory. Women are the 

primary laborers in the local shrimp-packing factory, and there is a van that comes 

by to pick them up for their night shifts. The work is challenging, but it provides 

steady income in a place where financial security is rare.  

Throughout the interviews, the theme of insufficient work opportunities 

was raised several times.  One person replied that her husband works whenever 

there is work available. Another said that they made a living by exchanging and 

sharing products with neighbors. I interviewed one woman whose hand and face 

were burned from allergic reactions to the bleach-like chemicals used in the 

shrimp factory. She said that she had no choice but to return to work despite the 

debilitating effect of the reaction. One woman, speaking of a lack of jobs in the 



84 
 

 

area, said that there used to be more security because it was easier to live off of 

the land.  

Changes in livelihood, and increased levels of joblessness for men can 

lead to alcoholism and other social problems. The fact that many women are now 

leaving the home to work in the shrimp factory and becoming the principal 

breadwinners, probably impacts gender roles at the household level, and could 

impact the community as well. In the interviews, a few women mentioned that 

generational patterns are changing, with people drinking at younger ages, and 

during the day. A few women spoke with me about a concern over the level of 

alcohol consumption by men, relating increased consumption to lack of 

employment. Davila related lack of employment opportunities, and the 

dependence on temporary employment that fails to offer, “cultural or social 

benefit,” to increased crime and alcoholism (CFF Interview).  

Only a couple of people related the declining work opportunities to the 

establishment of the Ecological Reserve.  However, two men were clear that they 

have less opportunity to log because of the Reserve, and it impacts their 

livelihood. It was not clear to me the scope or scale of this impact, or to what 

degree employment by CFF addresses this concern.  While many locals have been 

given work through CFF, some of the work is temporary, and further research 

would need to be done to verify the specific relationship between losses of 

livelihood activity associated with the reserve versus the job opportunities offered 

by CFF. In speaking with the Directors of CFF about this loss of livelihood, one 
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Director responded that he hoped that this research would shed light onto the 

scope of impact, and another responded that logging has, “been reduced 

considerably since the founding of the Ecological Reserve,” adding that, “other 

activities such as hunting, destructive fishing, and unsustainable agriculture, 

logging for industrial production of coal and especially forest clearing for cattle 

pasture…continue to threaten the remaining forest” (CFF Interview).  

 

Perceptions of Environmental Change 

Bonitas residents overwhelmingly reported a sense of pride of place. Of 

the 45 people we spoke to, thirty-three (73%) said that they like living in Bonitas 

because it is where they were born, raised, and where they have had their life 

experience. Many spoke of the tranquility of the environment, saying that they 

enjoyed the countryside because it is peaceful and beautiful. These responses 

suggested that people had a sense of pride about their hometown, and felt a sense 

of connection to it as their land. A majority of people spoke to the beauty of 

Bonitas, and the peaceful nature of the town. It was clear, however, that most 

residents perceived changes occurring in the town—some were positive, however 

many, particularly in regard to the environment, were negative.  

In response to a question about changes in the weather, rivers, and forest 

over the last ten or twenty years, several people responded that the forest or 

amount of trees is changing, referring to a loss in forest cover in Bonitas. A few 

people said that la reserva (“the reserve”—how locals refer to the organization) is 
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now protecting the forests. Another respondent suggested that, today people cut 

trees down, but do not plant anything.  

The majority of people interviewed spoke about the changes in rainfall 

and climate, expressing a clear awareness of climate change and how it is 

affecting their livelihoods. Bonitas historically has a wet and dry season, the 

former being winter and the latter being summer. This is a typical rainfall pattern 

in the tropical rainbelt. According to the residents, the weather is getting hotter 

and the winter season (the rainy season) is disappearing. Thirty-seven people 

(82%) answered that the climate, rainfall, water levels, humidity, or seasons had 

been changing.  A few people said that there are no winters now, only summers. 

A number of people answered that there have been large shifts in 

agricultural production, saying that it is much more difficult today to live as a 

farmer, as the harvests are too small. Many people agreed that there used to be 

more agricultural production. One man focused specifically on coffee, saying that 

the coffee that is planted, dies. Several people echoed the sentiment that it is very 

difficult to produce now, saying that there is no harvest. One person said, “We 

used to sow a lot—what we planted, we harvested. Now you can’t produce”. 

A few people talked about chemical contamination as a result of changes in 

agricultural practices. One woman said that agricultural inputs had caused a 

disease in chickens, which was not common ten years ago. Agriculture is 

changing, said one man, arguing that it is necessary to use chemicals in order to 

achieve the same harvest level as in the past.  
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Nine people said that they did not know what caused the climatic changes, 

a few saying that only God knows these things. One woman said that Bonitas has 

changed in recent generations, saying that young people now drink alcohol with 

their parents, which was not the norm in the past. She missed the “old days” when 

there was more respect for each other and for the land. Five respondents said that, 

in general, things used to be better in Bonitas—that things are changing for the 

worse. Some simply said that, “it used to be better here”, or “it used to be more 

peaceful.” Several people mentioned declining work opportunities. 

 Four people talked about the cleanliness of Bonitas, one saying that 

everything was cleaner in the past (this gentleman was nearing his seventies). 

Others suggested that things were cleaner now that there is trash collection.  A 

few people mentioned that the trash collection was a project associated with la 

reserva, one saying that the river was cleaner due to less trash.40 Three others 

spoke to infrastructural changes in Bonitas, mentioning the addition of a school, 

road and electricity.  

Following the question about what environmental changes people had 

noticed, I asked what people thought caused the environmental changes. Several 

people responded that changes in weather had caused the earlier mentioned 

plummet in agricultural yields. One person replied that, because of the changes in 

rainfall, there is less agricultural production. Because of the dryness and the 

                                                        
40 An intern with CFF coordinated efforts with the municipality to begin trash collection a few years ago, 
and the residents were aware of that connection.  
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declines in rainfall, said one gentleman, farmers are no longer able to produce. 

Eighteen people (40%) associated the changes in climate, and related declines in 

agricultural productivity with deforestation.41  One man lamented that the worst 

error they had made was to cut the trees.  The language used in many of these 

responses was strong. One woman said, “Things have changed, because now, 

there are no forests.”  Another person responded that the weather had changed 

because, “everything has been cut.” 

 

Perceptions of Coastal Forest Foundation 

The overwhelming majority replied with positive reactions to the reserve, 

when I asked if they had an opinion of the reserve. Out of forty people who 

replied to this question, 37 (92%) had what I have coded as a positive reaction.42 

These responses ranged from simple replies of, “yes, it’s good”, or “it’s lovely 

that they are here” to more specific responses. The following responses express 

the sentiment of most of the residents I interviewed:  

                                                        
41 The fact that Bonitas residents overwhelmingly recognize the connection between forest loss and 
declining rainfall is possible related to CFF’s PR strategy, which has focused on educating local people 
about the connection between forest cover and hydrological cycles. 
42 It is difficult to say what degree of influence my presence had on these responses. Although we were 
clear that, while I was interviewing on behalf of the reserve, the responses would be kept confidential, 
residents may have felt uncomfortable if their actual opinions of the reserve and the people associated with 
it was negative. During the interviews, the politeness of local residents that the directors had mentioned 
was apparent, and their transition to a more confidential approach that is more focused on one-on-one 
communication became clearer. 
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• “It is good that they care for and protect the animals. We can learn 

from their ideas and teach them our ideas about farming and 

conservation.” 

• “It is good because sometimes they offer work.” 

• “For me, it is good that the reserve is there, without them, there 

wouldn’t be trees. Yes, it is good for us.” 

• “It’s good that they bring new ideas. They offer opportunities, and 

a little bit of work. It’s nice that they take care of the forests, and 

care for the river.” 

The people who did not respond to this question replied that they knew 

very little about the reserve, and weren’t familiar enough to have an opinion. This 

makes sense, as those living in the lower community are geographically separated 

and would have less interaction with the reserve and its volunteers. As an outside 

observer, it appeared that interactions between community members and the 

directors of CFF were friendly and neighborly. Some of the longer-term 

employees of CFF have developed close relationships with residents, and seem to 

be considered a part of the community. Also, many residents made a clear 

connection between deforestation and loss of ecosystem services, recognizing a 

need for the type of conservation that CFF supports. 

 I asked the residents if they had worked for CFF, and how it went for 

them.  Out of forty responses to this question, ten people had worked with the 

reserve, and twenty-six had not. Six of those who had not worked with the reserve 
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said that they would like to, if there were an opportunity. In response to the 

second part of the question, the majority said that it went well working for the 

reserve, and that they were happy for the work because there are few employment 

opportunities in Bonitas. One man said that working for the reserve was “okay.” 

His choice of words was, “fue un poco bien”, which means that it was okay, or 

literally, a little bit good. He followed that it was not really good (“no bien bien”), 

and then he began to say why, but decided not to go into it. It was clear that there 

was some tension between the man being interviewed and CFF, and also that he 

did not feel comfortable telling me about the cause of the tension. 

 

Community Feedback and Suggestions 

  I asked residents for feedback and suggestions, giving them the 

opportunity to give feedback that I then relayed to CFF. Residents gave me ideas 

for new projects, talked about their vision for Bonitas, asked me questions about 

CFF, and made suggestions for particular projects. 

 During my time in Bonitas, CFF had a couple of community projects in 

the works. An intern was interested in following through with an idea to start a 

small roadside market in which local farmers could sell their produce to one 

another. A roadside market would be enable people to buy and sell locally without 

having to take a bus, camioneta, or motorcycle to the neighboring cities or towns.   

CFF was also remodeling their community house and adding a community-

learning center downstairs, which would host activities and educational 
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opportunities for children and serve as a space for the community. I asked for 

feedback about both of these projects. 

When asked if they had any ideas for projects or suggestions for CFF, a 

number of people responded in a general, vague way saying that whatever 

projects the reserve wished to do were fine with them. One person said, “It is 

good that the community continues to move forward with the help of others.” The 

most repeated response dealt with water issues; thirteen people spoke to the need 

for water projects. The majority of residents in Bonitas do not have access to 

potable water, though some do have pumps. A few people mentioned that potable 

water is an important community need. There had been a project started years ago 

to bring potable water to the community, and infrastructure was built, however 

everyone I spoke with said that the municipality had stopped working on the 

project a few years ago, and they were not sure why (it appears that the project 

stopped because of inadequate funding).  Many people boil water from the rivers, 

and one man said that they only take water at certain times of the day because in 

the middle of the day it is dirty because of people using it for defecation and 

urination. People in the lower community suggested education for those in the 

upper and middle community, who they say defecate in and wash laundry in the 

rivers, spoiling the water for the lower community. Other suggestions regarded 

starting a project which would ensure that the rivers are healthy, and a couple of 

residents suggested that tree-planting would encourage higher humidity levels, 

more rain, and offer protection to the river. Respondents mentioned building a 
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pool for when there is no rain, building a small bridge over the river to avoid 

people driving through it, and education that would teach about the negative 

impacts of chemical contamination in the rivers.  

The theme of unemployment emerged again in the responses to this last 

question—several people spoke of the lack of employment opportunities in 

Bonitas. Two women suggested that there needed to be work for women in 

Bonitas so that they could remain close to their families. There were many ideas 

for small businesses, including: a bakery, a chicken farm, a coffee and cocoa 

processor, a daycare, a pharmacy, and a pig farm. Others simply said that work is 

needed in the town. Six people spoke to the need for a health center. One idea was 

to start a community bank (which I was told has been started independently of 

CFF).   

As had been mentioned in previous responses, three women suggested that 

a garden or park would be a beneficial addition to their community. One woman 

spoke of the lack of community that she felt because there was no place for her to 

meet with other women, and no place for her children to play. She talked about 

having to go to the neighboring city to give her children an opportunity to play. 

There was a sentiment expressed that the community should come together with 

the reserve in order to share ideas and build community. One man said, “We 

should come together to talk, visit and have reunions. We should share ideas 

about farming—they can share how they operate, and we can share our ideas 

about farming, because we work in a different manner.” Another person replied 
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that they needed a space to get together as a community. Several people 

mentioned that they would like to be invited to the reserve in order to see what is 

happening there. 

There was a lot of interest in the farmers’ stand. Many people mentioned that 

it would be cheaper and more convenient to buy things in Bonitas instead of 

having to travel to buy produce. Some farmers were interested in the market 

because it would also be more convenient for them to sell their produce. After the 

interviews I generated a list of interested farmers (with their permission), which I 

gave to the intern who was doing the initial research for the project. There was not 

much feedback in regard to suggestions of how to make it work, however people 

expressed interest in selling homemade products at the stand. These quotes give 

an overview of how the majority of people responded: 

 

• “It seems good because there aren’t any good services here. But we don’t 

have the resources to start a market.” 

• “A market would be good because we wouldn’t need to go to the 

neighboring city and we could have everything here. We wouldn’t have to 

pay to go to another town.  

• If there were a small market, that would be nice. We could buy and sell 

our products, and not have to leave town. “ 

• “Money would stay here in Bonitas.” 
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 Many of the replies in regard to the learning center were general and 

positive, offering no suggestions, but saying that it is good that children and 

young adults will have an opportunity to learn more. There was a lot of feedback 

regarding the types of workshops and opportunities people were interested in. The 

most common request was for English classes—nineteen responded that they 

would like to see English classes offered. One person suggested that an English 

certification could help people to find jobs outside of Bonitas. Three respondents 

said that they would like reading classes, two of these suggesting reading 

instruction for adults who are not literate. Another woman suggested that 

continuity in education was important. She said that often volunteers only come 

for a few months, and suggested that, if there were an English teacher in the 

community, he/she should either remain in the community for longer periods of 

time, or organize lessons in such a way that the same information wasn’t taught 

repeatedly as teachers changed.  

The interviews with Bonitas residents shed light into community goals––it 

is clear that one of the highest priorities of local residents is to have secure 

income, infrastructure, and social services. At the same time, interviews suggested 

that locals are appreciative of conservation efforts, and recognize the importance 

of maintaining some level of forest cover, and access to rainfall and water. The 

suggestions made by community members offer some insight into ways that CFF 

can further incorporate community needs into their practices. The fact that a few 

people said that they would like to be invited to the reserve for a “reserve day” 
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suggests that some community members have not been to the reserve. The fact 

that the reserve is about a 3km hike up the mountain and difficult to access by 

vehicle during much of the year, explains why many community members have 

not visited the reserve, particularly those who live in the lowest portion of 

Bonitas. In the next chapter I discuss the benefits and limitations of CFF’s 

conservation approach reflecting on their “overall” approach based on the 

literature reviewed in this thesis, and then use Jules Pretty’s typology of 

participation to examine the role of participation in CFF’s conservation programs 

(See figure 7). I incorporate within this analysis suggestions for improvement, 

based on community feedback and participant observation, and arrive at 

implications from this case study that apply to the broader discussion of 

conservation strategies. 
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CHAPTER SIX: 
REFLECTIONS: CONNECTING THE LITERATURE WITH CASE STUDY OF 

COASTAL FOREST FOUNDATION 
 

 

Overall Approach  

Bonitas is a good example of the nuances involved in conservation—while 

many local residents recognize the need for conservation, the barriers of poverty 

and lack of alternative livelihoods continue to drive environmental degradation. 

Whether it is appropriate for an international NGO to buy land used ‘illegally’ by 

locals for subsistence, and to exclude them from resource extraction, is an ethical 

quandary that conservationists must face. In Bonitas, the dependence on resource 

extraction is coupled with a need for sustained ecological services, such as rainfall 

and carbon sequestration. Bonitas residents are aware of the impact that their 

actions have on the local environment and the connection between deforestation 

and rainfall declines. While some may resent the barriers placed on their access to 

land that is now the Ecological Reserve, most seem to appreciate the need for 

conservation. Finding ways to balance these realities is important, and in my 

analysis of their organization, CFF is approaching this challenge in a manner that 

focuses primarily on ecological conservation while attempting to address the need 

for local livelihood.  

Protected areas are argued by many scientists to be important components of 

conservation—yet the history of ecological reserves has been socially problematic 
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(Terbogh 1999; Oates 1999; Bruner et al. 2001; Ancrenaz et al. 2007; Neumann 1995). 

The agricultural matrix surrounding reserves, and the ability of local people to support 

themselves sustainably, are also important conservation considerations (Hecht 2007; 

Perfecto et al. 2009; Shiva 2005). Approaching conservation through the lens of the 

Nature’s Matrix outlined by Perfecto et al. (2009) requires applying the lessons of 

participatory development to conservation (Wells and Brandon 1992; Uphoff et al. 1998). 

Successfully and ethically integrating the management of areas set-aside for protection 

with rural development, as is the approach taken by CFF, requires a long-term 

commitment, adaptability, active levels of local participation, and compromise (Wells 

and Brandon 1992; Uphoff et al. 1998, Pretty 2003).  

In many ways, CFF represents an approach to conservation that is 

consistent with the Nature’s Matrix paradigm that Perfecto, Vandermeer, and 

Wright (2009) advocate. CFF’s programs represent a move toward the 

“reorientation of conservation activities, away from a focus on protected areas and 

toward the sustainability of the larger managed landscape; away from larger 

landowners and toward small farmers; away from the romanticism of the pristine 

and towards the material quality of the agricultural matrix,” which is promoted by 

Perfecto et al. (2009) and many other political ecologists (Perfecto et al. 2009, 

10). The organization’s focus on community involvement, agroforestry, and 

education illustrates an evolution from the old top-down conservation strategies of 

the 1970s that focused more on protected areas. Still, the central feature of the 

Ecological Reserve in CFF’s work (a protected area that is managed by outsiders), 
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demonstrates that this approach is not a radical departure from conservation 

strategies that emphasize the need to protect nature from human use. While I 

argue that CFF could utilize more active local involvement, I believe that the 

foundation of CFF’s approach is grounded in principles and actions that protect 

the forest and have the potential to foster a more sustainable development for 

Bonitas. 

The establishment of the CFF Ecological Reserve has offered a number of 

benefits to the local community—the forest is preserved, and the important 

ecosystem services that it provides are more likely to endure. Future generations 

will have a forest that otherwise might have been logged and turned to cattle 

pasture. The research station provides an opportunity for the advancement of 

ecological knowledge, and the agroforestry research station located within the 

reserve offers opportunities for local people, interns and biologists to advance 

understandings and applications of agroforestry. By working with other local 

organizations to create the Three-Forest trail and ecological corridor, CFF is 

working to support the migration and colonization of species between forest 

fragments, and addressing the need for alternative livelihood options. By 

encouraging reforestation through the Microforest Program, they are 

acknowledging the value of inhabited, secondary, and re-emerging forests. They 

mitigate the loss of employment (caused by decreased access to logging and 

hunting) by hiring local people both permanently and temporarily and through 

financial incentives that accompany the Microforest Program, the coffee 
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cooperative, and the soap project. Through environmental education and 

organizing farmer workshops, CFF offers the community access to information 

which may not otherwise be accessible to them, including knowledge of 

sustainable farming methods and the importance of intact forests.  

According to much of the literature reviewed in this thesis, active local 

participation is a vital component for long-term success in conservation and to 

ensure that local people are not negatively impacted by conservation programs 

(Uphoff et al. 1998; Pretty and Smith 2004).  In the following section, I look at 

current levels of participation and then identify ways in which CFF can respond to 

the community feedback given in the interviews and incorporate more active 

levels of participation.  

 

1. Passive  Participants are informed of decisions, but have no input. 

2. Consultative Decision-makers deliberate with participants, and seek their 

opinions, without yielding any decision-making 

3. Bought Participation is based on material incentives. 

4. Functional Decision-makers solicit participation to achieve preset goals. 

5. Interactive Participants are involved in all aspects of planning and decision-

making, often resulting in stronger local institutions. 

6. Self-

Mobilization 

Participants initiate projects, control the decision-making processes, 

and manage/ own resources.   

Figure 6: Jules Pretty’s (1995) Typology of Participation 
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Participation 

 Using Pretty’s (1995) typology of participation as a guide (above), I argue 

that CFF most often utilizes Consultatative Participation, Bought Participation, 

and Functional Participation. That said, CFF appears to be moving toward more 

active levels of participation as characterized by what Pretty labels Interactive 

Participation and Self-Mobilization (Pretty 1995). While there are community 

members who work for the organization, and have a significant degree of 

influence over courses of action that could be described as Interactive 

Participation, the influence of the community as a whole is considerably less43. 

This may be a reflection of the leadership roles taken by individuals with a greater 

personal interest in CFF’s activities (some people may not be interested or 

invested in participating, and others may be in opposition to CFF’s goals). 

From the onset, CFF has engaged with local community members, 

however, this engagement has been largely Passive or Consultative, with local 

community members having little say in the establishment and expansion of the 

protected area (Pretty and Smith 2004). While they engaged with local people and 

initiated conversations about their intentions for conservation, CFF 

simultaneously acted in ways that were not in some community members’ 

interests (i.e., threatening to report illegal logging). Still, some community 

                                                        
43 Labeling a town as a community can be problematic. For the purposes of this research, when I refer 
to the “community of Bonitas,” I am speaking of the people who live in the town. The local 
governance structure is loose. The town has an elected President who sometimes leads community 
meetings that address local concerns, however these appear to be infrequent.  
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members, namely those most interested in conservation and loggers, have 

impacted CFF’s approach. By hiring a few local people who play a significant 

role in the organization, CFF moves closer into Interactive Participation. It is 

unclear exactly what degree of influence the local Bonitas staff has on planning 

and decision-making, but it seemed apparent to me that at least a few local 

residents are significantly influential in CFF’s decision-making. Local loggers 

have clearly had an impact on CFF’s actions, convincing them not to report illegal 

logging. Making concessions and compromising with local people has been 

necessary for CFF.  

CFF’s least participatory program, The Ecological Reserve, does involve 

some forms of passive participation and participation for material incentives.44 

CFF’s approach to conservation represents a top-down strategy, as they buy land 

to expand the ecological reserve and the biological corridor. However, CFF is not 

strictly preservationist.  A recent document that explains CFF’s management 

strategy emphasizes the importance of building local leadership capacity, and a 

desire to eventually arrive at a place in which the Ecological Reserve is “co-

managed by local leaders” (CFF Document 2012, 5). They are attempting to 

realize this goal by training local high school students in agroforestry, training 

local loggers as trail guides, and facilitating agricultural workshops in the 

community. While the current level of participation in the management of the 

                                                        
44 Coastal Forest Foundation employs loggers to build trails, and is training loggers as field guides 
with the hope of encouraging more sustainable employment opportunities.  
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Ecological Reserve appears to include active participation from just a few key 

local participants, transitioning to co-management of the reserve would be a big 

step toward a more participatory conservation approach. 

Based on the principle of encouraging local leadership, outlined in 

philosophy of Assisted Self-Reliance, CFF uses the interest and cooperation of 

key community members to build local agency and provide experiential examples 

that encourage more participation (Uphoff et al. 1998). Their approach to 

agroforestry, which has started with only two families, is a good example of 

allowing experimentation at a local level to generate interest based upon the 

success of those initial participants. While this process is slow, it aligns with the 

Farmer-to-Farmer approach of experiential learning, experimentation, and 

horizontal knowledge sharing. In my assessment, the Microforest Program, holds 

a great deal of potential for fostering local involvement—the degree of 

community involvement in shaping the program as it grows out of its pilot stage, 

will likely impact the level of interest and its ultimate degree of success (Holt-

Giménez 2006).  

There are points of intersection between the goals and priorities of CFF 

and the residents of Bonitas that could lead to increased cooperation, 

participation, and continued results. It is clear that many people in the community 

view the NGO as an environmental steward that protects the rainforest, and the 

popular opinion of the organization appears to be positive. Still, based on a 

variety of literature, successful development requires active levels of community 
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participation. The biggest limitation of the approach taken by CFF, based on this 

perspective, is the lack of active levels of community participation (Pretty 1995). 

The exclusion of local people from forests inhibits livelihood activity in a setting 

where there are few economic alternatives. This is the major dilemma of fortress 

style conservation, and the people who are most affected by exclusion have little 

influence or decision-making power in the expansion of protected areas. When 

conservation emerges from outside actors in the form of parks and protected 

areas, encroachment and illegal hunting may occur on areas set aside for 

preservation. The fact that illegal logging has not occurred in the Bonitas 

Ecological Reserve45, coupled with the positive reactions in regard to the 

conservation goals of CFF that were expressed in interviews, suggests that there is 

a relatively high degree of community support for conservation. Despite the level 

of support and compliance of local residents, the confrontations in 2009 between 

CFF and loggers suggests that CFF needs to respect the local economic realities 

(ie: the need to log areas that are not owned by CFF) if they wish to continue to 

receive community adherence to the boundaries of the ecological reserve. 

Uphoff et al. (1998) suggest that community projects are often most 

successful when responding to the needs articulated by local people. It is my hope 

that the interviews conducted with Bonitas residents have helped to identify 

intersections between local needs and conservation goals that can be used to foster 

                                                        
45 Because the Ecological Reserve is “policed,” it is difficult to determine the extent to which fear of 
repercussions (being reported to the local police for illegal logging) for logging in the protected area 
deters logging. 
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more active levels of participation, build community agency and protect the 

beautiful forests of the Pacific Equatorial Coast. 

 

Reflections and Recommendations 

While a core component of CFF’s strategy may be top-down, there is a 

great deal of potential for participation, and it appears that CFF is fostering an 

approach to conservation that is increasingly inclusive and could lead to increased 

social capital and self-mobilization. Based on community feedback, there are a 

number of actions that CFF could take, and programs that they could continue or 

develop, that may foster more genuine community participation. 

While the majority of residents held high opinions of the reserve, a 

number of them were unaware of the organization’s different projects, and despite 

interest, had never visited the reserve. A number of residents expressed interest in 

being invited to the reserve and emphasized a desire for more community 

cohesion. Reunions could serve as a means to facilitate more awareness about 

CFF’s projects and goals, simultaneously opening up areas for cooperation. The 

logistics of inviting community members to the reserve could be challenging, 

because of its location 3km from the town center, however something as simple as 

a “reserve day” could help to inform and include more local residents.   Based on 

the interviews in Bonitas, it is clear that there is a desire within the community to 

develop sustainably and have a healthy place to live; however, there appears to be 

very little organization within the community. One small step toward encouraging 
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participation, furthering conservation goals, and supporting sustainable 

development, could be to provide a space for meetings, planning community 

gatherings, and continuing to facilitate educational exchanges with farmers from 

surrounding areas.   

Clearly, one of the principle concerns of Bonitas residents is lack of 

employment. CFF has responded to this need (and the conflict created by 

conservation of previously logged and hunted areas) to some degree already, but 

there remains a need for sufficient alternatives to unsustainable logging. Increased 

participation in the Micro-Forest Program may be another remedy to this loss of 

work opportunity. However, there are certain obstacles to this that must be 

addressed, such as declines in rainfall, access to water, and pests (also, residents 

may not have an interest in farming, or altering their livelihood practices). The 

main concerns that people expressed about the Microforest Program are the lack 

of rainfall and the increased difficulty of reaping bountiful harvests. Informational 

meetings or community reunions were suggested by a few farmers who had some 

interest in the program, but knew little about it.  Learning sessions could generate 

understanding about what would make agroforestry accessible and successful in 

Bonitas, and how to sustainably address issues such as water, pests, and soil 

erosion (Holt-Giménez 2006; Bunch 1985; Altieri 1998). Continuing to 

coordinate workshops in agroforestry and agro-ecology is one way that CFF can 

help to support the emergence of a small-scale sustainable agricultural shift in the 

area. The Farmer-to-Farmer movement serves as a model in which NGOs have 
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facilitated and supported grassroots efforts for sustainable agriculture, 

acknowledging and respecting farmers’ knowledge, and encouraging experiential 

and experimental learning (Holt-Giménez 2006). Some farmers noted that they 

could share their experience with CFF, and would be open to an exchange, 

emphasizing that they had knowledge to share. By listening to and incorporating 

the knowledge that local farmers have, and using culturally appropriate teaching 

methods, CFF can strengthen the move toward sustainability in Bonitas. 

Implementing a roadside market may also increase interest in the 

Microforest Program. The overwhelming enthusiasm for a market suggests that 

supporting a farmer’s stand could benefit Bonitas economically, supporting small-

scale sustainable farmers, and increasing access to food security. While the 

sentiment of creating a market was overwhelmingly positive, the barriers to such 

a project are many. The level of coordination for such an undertaking would be 

large, and in my opinion, would necessitate the dedicated commitment of at least 

a few community members. Because there are very few people in the community 

who own cars or trucks, getting the produce to and from the market could be an 

issue, although there are a couple of trucks for hire, who could potentially 

coordinate transportation of the commodities. Also, the project would require one 

or more persons to commit to working at the stand. Because there is a great deal 

of community interest, and potential for increased access to food and markets, this 

type of effort could be implemented through participatory strategies based on the 

principles of Assisted Self Reliance (Uphoff et al. 1998). One manageable 
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approach to the initial implementation of a market could be to facilitate one that 

operates bi-weekly, for half of a day. This project, if implemented, could be an 

example of an Assisted Self Reliance strategy in which economic resources are 

initially subsidized by the organization. Local labor and involvement could carry 

this project sustainably into the future, so that community agency is empowered, 

and the continuity and management of the farmer stand is handed over to local 

people. 

Based on the widespread awareness of water-related issues, conservation 

efforts geared toward river cleanliness, education about hydrological cycles, and 

the connection between those and the forest, and efforts to store water and provide 

water filtration, could be a way to address multiple conservation related themes 

that would benefit both the community and conservation goals. Additional 

suggestions that came up repeatedly, and could make a lasting positive impact on 

the community are projects related to: increased access to potable water, 

establishing a community garden or children’s play area, and utilizing the 

community learning center for monthly women’s gatherings.  

While a great deal of the relevant literature on successful conservation and 

rural development calls for a higher degree of participation than practiced by 

CFF, it seems that the organization has engaged with the community at a 

sufficient level to avert resentments or negative feelings that are sometimes felt by 

communities surrounding ecological reserves. I believe that incorporating more 

participation into particular projects, and facilitating community agency through 
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the measures identified above could help encourage local motivation, agency, and 

support for long-term, successful conservation and sustainable development in 

Bonitas. Following through on their plan to have local community members co-

manage the ecological reserve will represent a big step toward becoming a 

conservation organization that engages in Interactive levels of participation and 

facilitates Self-Mobilization. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN: CONCLUSION 
 

 

Forests constitute an important and dynamic landscape that supports life 

on this planet. Addressing tropical deforestation is important both socially and 

environmentally, and the challenge remains to protect these ecosystems in a way 

that enables human communities and economies to thrive. Conservation and 

development programs are forced to work within existing economic and political 

structures, and should respond to local drivers of deforestation in a context-

specific manner. In the regions where deforestation is a result of capital enterprise 

and large-scale resource extraction, the corporate interests and governmental 

policies that encourage these practices should be challenged.  Likewise when 

local livelihood needs drive deforestation, long-term alternatives that adequately 

address the needs of local people are necessary.  

Deforestation requires action specific to the context in which it occurs, and it is 

clear that throughout the tropical world, action is needed. Looking at the history of 

deforestation, conservation and development, and the lessons learned over the past fifty 

years, it is clear that there is no panacea solution to these related problems. However, 

there is mounting evidence to support the movement to a more dynamic and inclusive 

approach to conservation that incorporates active participation of local people, 

accommodates the need for human livelihood, and supports the integrity of lands that are 

not set aside in strictly protected areas. Because tropical rainforests are often home to 
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people living in poverty, and conservation programs in the Global South are often driven 

and implemented from organizations from the Global North—it is important that 

conservation programs address economic, ecological, and cultural barriers to 

conservation in an ethical manner which is considerate to the desires of local people.  

Although conservation projects centered on protected areas have been critiqued 

for their exclusion of local people and have historically denied locals any input or benefit 

(Neumann 1998; Bhagwat et al. 2008), many argue that protected areas remain important 

for conservation (Terbogh 1999; Oates 1999; Bruner et al. 2001). While small-scale 

sustainable agriculture and emerging secondary forests have an important role to play in 

preserving the integrity of natural systems, their potential does not necessarily offset the 

need for areas set aside from human use. There are examples of successful management 

of protected areas by local peoples, and these should be emulated whenever possible 

(Posey 1985; Gibson et al. 2000). In areas where protected areas are considered to be 

essential, conservation organizations should work with local people to determine the size, 

scope, and rules of the protected areas, being sure to mitigate losses to livelihood in a 

way that is acceptable to those impacted by conservation.  

Including active local participation and addressing local livelihood concerns is 

one way to ameliorate the problematic social implications of protected areas (although 

participation does not necessarily imply that all of the problematic features are 

preservationist conservation are addressed). Incorporating small-scale sustainable 

agriculture and agroforestry, and considering the conservation value of inhabited 

landscapes helps to address the ecological limitations of protected areas, while 
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simultaneously supporting food security, which is an especially important consideration 

for people living in poverty (Hecht and Saatchi 2007; Bhagwat et al. 2008). The high 

concentration of biodiversity found in tropical rainforests coupled with the fact that 

tropical rainforests are highly fragmented means that in order to protect biodiversity, 

populations of species must be able to move through modified and inhabited landscapes. 

The matrix of land between forested areas is critically important ecologically, and the 

relationship between biodiversity and the intensity of agricultural production (which 

influences the ability of species to migrate and persist) is an important consideration in 

conservation planning (Perfecto et al. 2009).  

When NGOs such as CFF, come into a community and establish a protected area, 

it is important that they deeply consider the impact that their actions have on the local 

community. It is important that they work with the local community and include them in 

decision-making and planning. While there may be no single solution to the problem of 

deforestation, approaching conservation from a political ecology perspective requires a 

holistic look into the dynamics that create deforestation, an appreciation for the 

livelihood concerns of local people, and a sincere effort toward including local people in 

the decision-making processes that affect their lives. While the task of preserving tropical 

forests and respecting the rights of local communities may appear to be insurmountable, 

the last few decades have offered tremendous insights into the value of participation, 

sustainable agriculture, and inhabited landscapes. Conservation programs should strive to 

integrate these lessons in order to create a more just and sustainable approach to tropical 

forest conservation. 
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APPENDIX A 
 SEMI-STRUCTURED INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 

 
Questions for Bonitas Residents:  
 

1. What do you like about living in Bonitas?  

2. What is your livelihood? How does your family earn a living?  

3. Have you noticed environmental changes in the past twenty or thirty 

years?  

4. What do you think caused those environmental changes?  

5. Do you have an opinion of Coastal Forest Foundation?   

6. Have you ever worked with CFF? How did it go? 

7. Do you have any suggestions for CFF?  

8. What is your vision for Bonitas? What would you like to see here? 

9. Would you have any interest in a farmers’ market, if CFF were to help 

facilitate opening one?  

10. Are you aware of the educational programs that CFF is beginning to offer? 

Do you have any ideas for types of educational programs that would 

benefit you or your family? 

 

 
Questions for Coastal Forest Foundation Directors:  
 

1.  When you first came to Bonitas, what made you all decide to work there? 

What was the dialogue like with the community?  
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2. What do you see as the most successful parts of CFF's work in Bonitas? What 

would you like to change? What are the barriers to change?  

3. How important do you think community participation is for CFF’s work? What 

challenges have you been faced with when working with the community? Do you 

believe that it is always important to include the needs of locals in conservation 

projects? 

4. Have you encountered any challenges while trying to find a balance between 

conservation goals and the needs of the community? What were they? 

5. How much community participation is involved in decision making at CFF? 

6. In what ways do you think the reserve and community house have 

contributed to the community of Bonitas? 

7. Do you think that resident of Bonitas have been impacted negatively in any 

way (ie: loss of land to harvest timber)? 

8. What CFF projects have been most successful? 

9. What projects are you the most excited about? 

10. Do you know where people came from when they settled in Bonitas? Do you 

know why they settled there?  

11. Do you know what the land tenure is like in Bonitas?  
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