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Problem statement
That fire was set intentionally.  Everybody knows who did it, and he’ll admit it with pride . . . If they [Park officials] don’t keep their promises, it’ll happen again.



- Bryson City resident, June 8, 2001

Conflicts between local residents and National Parks around the world abound in the literature, ranging from illegal poaching, arson, and resource extraction to the assault and murder of park guards (Brandon and Wells 1992, Gadgil and Guha 1992, Koch 1994, Roy and Jackson 1993).  Many such conflicts have stemmed from the extirpation of local residents from Park lands for the sake of strict nature preservation, leaving local populations desperate for access to critical resources for survival.  Others, however, including the above declaration concerning recent arson in Great Smoky Mountains National Park, recorded by the author in a pilot study, have stemmed from more subtle origins.  The quote refers to a broken agreement between the National Park Service and Swain County, North Carolina concerning the construction of a road as compensation for a 1943 land swap and subsequent miscommunication.  

In response to the damage caused by such conflicts, many protected areas managers and conservation practitioners around the world have come to recognize the importance of considering both the positive and negative impacts of, and upon, local residents in conservation planning and have advocated for local participation in park management decisions (Pimbert and Pretty 1995, Brechin et al. 2002).  In addition to experiences of sometimes violent conflicts in areas where local rights have been ignored, the theoretical bases for more inclusive management schemes are numerous, including: 1) the recognition of positive influences upon the landscape by local residents (Alcorn 1993, Fairhead and Leach 1996); 2) the recognition of local knowledge and talents that could aid in sustainable management of landscapes (Alcorn 1993, Chambers 1994, Kellert 1996, McNeely 1989); 3) the availability of labor provided by local residents (Evans and Birchenough 2001, Janzen 2001, Schwartzmann et al. 2000); and 4) closer attention paid to the rights
 of local populations (Alcorn 1993, Hough 1988, Stevens 1997, Strum 1994).

With the dual goals of improved conservation and local livelihood sustainability, participation, and other terms such as community-based conservation, have become popular buzzwords amongst conversation and development practitioners and are often utilized to draw the attention of donors to protected areas (Lanfer et al. in press, Michener 1998, White et al. 1994, Wilshusen et al. 2002).  These same approaches, however, have come under significant criticism by numerous entities.  In a recent review of the protected areas literature, Wilshusen et al. (2002: 17-18) wrote, “According to conventional wisdom that emerges in recent literature on international biodiversity conservation, current people-oriented approaches to protecting the world’s biologically richest areas are failing miserably.”   

This research will attempt to address these perceived failures by analyzing people-oriented approaches to Park management in terms of their ability to garner local support for nature protection.  Figure 1 depicts a schematic of the dynamics of the research question that will be further explained below:

How do conservation outreach processes undertaken by Park managers and related conservation organizations affect local residents’ decisions to adopt, reject, neglect, or otherwise react to Park strategies for nature protection?



The research question will be addressed through the selection of two to four outreach strategies taking place in the immediate vicinities of three National Parks: Great Smoky Mountains National Park (GSMNP), Tennessee and North Carolina, USA, Virgin Islands National Park (VINP), St. John, U.S. Virgin Islands, and Podocarpus National Park (PNP), Loja and Zamorra-Chinchippe, Ecuador.  By determining the driving factors behind local reactions to such initiatives, this research can reveal important lessons about the specific contexts in which different types of approaches may be appropriate.  

Theoretical considerations

The diagram above draws upon the literature on local participation in protected areas management (e.g., Brechin et al. 2002, Little 1994, Pimbert and Pretty 1995, Venter and Breen 1998), diffusion theory (e.g., Fliegel 2001, Rogers 1995), and the human ecosystem model (Machlis et al. 1997).  Each of these schools of thought will be reviewed briefly below as the research approach is further clarified.  In addition, the factors depicted to affect local responses to outreach strategies (right side of Figure 1) have been selected from a broader suite of factors tested in a pilot study at two of the sites proposed for this research effort (GSMNP and PNP).  Variables associated with these factors exhibited significant correlations with local attitudes toward the National Parks in question in the pilot study.  The discussion below will move from left to right within the diagram, drawing first upon the protected areas literature, then diffusion theory, and concluding with an explication of the relevance of the human ecosystem model to the research question.

People-oriented approaches to Park management involve various forms of outreach to local communities within the immediate vicinities of National Parks.  These strategies range from simple marketing techniques to participatory strategies that focus upon working directly with local residents to develop conservation programs that are compatible with their needs.  Integrated conservation and development projects (ICDPs) represent one form of the participatory approach.  “Most ICDPs aim to stabilize land use outside protected boundaries and to increase local incomes, in order to reduce the pressure for further exploitation of natural resources in the protected area” (Wells and Brandon 1992: 3).
  While ICDPs, and other strategies as well, are typically touted as participatory, they are often imposed from the outside, by conservation or development organizations, with little more than brief consultation with local residents about their desires (Little 1994, Wells and Brandon 1992).  Co-management, or collaborative management, on the other hand, requires that local residents actually have some level of power in decision-making processes (Lane 2001: 663, Venter and Breen 1998).
  Thus, strategies designed to include local residents can vary tremendously.  Each strategy employed by park managers or related conservation organizations empowers local residents to different degrees, from virtually no power at all to a legitimate voice (or voices) in decision-making.
  

Numerous typologies and critiques of participatory approaches to natural resource management have surfaced over the years; most focus upon empowerment of local residents as an important measure of successful “participation” (e.g., Cohen and Uphoff 1980, Michener 1998, Venter and Breen 1998, White 1996).  The primary critiques of participatory processes in natural resource management tend to follow one of two lines.  The first critique, common in both the protected areas literature and that of political ecology, is that there is not enough empowerment to influence adequate stewardship amongst local residents.  Arguments generally include accusations against a corrupt state or disingenuous land managers who use the guise of “participation” to carry on business as usual (Brosius and Russell in press, Little 1994, Peluso 1994).  The second most common critique is that local participation is unnecessary and potentially damaging.  Many such critics support a more traditional “top-down” approach to protected area management that advocates firm borders and strict enforcement of no entry zones, suggesting that local empowerment inevitably means further resource degradation (Oates 1999, Rabinowitz 1999: 71, Terborgh 1999).  

There is evidence to support each side.  Some instances of local participation in management decisions have successfully curried support for protected areas amongst local residents (Lewis et al. 1990, Mehta and Kellert 1998, Trakolis 2001).  Brandon and Wells (1992), however, described the following story in their analysis of an ICDP that clearly brought empowerment without the expected benefit of long-term nature protection: 

One project provided a health clinic as compensation for lost access.  Illegal activities decreased for a few years, then they soared.  When the project met with villagers to find out why, they smiled and said, “Now we want a school.”  -pp. 563-564. 

Complications such as these have led some to believe that social goals cannot be successfully incorporated into protected areas management, renewing the debate amongst conservation practitioners concerning appropriate levels of local participation (Brechin et al. 2002, Redford et al. 1998, Schwartzmann et al. 2000, Terborgh 1999, Wilshusen et al. 2002).  In order to move toward resolution of these debates, a systematic appraisal of the effects of different forms of local participation and empowerment upon the stewardship behavior of local residents in varying contexts would be required.  By taking such an approach in selected communities surrounding three different National Parks, this research will help determine the conditions under which different strategies for local involvement are likely to be most successful in influencing local support for nature protection within and around the National Parks.  In order to do so, the research effort must focus upon the variables and processes that influence the decisions of local residents living adjacent to each Park to accept responsibility for stewardship of the landscape.  

Diffusion theory provides some useful lessons for designing investigations into such factors. Although diffusion theorists have historically concerned themselves with the diffusion and adoption of agricultural innovations by rural farmers, their work is also relevant to the diffusion of conservation concepts and practices.  Early diffusion researchers focused upon the relative impacts of information flows and the personal characteristics of individual farmers upon their decisions to adopt agricultural innovations (Fliegel 2001, Rogers 1995).  Typical methods employed by diffusion researchers included factor analyses and correlation tests between independent variables and adoption.  While this research effort will employ some similar methods to determine the relative weights of the variables under investigation, relying entirely upon classical diffusion theory would generate an incomplete picture of the factors influencing local decisions.

While pathways of information and the individual identities of decision-makers are clearly relevant, sole reliance on these factors assumes that decision-makers are always free to change their behavior regardless of their position in society.  In recognition of this shortcoming in classical diffusion theory, Galjart (1971) added a factor to those considered relevant to the adoption of innovations: the inability to adopt due to societal, tenurial, or infrastructural limitations or pressures on individual farmers.  Thus, factors external to the farmer, such as the social structure in which they found themselves situated, were legitimized as important paths of inquiry for the explanation of local decision-making (Fliegel 2001: 45).

The unit of analysis has been the individual throughout the history of diffusion research, though the quest for explanatory factors has shifted toward measures of the individual’s position in the social structure.
 – Fliegel 2001: 95

Due to its almost exclusive reliance on sample survey methods, however, diffusion research has been rather limited in its ability to capture wider social factors and phenomena that drive local decisions (Fliegel 2001: 5, 79, Korsching 2001: 107).  The greatest value of diffusion research rather lay in its ability to test the influence of measurable variables upon the decision-making processes of individual subjects.  

The focus upon individuals as the primary unit of study warrants particular merit in the face of global trends in conservation approaches around protected areas.  Conservation and development projects have historically focused their efforts at the organizational level of communities.  Thus, associated research has typically focused upon describing community-level characteristics, such as populations, average incomes, and collective subsistence activities or economies (Agrawal and Gibson 1999, Brosius et al. 1998, Chambers 1994, Venter and Breen 1998).  While such indicators are clearly useful, relying solely on such coarse-grained data can often lead to an oversimplification of the social processes that impact landscapes (Agrawal and Gibson 1999, Allen and Hoekstra 1992, Belsky 1999, Brosius et al. 1998).  

Although individuals often act collectively, conservation practitioners must acknowledge that most individuals are constantly attempting to improve their own lots by maximizing their access to resources, sometimes playing other parties against each other for their own benefits (Geertz 1959).  While these interactions take place at various scales and to varying degrees, focusing solely upon communities or villages will often overlook important drivers of environmental degradation.  Issues such as the distribution of wealth, access to resources, varying levels of involvement within local political structures, and varying perceptions of Park-related programs are best measured at the level of the individual and summarized by their variation amongst those individuals, rather than amongst pre-defined communities.  This allows those trying to understand the relationships between parks and their neighbors to form outreach targets not by pre-defined notions of community, but rather by common concerns or issues of interest to more appropriate groups of individuals.  

In order to understand broader social processes, however, a wider-angled approach is necessary.  Causes for attitudes and actions often lie beyond the scope of proximal actors and can often be invisible to those actors themselves (Blaikie 1985, Bryant 1992).  The fields of political and historical ecology, which draw their early intellectual roots from Marxist political economy, suggest that no local situation is free from the influences of regional power dynamics and their effects on the landscape over time (Haenn 1999: 478, Kneafsey 2001).  Thus, any approach that aims to determine the factors influencing the behavior of individuals requires additional, more qualitative measures to complement individual survey responses.  

Incorporating wider social processes into research about local decision-making processes presents a particular challenge to researchers interested in reactions to specific Park initiatives: to design a research approach that does not pre-dispose the researcher to over-emphasizing either the underlying, structural causes (e.g., national policy, inequity, regional migration) or the more apparent and direct proximal drivers (e.g., local resource tenure and access) of local responses to conservation initiatives.  Fliegel (2001: 94), in his review of diffusion research, explained that as rural sociologists attempted to incorporate social structure into their studies on diffusion, they exhibited a tendency to shift the blame for non-adoption of innovations from the individual farmer to the structure of society, thus overcompensating for their earlier neglect of wider social factors.  

The human ecosystem model (Machlis et al.1997) provides a framework for making explicit the connections between local actors, the resources they depend upon, and their societies at large.  This research will draw upon this framework to explore the linkages between the factors that drive local responses to park policies. The human ecosystem is comprised of the continuous interactions between biophysical and social factors over time and space.  The model is comprised of critical resources and a corresponding human social system.  As such, its use mandates a biosocial approach, which integrates both biological and social patterns and knowledge into the analysis of natural resource problems.  The components of the human ecosystem model are briefly explained below.  

Critical resources, which may be natural, socio-economic, or cultural in nature, provide the system with the necessary raw materials.  Their flow and distribution are critical to the sustainability of environmental and social health.  These resources are manipulated by (and manipulate) components of the human social system, which is comprised of social institutions, social cycles, and social order and organization.  The model accounts for both formal and informal interactions over time and space between individuals, their communities, institutions, and the resources upon which they depend.  Each element within the model is intimately connected to each other, allowing for analysis of the connections between individuals and larger social structures at multiple scales.  The model helps to frame problems of access to resources and makes explicit the connections between multiple stakeholders and the norms and processes that govern their actions.  This research will test the human ecosystem model as an organizing concept for understanding the dynamics between Park resources, Park managers, and local residents.

By focusing upon the interactions between individuals and their larger biological and social contexts, the human ecosystem model contributes to a better understanding of who, amongst a broader society, actually participates in specific Park-related activities and why they do so.  Therefore, analyzing the results of the study from the biosocial perspective provided by the human ecosystem model will allow for a more complete treatment of the variables that drive the relationships between National Parks and their neighbors.

The factors shown surrounding local responses in Figure 1 have been selected through analysis of the results of a pilot study which drew from an extensive literature review on park/people relationships, diffusion theory, and the human ecosystem model.
  These factors will be treated as the intervening variables that influence local responses to different Park outreach strategies.  Each strand of literature discussed above will be utilized to analyze the interactions between the processes and relationships depicted in Figure 1.  The following section will further explain the research approach in terms of data collection and subsequent analysis.

Research methods

This research will take place within communities surrounding each of the three National Parks mentioned above. These particular Parks have been selected for investigation in order to maximize variation in their approaches to Park management with regard to local populations, the characteristics of the local populations themselves, and the threats to each Park’s goals as perceived by Park managers.  Management strategies employed in these three parks range from a co-management scheme with local residents in PNP to ICDPs to virtual exclusion of local residents in management decisions. Each Park undertakes various approaches in different communities within their vicinities.  Thus, this research will be able to gauge the relative impacts of different strategies on individuals in both similar and disparate communities.  At least two to four communities will be selected surrounding each Park in which to investigate the impacts of different outreach strategies upon local reaction to Park policies.

The dependent variables to be tested in this effort are local residents’ decisions regarding the treatment of Park resources.  The primary independent variables are the specific outreach strategies employed by Park-related entities (managers and conservation organizations alike) to influence those decisions.  A number of measurable intervening independent variables will be tested as well.  These variables are drawn from those categories listed on the right hand side of Figure 1.  Two of these categories, local histories and social structures, cannot be directly quantified.  These factors must be treated as qualitative intervening variables that impact conservation outcomes.  Thus, the primary objective of the research is to determine the relative impacts of outreach strategies upon local decisions to support Park strategies for nature protection given a specific set of intervening variables.  In order to accomplish this goal, both quantitative and qualitative methods are required.  

Interviews will take place with three respondent groups: local residents living within the immediate vicinity of the three National Parks, Park managers and staff, and representatives of conservation and/or development organizations affiliated with each Park.  Interviews with local residents will attempt to determine both statistically and qualitatively the factors most powerfully influencing their decisions to accept or reject practices related to Park-related nature conservation.  The other interviews are intended to determine the reasoning behind the specific approaches taken by conservation agents in each region.  These interviews will contribute to a better understanding of common stereotypes or misconceptions each party might hold about each other.  Such views have been shown to be roadblocks to effective collaboration (Akama et al.1995).  

In addition to interviews, participant observation will take place in each setting and with each respondent group.  In particular, the researcher will regularly attend meetings between them and reside within the communities in which interviews are being conducted during the research period.  In pilot work, this method proved to allow for a much more nuanced understanding of the relationships between members of communities and between local residents, conservation organizations, and Park officials. Informal conversations and observation typically lead to additional information concerning community dynamics and resource use.  By residing within communities, other clues about information flow between parties can also be discovered.  Thus, while the primary unit of analysis will be the individual, the study will also consider broader societal influences upon each respondent.  Both the quantitative and qualitative aspects of the research are further described below.

The quantitative facet of the research has been adapted from historical diffusion research approaches.  Scripted interviews with local residents will be conducted to collect measurable and scaleable representations of the factors described shown in Figure 1.  Responses will be quantified and tested for correlations both with other independent variables and with the dependents.  Factor analyses will also be employed to determine whether suites of factors influence the dependent variables more than individual factors.  The relative level of empowerment of each respondent will be scored along gradients representing different types of empowerment (e.g., empowerment for decision making vs. empowerment to take part in benefits from Park programs) and tested in a similar manner.  Sources of Park-related information reported by local residents will also be tested for linkages with other factors.  The goal of the quantitative analyses is to seek out causal relationships that link specific conditions with successful (or unsuccessful) outreach strategies.  

In order to perform statistical analyses on the responses of local residents to interview questions, a careful sampling plan must be designed for each community.  Because each community selected for sampling in the study will be chosen specifically because of a particular outreach strategy employed there, a randomized sampling technique will achieve the most representative sample for determining the impacts of that strategy.  In this manner, both those who participate and those who do not will be sampled.  A randomized technique also avoids the bias of talking only to individuals identified or recommended by those in charge of the outreach programs.  Respondents will be chosen through a process of random number assignment to streets or village paths and subsequent random selection.  Every nth household, storefront, or other dwelling on selected corridors will be chosen in these cases, n representing a random number.  In order to achieve a wide variety of respondents, interviews will be conducted at different times of the day in all settlements.  In urban areas, respondents will be approached at their places of work, while in more rural areas it is likely that they will more commonly be interviewed at their homes.  

To provide additional context to statistical results, qualitative discussions will also take place between the researcher and local key informants.  Information recorded in these interviews will not be utilized in any statistical treatment, as respondents will be selected specifically based upon their participation or lack thereof in specific Park outreach activities.  In all interviews with local residents, particular attention will be paid to the sources of information reported by respondents in order to determine the influences of different modes of information flow around the Parks.

Interviews with Park officials will focus upon their management goals and associated outreach techniques, their opinions concerning threats to the Park, and perceived trends in their relationships with local residents.  Conservation and development organizations will be selected based upon the recommendations of Park officials and other organizations, mentions by local residents, and observation of active roles in Park-related programs.  Interviews with these respondents will focus upon perceived threats to the Park, specific conservation or outreach projects, Park management strategies, and trends in Park/people relationships.

Participant observation techniques and informal interviews with members of each respondent group described above are intended to provide additional context to the results obtained from the scripted interviews.  These techniques will be of crucial importance for understanding the processes by which local residents interact with Park resources and staff.  The analysis of the data will combine the results from the statistical tests described above with these qualitative results to examine each outreach strategy in terms of its goals, its target populations, and other contextual social and biological details.  This investigation will thus reveal valuable lessons about why some strategies fail and others succeed to varying degrees.  In addition, it will provide lessons about which strategies might be appropriate for specific contexts.

Feasibility of obtaining permits

Having already conducted research in U.S. National Parks, I am familiar with the protocols for obtaining the proper permits for this work.  I have also conducted research in Podocarpus National Park and have formed relationships with authorities in both provinces in support of my work.  I have obtained official permission to conduct pilot research around the Park and see no obstacle to renewing access.  The Human Subjects Committee at Yale University ensures the fair treatment of all subjects of any study.  Having gone through the process as a Master’s student conducting research concerning local attitudes toward National Parks, I am well aware of the ethical constraints of my fieldwork.  I foresee no problems in obtaining permission for this research, nor do I suspect that the rules of the Human Subjects Committee or any of the above permitting processes will inhibit the quality of the research.  As soon as funds are in order, I will not hesitate to obtain the necessary permissions well in advance of any fieldwork.

Schedule for completion


The following timeline provides a schedule for completion of the described research and doctoral dissertation.  

	Dates
	Activities

	Present- May 2003
	Contacts, permitting, additional literature review, revising research design and interview scripts through coursework, completing all required coursework, pilot testing interview questions.  One-week visits to GSMNP and VINP to further discuss study with Park staff and other entities.  Qualifying exams in April 2003. 

	June 2003a
	Three week preliminary visit to VINP.

	July – August 2003
	Designing specific sampling design for VINP and final revisions on research design.

	August – October 2003
	10-week site visit to GSMNP. Conduct field research on Park-community partnerships and other Park outreach strategies around GSMNP.

	Nov. - December 2003
	Complete data entry and begin analysis for GSMNP data

	January - March 2004
	10-week site visit to VINP. Conduct field research on outreach strategies on St. John.

	March - April 2004
	Complete data entry and begin analysis for VINP data

	May -July 2004
	10-week site visit to PNP. Conduct field research on co-management scheme, ICDPs, and other outreach strategies in three villages.

	July - August 2004
	Complete data entry and begin analysis for PNP data

	September 2004
	Begin dissertation production:  additional literature review, writing, and committee discussions.  Additional site visits if necessary.

	May-September 2005
	Completion and defense of dissertation.


a  A preliminary visit is scheduled only for VINP as pilot research has already been conducted for one month each at the other two sites.
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Figure 1.  Schematic diagram of variables in study.
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� Rights that have been attributed to local people in such situations in the literature include: the right to maintain ownership of traditional lands, the right to subsistence, the right to self-determination (Stevens 1997), the right to conserve locally important natural resources, the right to regulate development activities imposed upon them (Alcorn 1993), the right to access traditionally used resources (Hough 1988), and the right to cultural survival (Strum 1994).


� Examples of ICDPs range from regulating resource use within buffer zones that surround many nature reserves to large-scale development projects with links to nearby protected areas (Wells and Brandon 1992).  


� Each National Park in this study either currently utilizes some form of ICDP or plans to do so.  PNP employs a co-management scheme.


� It is important to note that national interests generally preclude National Parks from granting full management responsibilities to local communities (Venter and Breen 1998: 804).


� The pilot study tested a similar methodology to that described herein on a different research question which focused upon the factors most powerfully influencing local attitudes toward two National Parks (GSMNP and PNP).
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