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Abstract 
 
While there has been considerable progress in developing global environmental policies and goals, 
implementing these at a local level has proven extremely challenging. This study explores how 
internationally formulated objectives for Reducing Emissions from Deforestation and Forest 
Degradation (REDD+) are implemented in frontier landscapes undergoing rapid transition. I focus 
on subnational implementation of REDD+ in relation to land use decision-making in Indonesia. 
International donors and agencies have actively promoted REDD+ to reduce carbon emissions, 
improve forest management and broaden livelihood options in developing countries. Indonesia has 
been a priority country for REDD+ due to high rates of deforestation and continuing land use change. 
In this thesis, I use multi-level governance (MLG) concepts to investigate how internationally 
formulated objectives for REDD+ interact with existing systems of land use governance at multiple 
levels. I incorporate actor-network theory (ANT) within an overall practice orientation to address the 
following questions: (i) how are land use decisions made, (ii) how is REDD+ being implemented 
within interacting multi-level governance arrangements, and (iii) how do decision-making processes 
in these arrangements relate to multiple outcomes? These questions are underscored by a concern 
with social and environmental justice, and related to this, a concern with ethics in global 
environmental governance and novel mechanisms such as REDD+. 
 
In 2010, Central Kalimantan was selected as the official REDD+ priority province of Indonesia.  The 
province has had a long and complicated history of governance interventions and is currently 
undergoing rapid land use changes, such as the establishment of large industrial oil palm plantations. 
I used a case study approach, centring on the southern tropical peatlands of Central Kalimantan, 
where a variety of REDD+ projects have been implemented. Data was collected during 10 months of 
field research conducted between 2013 and 2015 and combined ethnographic techniques with 
document analysis, interviews and field observations. Data collection spread across government 
levels, actors, and locations. A total of 194 interviews and other field observations and documents 
were used to explore concepts of negotiation, translation, and learning. 
 
The findings show how successive interventions and negotiations over land have transformed the 
remote forested peat ecosystems into a complex, and contested, mix of land uses. Competing interests 
and interactions among land use changes are diminishing access to land for villagers and other local 
people. Processes to translate internationally formulated objectives through multiple layers of 
governance were difficult to control and lacked flexibility. REDD+ objectives were reinterpreted at 
each level, and discrepancies and disconnects emerged between higher level objectives and local 
realities. While learning was mentioned in REDD+ project documents, a reliance on experts, and an 
emphasis on training and livelihoods to villagers, allowed limited local input into project design. Due 
to competition for land, REDD+ becomes another powerful force for villagers to contend with. Rather 
than achieving any desired new status quo, attempts to implement pre-determined plans become 
entangled in these fluid and messy frontier processes.  
  
Overall, this thesis contributes to understanding how interventions for implementing global 
environmental goals relate to pre-existing, dynamic and emerging land use systems that I 
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conceptualise as ‘frontiers’. It adds new insights into how negotiation, translation, and learning are 
linked in interactive networked processes and identifies implications for pursuing environmental 
reforms. I develop a new concept, the entry point, to describe political opportunities and limitations 
for how those implementing, and being subjected to, global environmental policies can navigate local 
land allocation systems. The thesis demonstrates the need for social learning in international 
environmental governance and suggests strategies to move beyond policy design and technical 
coordination to encourage long-term collaboration and integration of learning at all levels. A focus 
of REDD+ is carbon rich regions in developing countries that are undergoing rapid changes. Findings 
from this thesis have implications beyond Indonesia to frontier landscapes in other developing 
countries where there is competition between large-scale forest conservation and land conversion for 
local or national economic development. 
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Preface 
 
When beginning this research project, I wanted to study state illegality and corruption in relation to 
the implementation of Reducing Emissions from Deforestation and Forest Degradation (REDD+) as 
a prominent global environmental scheme. Realising that my initial focus was too narrow, I opted to 
use ‘multi-level governance’ because it offered a mode for investigating how decisions are made from 
within existing systems of land use governance, and how REDD+ relates to processes of decision-
making at multiple levels. I was interested in Indonesia’s legal framework and decentralised 
administrative arrangements, however I was unsure how exactly I would study these things, where, 
and what actors and government levels would be of focus. The opportunity to contribute to a global 
comparative study of the Center for International Forestry Research (CIFOR) on REDD+ subnational 
implementation and multi-level governance (MLG) coincided with preparation for field research.1 
Refining the research design and methods for this thesis, therefore, took place in relation to this larger 
study, leading me to focus on subnational levels of government and implementation of REDD+ in 
Central Kalimantan province. I had not visited Central Kalimantan prior to commencing the 
fieldwork. There were many things that I did not consider initially. The physical and human 
dimensions of land use change in tropical peatlands—the materiality of the soil, vegetation, water, 
and how these have shaped interventions and people’s relations to land—are some of these things. 
My approach in the field needed to continuously adapt to this situation and my changing 
understandings of it. While early stages of fieldwork were guided by CIFOR approaches as noted 
above, and contributed both to this thesis and to CIFOR reports, the latter half of my time in the field 
was solely for the purpose of this thesis with a broader focus on data collection related to the land use 
situation in Kapuas district, and consideration of villager’s historical and current experiences with a 
wide range of land uses, such as oil palm plantations in relation to forest conservation and REDD+ 
projects. 
 
Later, when writing this thesis, I often returned to reflect on a handful of observations. Here, I mention 
three. One observation was at a meeting intended to support subnational REDD+ coordination, where 
a succession of English-speaking ‘experts’ offered their judgement, while those in the room who were 
being tasked with implementing REDD+ had limited opportunity to voice their opinion. Another 
observation was a villager’s narration, during an interview, of a visit to his house by a project director: 
what was significant was his expression of the respect that was paid to him by this visit. Qualities of 
leadership and respect were reflected in the latter, while absent from the former observation. The 
third observation was a group of men protesting the incorporation of their land into an industrial oil 
palm plantation. I met them at the edge of the plantation. An array of actors would have travelled the 
same route to get to a nearby REDD+ project. What struck me as odd and hard to reconcile was how 
the poverty and desperation of these villagers were invisible, ostensibly, to those reporting on the 
REDD+ project, it was as though the plantation infrastructure had swallowed them up. 

                                                
1 General information about the CIFOR study is available at: 
https://www.cifor.org/gcs/modules/multilevel-governance/. Information about project methods is 
available at: https://www.cifor.org/gcs/modules/multilevel-governance/methods/. A background 
literature review and methods guide are also available (Ravikumar et al., 2015a; Saito-Jensen, 
2015). 
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For those who have not travelled through the vastness of Indonesia’s oil palm plantations, it is hard 
to express the size and permanence of the land use changes. When poverty is woven into the fabric 
of people’s existence, it consumes future opportunities by limiting options and choices, and 
foreclosing prior modes of exchange. Also, it is hard to express the environmental devastation of the 
region known as the ‘Mega Rice Project’—how a degraded peat landscape looks and feels. My reason 
for pointing this out, here in the Preface, is that REDD+ among other forms of environmental 
governance is not an intellectual problem of design, improvement, and intervention. This ‘intellectual 
problem’ approach characterised the subnational REDD+ coordination meeting mentioned above: the 
English-speaking experts did not appear to realise that those being tasked with implementing REDD+ 
faced dilemmas that were difficult for them, as outsiders, to understand. Their ‘expert-delivered’ 
speeches were superficial and sometimes patronising to local actors such as district governments. 
Some of my observations of REDD+ took on the appearance of problems such as this, endlessly 
described in top-down, technical and apolitical projects. Other observations did not fit such 
descriptions—or when they did, only partially so. 
 
When writing this thesis, I worried that I would simply restate problems, and oversimplify the parts 
that did not fit, without offering anything practical to hold on to, namely, if something like REDD+ 
is implemented, what are the options and strategies, where specifically, and for whom specifically are 
these decided? Global environmental change, climate change, and degradation and loss of ecosystems 
are bound up in how land and resources are made available and distributed within societies, and 
therefore, fundamentally about how inequities are products, as well as part of the functioning of 
existing systems, that accumulate over time. Such a broad statement, while indicating a concern with 
social and environmental justice, did not have much to offer to the invisible men I met at the edge of 
the plantation. Nor, likely, does anything that I can say within this thesis. The best, I felt, that I could 
offer them, and the people who participated in this research, was to be specific, detailed, and nuanced 
in my accounts. Anna Tsing (2005) argues, ‘contingency matters’ in understanding risks, collusions, 
confusion and uncertainties from the perspective of those whose wellbeing is at stake. I have sought 
to write in a way that open-ended; that invites critical reflection on problems of collective action and 
justice, and critical reflection on how environmental programs and projects could be designed and 
approached from the perspectives of those whose wellbeing is at stake. 
 
This PhD has been longer and more labyrinthine than most, and it has only been in writing the 
conclusion that the problem that I began with, finally, had a shape that I could articulate, give meaning 
to, and hopefully express in terms of the complexity of global interventions and processes of land use 
change at frontiers. The research was supported by an Australian Government scholarship, and a 
student grant from the University of Melbourne. Funding was provided through CIFOR’s broader 
comparative study by the Norwegian Agency for Development Cooperation (Norad), European 
Commission, UKAid, the Australian Agency for International Development (AusAID, currently 
DFAT) and the CGIAR Research Program on Forests, Trees and Agroforestry (CRP-FTA). 
 
Writing this thesis with research publications has offered flexibility to follow different threads of 
inquiry and carve out different parts of the research problem. It also provided opportunities for 
collaboration, and the following multi-author papers are included as chapters in this thesis: 
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Unrelenting games: Multiple negotiations and landscape transformations in the tropical 
peatlands of Central Kalimantan, Indonesia. Published in World Development, 117, 196–210 
in January 2019. Appears in this thesis as Chapter 5. 
 
Guinea pig or pioneer: Translating global environmental objectives through to local actions 
in Central Kalimantan, Indonesia’s REDD+ pilot province. Published in January 2017 in 
Global Environmental Change, 42, 68–81. Appears in this thesis as Chapter 6. 
 
Learning through practice? Learning from the REDD+ demonstration project, Kalimantan 
Forests and Climate Partnership (KFCP) in Indonesia. Accepted in Land Use Policy in 
October 2019. Appears in this thesis as Chapter 7. 

 
These chapters were primarily my work in designing the research, collecting and analysing the data 
and writing the publications, and coordinating the inputs of several co-authors. As agreed by all co-
authors, my overall contribution across the three chapters is above 70%. The co-authors, Rebecca M. 
Ford and Rodney J. Keenan from the School of Ecosystem and Forest Sciences at the University of 
Melbourne supervised this thesis and provided input into the research design and revision of the 
publications. As primary supervisor, Rebecca Ford provided significant guidance during the early 
preparation and revision stages. The co-author Anne M. Larson (AM) at the Center for International 
Forestry Research (CIFOR) provided external supervision and input into the research design and 
revision of the publications. There were additional contributions from the following people. Rut Dini 
Prasi H. (RH) contributed to the field research and preliminary analysis, and provided input into the 
revision of Chapters 5 and 6. Lilis Mulyani (LM), a PhD student from the Law School at the 
University of Melbourne, contributed to legal analysis, including providing input to the licensing 
diagram and the revision of Chapter 5. Yusurum Jagau from the Palangkaraya Institute for Land Use 
and Agricultural Research (PILAR) provided external supervision, contributed to preliminary 
analysis, and provided input into the revision of Chapter 5. Håkon da Silva Hyldmo (HH) contributed 
a portion of the dataset (see, Chapter 6) from his Master Thesis (da Silva Hyldmo, 2015) supervised 
by Ståle Angen Rye from the Department of Geography at the Norwegian University of Science and 
Technology (NTNU). Håkon contributed to the data analysis, writing, and revision of Chapter 6. 
While primarily my work, Chapter 6 is a product of collaboration between us, based on shared 
interests and lengthy discussion forming a basis for the analysis of the results. 
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1. Introduction 
 

At the moment our position is in-between; we are confused—and because of the confusion, 
we could take a step that might damage us in the future. We feel confused—in-between—
because so many projects and NGOs make rules and give promises. This is a problem if the 
promises are not fulfilled and they give nothing for the villages. Also, we get confused with 
regulations from the government; they bring the regulation here and it seems good for us, but 
actually they use this regulation as weight pressing on us—to advantage them—rather than 
giving the advantage to us… that’s why we are confused. How can this be improved? Who 
else could we go to—to help us—to make things better? (March 2014 – male in Kalumpang 
village) 

 
Global environmental schemes, such as Reducing Emissions from Deforestation and Forest 
Degradation (REDD+), have varied consequences for tropical forests and their rural populations. 
Such schemes do not—and cannot—build ‘upon a clean slate’, either physically or socially (Li, 
2007a, pp. 275–6). International environmental policies and programs interact at multiple levels with 
processes of decision-making and existing systems of land use governance in developing countries, 
often in unplanned and unanticipated ways. This thesis is a study of these interactions and their 
consequences for local environments and local people. It examines what happens when certain types 
of actors try to intervene and engage in complex land processes, where rapidly expanding agricultural 
frontiers are transforming forested landscapes across South East Asia. 
 
As frontier processes are continuing, the world is facing major challenges of how to stem the loss of 
forest ecosystems that are important for biodiversity and climate regulation. At the same time, local 
environments and people experience multiple land use changes. The above quote illustrates the 
situation from the perspective of one of those actors. The statement, ‘our position is in-between’ 
conveys the fluidity and instability of land processes as experienced by villagers in this study. This 
villager belongs to the Indigenous Dayak Ngaju people who for centuries have lived along the rivers 
of the densely forested peat ecosystems of Indonesian Kalimantan. He expressed frustration over 
government restrictions to his developing an oil palm smallholding in a protected area, where this 
type of land use is forbidden. Nearby, community agricultural land is allocated for commercial oil 
palm concessions. The lowland peat-swamp forest surrounding his village has been divided and 
occupied by a series of production imperatives (timber, oil palm, and agriculture) over several 
decades. Large industrial oil palm plantations are being established in former swidden areas to the 
south and east, and environmental programs and projects focus in the remaining forest and degraded 
peatlands to the north and west. ‘Our position is in-between’ expresses how successive interventions 
and multiple land use changes are progressively squeezing them out (cf. Li, 2014a). 
 
A concern with social and environmental justice in decision-making procedures and outcomes, and 
recognition of people’s identities and histories (Forsyth and Sikor, 2013; Sikor, 2013; Taylor, 1983), 
underlies the motivation for this study. REDD+ is proposed as contributing solutions to global 
deforestation and climate change. By focusing on how internationally formulated objectives for 
REDD+ are implemented in frontier landscapes, this thesis contributes to understanding how global 
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interventions are brought into dialogue with existing systems, and how these dialogues are reshaped 
and contested at multiple levels. Additionally, it adds insight into how environmental inequalities are 
produced and justified (Holifield, 2009) through land use change in Indonesia’s resource frontiers. 
 
This study examines how global environmental goals are implemented by bringing together 
scholarship on environmental governance and resource frontiers with concepts on multi-level 
governance (MLG) in REDD+ literature (Figure 1.1). These areas of scholarship are complementary 
and share interconnecting features, but often their connections are not made explicit. Many authors 
have used the term ‘multi-level governance’ to explore complex governance arrangements and power 
relations among different actors and government levels (e.g. Armitage, 2008; Larson and Lewis-
Mendoza, 2012; Mwangi and Wardell, 2012). Others have sought to conduct ethnographies of 
environmental practices (e.g. Tsing, 2005) to shed light on how global connections are forged, 
contested and unstable in specific interactions and sites. These concerns intersect with scholarship on 
international development and aid assistance to developing countries, in countries like Indonesia and 
Vietnam, where successive interventions have transformed forests and livelihoods (Dove, 2011; Li, 
2007a; McElwee, 2016). Many authors have identified varied consequences of internationally 
promoted governance reform, including decentralisation (Batterbury and Fernando, 2006; Ribot et 
al., 2006), land certification (Lindsey, 1998; Warren and Lucas, 2013), and anti-corruption measures 
(Aspinall and van Klinken, 2010; Lindsey, 2002). This has prompted arguments for clarification of 
decision-making powers and democratisation addressing restrictions on local influence and options 
(Larson and Lewis-Mendoza, 2012; Ribot, 2008; Ribot et al., 2006). Technical strategies and 
externally defined processes often include assumptions about knowledge transfer, ‘community’ 
participation and benefits (Ferguson, 1990; Li, 2002, 2007a; Ojha et al., 2016). In this study, I explore 
how the global environmental vision of REDD+ for improving forest management and mitigating 
climate change affects those who are responsible for its implementation. 
 
REDD+ is a developing package of international environmental policies and programs aiming to 
modify land use and reduce greenhouse gas emissions under the United Nations Framework 
Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) (La Viña et al., 2016). As the main goal of REDD+ is to 
reduce greenhouse gas emissions by improving how tropical forests are governed and managed in 
developing countries (Angelsen and McNeill, 2012), the program usually targets carbon rich regions 
and landscapes, where land use is actively changing. REDD+ incorporates novel features, linked to 
international forest carbon outcomes, and policy experimentation in complicated multi-level 
arrangements (Korhonen-Kurki et al., 2017). The mechanism is highly experimental. There are 
difficulties in formulating rules and objectives at the international level for agreement on a ‘common 
problem’, such as ‘carbon mitigation’ or ‘sustainable forests’ or a ‘system of benefits to indigenous 
and local forest-dependent communities in recognition of the ecosystem systems that they and the 
forests they inhabit provide’. Furthermore: 
 

Whilst mitigation in faraway places may appear to be ‘least cost’ according to economic 
analysis, the real, lived, social and legal realities may be far from this. (Tehan et al., 2017, pp. 
344–345). 
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Key challenges experienced in REDD+ are related to developing and implementing international 
agreements on forests and climate change through multiple layers of governance (Bull et al., 2018; 
Humphreys, 2008). The term ‘multi-level governance’ (MLG) in this thesis signals more than vertical 
or horizontal challenges for integration and coordination. Governance refers to practices and 
processes of governing, which require negotiation among diverse actors and promote particular 
visions of reality. MLG draws attention to the wide array of actors and government levels involved 
in processes of decision-making, and such complex negotiations and politics are often described in 
REDD+ literature (e.g. Korhonen-Kurki et al., 2012; McGregor et al., 2015b; Peel et al., 2012). 
Concerns for power relations shaping political decision-making and outcomes are expressed in 
REDD+ literature (Ravikumar et al., 2018) and related literature on polycentric environmental 
governance (Morrison et al., 2019). ‘MLG’ deals with how different actors relate to each other, 
conflicts of interest and forms of political organising over time (Ravikumar et al., 2018). Multi-level, 
multi-sector and multi-stakeholder processes observed in REDD+ (Korhonen-Kurki et al., 2012; 
Larson et al., 2018; Ravikumar et al., 2018) highlight the political dynamics and challenges of 
building constituencies for reform in Indonesia (e.g. Afiff, 2016; Brockhaus et al., 2012; Luttrell et 
al., 2014). As well as challenges in national policies and politics, implementing REDD+ depends on 
what takes place at subnational and local levels. A recent review of REDD+ literature indicates gaps 
in subnational research (Mbatu, 2016). Some REDD+ studies (e.g. Ravikumar et al., 2015b) provide 
comparative analysis of subnational initiatives, usually REDD+ projects. In Indonesia, several studies 
have examined national policies and jurisdictional approaches to subnational implementation, beyond 
these immediate projects (e.g. Afiff, 2016; Gallemore et al., 2015, 2014; Irawan et al., 2019). While 
offering insight into evolving jurisdictional REDD+ design, the relationships between different actors 
and government levels that establish funding and projects are poorly understood. 
 
The challenges of developing and implementing global environmental policies and goals are not 
limited to REDD+. Different pathways of influence in international and domestic policy processes 
(Bernstein and Cashore, 2012) suggest that policy transfer depends on the role of actors and 
institutional characteristics, including civil society and the rules and norms embodied in different 
institutions. One problem for ‘policy transfer’ is when reform strategies, based on features of western 
democracy, do not fit with political decision-making in South East Asian countries (Lindsey, 2002). 
As prior studies have shown, what is formulated at the international level does not automatically flow 
through to national and subnational levels of government (Jansen, 2008; Newell, 2008; Shapiro-
Garza, 2013). Problems of collective action describe issues of power and knowledge, trust and 
legitimacy of decisions. This is articulated in literature on REDD+ and broader climate change and 
global environmental governance (e.g. Armeni, 2015; Cash et al., 2006; Forsyth and Sikor, 2013). 
This literature identifies a need for collaboration and problem solving, integration of knowledge and 
social learning, as well as strategies that recognise power asymmetries and blockages for achieving 
desired reform, especially at local levels (e.g. Armitage, 2008; Armitage et al., 2008). Building on 
these studies, I am concerned with how internationally formulated objectives for REDD+ are 
reshaped through multiple layers of governance and implemented in frontier landscapes. 
 
By observing ‘MLG’, I consider how internationally formulated objectives for REDD+ relate to pre-
existing systems of land use that I conceptualise as ‘frontiers’. These systems, like that of frontier 
space, are dynamic and emerging, and co-produced through continuing dialogue and political 
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engagement. I extend this focus on REDD+ to examine how land use decisions are made within multi-
level governance arrangements, where there are competing priorities and interests at multiple levels. 
I focus at subnational levels of government and, below, I elaborate on the connection to frontiers 
studies. Through this, I develop an understanding of how global environmental policies and goals 
relate to existing land use systems, and how land use change results from negotiations among 
competing interests. 
 
Discrepancies have often been observed between international aspirations and agreements and what 
works out in practice through implementation at local levels (Carrier and West, 2009; Mosse, 2004). 
Through the concept of translation (definition in Callon, 1986), I examine how REDD+ ideas and 
objectives are taken up and reshaped through subnational programs and projects. Examining 
translation processes is important for understanding how disconnects emerge from internationally 
formulated objectives for REDD+ with local realities (Bull et al., 2018; Milne et al., 2016). I 
incorporate learning concepts to understand how disagreements and blockages relate to how programs 
and projects are designed and implemented. Learning concepts emerged from adaptive collaborative 
management (Colfer, 2005; Evans et al., 2014) as well as a concern with social learning in 
environmental governance (Armitage et al., 2008; Reed et al., 2010). They are important both for 
technical aspects of carbon management, and for collaborative relationships (Leeuwis, 2004; Röling, 
2002). Learning is recognised as important for REDD+ as a national program to be implemented in 
early phases through learning pilots (Jagger et al., 2009) and in policy experimentation ‘under 
conditions of institutional uncertainty’ (Korhonen-Kurki et al., 2017, p. 63). Mainly, this appears to 
have meant deriving lessons to guide future design and implementation, not social learning through 
collaboration and joint problem solving. Learning processes provide a lens for interrogating forms of 
technical expertise and expert-facilitated participatory models in REDD+, often focusing on 
‘community’ (Holmgren, 2013; Ribot, 2018). Examining processes of translation and learning 
together offers a way into the repeated targeting of global interventions in developing countries (Li, 
2007a). 
 
Disconnects and discrepancies between internationally formulated objectives and local 
implementation are magnified in resource frontiers, where land access and property are contested 
(Blomley, 2003; McCarthy, 2013). Frontier processes are continuing and lots of different actors are 
involved in land use change among internationally funded efforts to contain, control or limit frontier 
expansion for environmental purposes (Hall et al., 2011). There is a large body of work approaching 
frontiers, and I have drawn on specific areas exploring how nature and society are altered and 
produced (Blaser, 2013; Escobar, 2011), often with an interest in land access and exclusion (Hall et 
al., 2011; Peluso and Lund, 2011; Ribot and Peluso, 2003). Resource frontiers are envisaged as hybrid 
landscapes, where socio-material relationships to land are progressively altered to establish property 
regimes (Barney, 2009; Dressler et al., 2018; Eilenberg, 2014; Rasmussen and Lund, 2018). Many 
authors have examined the production of frontier space and spatiality—addressing historical forest 
clearance and landscape transformations (Gaveau et al., 2014) and overlapping claims to land (Kunz 
et al., 2017). Concerns for justice relate to the business-as-usual trajectory observed in Indonesia and 
other South East Asian frontiers, and especially in Indonesia’s oil palm plantations, that disrupt 
traditional livelihoods and relationships to land (Li, 2017). These concerns are expressed in concepts 
of frontier and territory related to histories of colonialism and violence (Peluso and Lund, 2011; 
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Peluso and Vandergeest, 2001; Rasmussen and Lund, 2018), and whose land is being claimed in 
REDD+ projects (McCall, 2016). Taken as a whole, this scholarship has generated important insights 
into relational frontier processes (Barney, 2009) by showing the complexity of interactions and 
competition for land. This body of frontier work suggests that the focus of study needs to extend 
beyond REDD+ to investigate processes of land use change in frontier regions and landscapes where 
REDD+ is being implemented. 
 
Articulating connections between the frontier and MLG literature helps to understand how global 
environmental schemes, such as REDD+, become entangled in the very processes they would seek 
to alter and improve (Li, 2007a). Through the concept of negotiation, I explore such entanglement. I 
am concerned with how land use change results from ongoing and contested negotiations among 
competing interests. By examining processes of negotiation, in this case over land use, I seek to avoid 
overarching explanation of capitalism and market forces to shed light on how land use change is 
experienced ‘from below’ (Borras and Franco, 2013; Hall et al., 2015). As different networks of 
actors are strategically engaged, some actors, such as villagers or investors, may be advantaged or 
disadvantaged. A focus on negotiation enables investigation of how local land allocation systems 
function to distribute economic opportunities and burdens. Additionally, it enables study of complex 
land processes, including overlapping and contested land claims, within statutory and customary legal 
rules and practices (e.g. Galudra et al., 2011; Kunz et al., 2017). While these negotiations are mostly 
distributive, when one party’s gains represent losses for another, I consider how integrative 
negotiations encouraging deliberative processes and problem solving are associated with social 
learning (Leeuwis, 2004). Modes of exchange (such as, in ‘negotiation’) may not be immediately 
visible or legible to international actors seeking to promote and implement REDD+ ‘from above’. 
Building on these studies, I position REDD+ within frontier processes while seeking to articulate the 
ways in which international aspirations and agreements from outside of existing systems do not 
anticipate the complexity at the ground level. Negotiation provides a conceptual lens for investigating 
how villagers, who have been the target participants in REDD+ projects, are also caught up in 
dynamic contests over land, including oil palm plantations and REDD+ projects (Eilenberg, 2015). I 
am interested in what this means—in practical terms—for local environments and local people. 
 
To sum up, this thesis is situated at the interface of the three areas of study, outlined above as is shown 
in Figure 1.1. This diagram indicates key elements in each area of study, based on literature review, 
and later elaborated in the results. Articulating connections between frontier scholarship and the MLG 
body of literature, outlined above, I explore how REDD+ relates to locally governed arrangements 
for resource use the complexity at the ground level, through detailed investigation of negotiation, 
translation, and learning, and viewing these as linked, interactive processes. Through this, I address 
a gap in literature on environmental governance and implementation of REDD+, particularly the 
MLG body of literature, with a focus on land processes of the ‘frontier’, into which such programs 
and projects are inserted. This means that I begin with examining land processes through the concept 
of negotiation, rather than placing ‘REDD+’ as a central focus of examination. Doing so misses the 
complexity of the land use situation and, therefore, the ways in which those implementing REDD+ 
have to deal with this, and the ways in which processes of land use change, that include REDD+, 
have varied consequences and exclusionary effects. Through the concepts of translation and learning, 
I explore how different actors relate to each other, and their roles and influence in multi-level relations 
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for implementing REDD+. The concepts of negotiation, translation, and learning, each communicate 
forms of practice, as is described in the next chapter, Chapter 2. In each concept, I seek to understand 
the difficulties for those actors seeking to intervene to promote and implement REDD+ in frontier 
landscapes, and the experience of villagers, in this study, who experience multiple land use changes. 

 

 
 

Figure 1.1. Complementary scholarship on multi-level governance (MLG), environmental 
governance and resource frontiers 

 
 
In combination with the bodies of literature outlined above, actor-network theory (ANT) from science 
and technology studies (STS) provides a guiding theoretical and methodological lens by enabling 
tracking of actors and adding a concern for materialities, as well as human actors (Bennett, 2010; 
Latour, 2005, 2004; Law, 2004). ANT can be viewed as a set of critical sensibilities that is open-
ended, exploratory and relational, rather than a consistent theory or method (Law, 2004; Mol, 2010). 
ANT has been used in recent studies on REDD+ translations (Pasgaard, 2015) and it offers ideas and 
methods that complement concepts of assemblage and relational approaches dealing with complexity 
in frontier landscapes (Barney, 2009; Dressler et al., 2018; Li, 2014b). Specifically, I draw on ANT’s 
understanding of agency and relational human interactions. ANT is particularly relevant in this study 
to investigate how processes of decision-making take on certain socio-material forms in interaction 
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with human actors (e.g. Bennett, 2010; Holifield, 2009; McElwee, 2016). Other studies have focussed 
on how governmental strategies and practices produce and manage territorial spaces and 
environmental subjects (Agrawal, 2005; Li, 2007a; McElwee, 2016; Peluso and Vandergeest, 2001; 
Vandergeest and Peluso, 2015). While these studies inform recent understanding of REDD+ (Astuti 
and McGregor, 2015; McGregor et al., 2015a), I opted instead to focus on networked processes and 
explore relational interactions of material ‘objects’ with human actors, to address gaps in 
understanding how global interventions are brought into dialogue with existing systems and relate to 
processes of land use change at frontiers. I use the concept of translation in ANT to examine 
networked processes for altering and reshaping these objectives, but an ANT approach also informs 
the concepts of negotiation and learning outlined above. An ANT approach, I found, was relational 
and open-ended in a way that was useful for understanding how higher level objectives are mediated 
through such networked processes and relationships to land. 
 
International interest and funding for REDD+ in Indonesia has generated political opportunities for 
reform in contested legal frameworks and national policies (Afiff, 2016; Luttrell et al., 2014). As a 
priority country for REDD+, Indonesia has a long history of environmental and development 
interventions. From a land use and carbon perspective, the business-as-usual trajectory of high rates 
of deforestation and agricultural transition is associated with rapid oil palm expansion on the islands 
of Kalimantan and Sumatra. These islands have, therefore, been targeted for subnational 
implementation of REDD+ and attract significant international funding for forest conservation. Land 
use is often contested in these locations, and decentralisation policies add complexity to 
communication and accountability relations among sectors and national and subnational levels of 
government for forest and land allocation (Resosudarmo, 2004; Resosudarmo et al., 2014b). Some 
authors have focused on legal aspects of palm oil or REDD+ (e.g. Khatarina, 2018; Lyster, 2009) that 
are relevant to understanding features of decision-making. REDD+ processes have often been studied 
at the national level (e.g. Brockhaus et al., 2012; Korhonen-Kurki et al., 2017; Luttrell et al., 2014) 
as well as individual case studies of projects (e.g. Clarke, 2010; Howell, 2015; Mulyani and Jepson, 
2015). As noted above, linkages among national processes and subnational implementation of 
REDD+ are relatively unexplored (with some exceptions; e.g. Afiff, 2016; Gallemore et al., 2015, 
2014; Irawan et al., 2019). How internationally formulated objectives for REDD+ relate to actual 
decision-making around land use is poorly understood, and subnational levels of government play an 
important role in this (Irawan et al., 2019; Myers et al., 2016). Furthermore, how subnational 
implementation of REDD+ relates to actual land use change is poorly understood. Therefore, I focus 
on subnational implementation of REDD+ and attend to locally governed arrangements for resource 
use in decentralised Indonesia (McCarthy, 2004; McCarthy et al., 2012a; McCarthy, 2013). These 
locally governed arrangements are drawn into overlapping forms of environmental governance and 
decision-making that I explore using the concepts of negotiation, translation, and learning. 
 
Central Kalimantan province was selected as the study location because it was the site of a variety 
REDD+ projects, and because it is an agricultural ‘frontier’ that has a history of interventions aimed 
at land use changes. Many of the REDD+ projects have concentrated in tropical peatlands due to the 
amount of carbon that is released through degradation and fires associated with logging and land 
conversion to agriculture, including large industrial oil palm plantations (Hoscilo et al., 2011; Page 
et al., 2009, 2011). The study focused in the southern peatlands of this province overlapping the 
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former ‘Mega Rice Project’ (MRP). The MRP was a high-profile, central government attempt to 
covert more than one million hectares of lowland peat-swamp forest into a rice growing region in the 
1990s. As part of the MRP, a transmigration program moved poor farmers from other parts of 
Indonesia, but the project failed due to unsuitable ecological conditions for large-scale rice 
cultivation. Illegal logging and severe fires coincided with a period of political instability, and a shift 
in 1999 from a highly centralised, to a decentralised legal framework for forest and land allocation 
(Ardiansyah et al., 2015; Resosudarmo, 2004). The networks forming at the district level, after 
decentralisation, enabled investors, and those in power, to gain access to land (McCarthy, 2004; 
McCarthy et al., 2012a; Resosudarmo et al., 2014b). Rapidly expanding oil palm plantations from 
concession permits originating at the district level, coincided with growing international concern for 
the fate of Kalimantan’s forests. This provided funding for forest conservation programs and REDD+ 
projects. Successive interventions have contributed to overlapping and contested claims and 
competition for land (Galudra et al., 2011; McCarthy, 2013). Many authors have identified land 
tenure as a key issue for implementing REDD+ (Larson, 2011; Larson et al., 2013; Resosudarmo et 
al., 2014a), however competing interests and intersecting land use changes are seldom directly 
explored at the ground level (with some exceptions, e.g. Eilenberg, 2015). Comparing REDD+ 
projects in different locations does not deal with important historical, legal and spatial elements, and 
therefore I focused on two districts in the southern peatlands to explore the interactions among land 
use changes that include oil palm plantations, forest conservation programs, and REDD+ projects. 
 
This research explores the particular conjuncture (cf. Li, 2014a) of land development and 
environmental initiatives in the southern peatlands, which evolved over decades before REDD+ 
appeared, thus partly shaping priorities for forest conservation and land development, and the 
implementation of REDD+ among competing interests at the ground level. A practice-oriented and 
ethnographic approach is used. The case study incorporates approaches from ANT and a relational 
understanding of resource frontiers (e.g. Barney, 2009) in combination with ethnographic and 
anthropological studies on government practices, forest conservation and land development in 
Indonesia and elsewhere (e.g. Dove, 2011; Li, 2007a, 2014a; Tsing, 2005; West, 2006). In the 
southern peatlands, I focused in sites where multiple land use changes are occurring, such as REDD+ 
projects and oil palm plantations in proximity to each other. As outlined above, this enabled me to 
connect REDD+ to processes of land use change and historical landscape transformations of the 
southern peatlands, and study the connections and relational interactions among actors and actual 
land use changes. The study is based on three rounds of field research conducted in Indonesia between 
2013 and 2015 over a combined period of approximately 10 months. Concepts of negotiation, 
translation, and learning (Figure 1.1) were identified iteratively during the research process from 
preliminary analysis, and from literature in a range of disciplines informing the analysis. I have drawn 
on John Law’s (2004) arguments that the mess of social practice necessarily exceeds our ability to 
understand it, and therefore I have looked for concepts and methods that examine what emerges from 
these complexities. By ‘practice’, I am interested in how actions are performed, and the social 
meaning of these actions. This is related to my understanding of governance as an ongoing process 
of managing problems according to particular visions of reality. My understanding of practice, 
informed by ANT, relates to networked processes and relationships, but I am also interested in how 
goals, meaning, and power relationships are negotiated (Bebbington, 2000, p. 497) in forms of 
decision-making and environmental governance. The objective of this study is to understand how 
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interventions for implementing global environmental goals relate to existing land use systems and 
processes of decision-making in frontier landscapes. 
 
1.1. Research questions 
 
The main research questions are: 
 

How are land use decisions made, including the implementation of REDD+, within interacting 
multi-level governance arrangements in the southern peatlands of Central Kalimantan 
province, Indonesia? 
 
How do decision-making processes in these arrangements relate to multiple outcomes? 

 
To address the main research questions, it is necessary to answer the following subsidiary questions: 
 

1. How do the actors involved in land use change relate to each other and interact in processes 
of negotiation at the frontier? 

 
2. How do different actors understand and interpret REDD+ ideas and goals, and each other, as 

they seek to influence subnational processes and practical outcomes on the ground? 
 

3. How did KFCP design and decision-making affect learning processes and outcomes, and what 
did learning mean for different actors? 

 
1.2. Thesis structure 
 
This thesis is organised into eight chapters: 
 
Chapter 1 introduces the research problem, theoretical approach and concepts used, research aims, 
and an overview of the thesis. 
 
Chapter 2 provides the conceptual framework. It identifies relevant issues and themes in 
environmental governance and introduces REDD+ within the MLG body of literature. It connects 
frontier scholarship to landscape approaches using systems perspectives. This chapter also presents 
the rationale for using an actor-network theory (ANT) approach, and situates ANT in modes of 
poststructuralist inquiry. It defines key concepts, including multi-level governance (MLG), 
negotiation, translation and learning, and explains how these are related within an overall practice 
orientation to address the research questions. 
 
Chapter 3 presents the frontier context for this study and introduces the study area in the southern 
peatlands of Central Kalimantan. It synthesises literature on forest and land governance in Indonesia. 
Building on the conceptual framework, landscape transformations occurring over several decades are 
described from a legal and historical perspective, as are specific events bringing tropical peatlands 
into focus for central or regional government and international actors, including selection of Central 
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Kalimantan as Indonesia’s official REDD+ pilot province. It shows how repeated interventions and 
processes of change have rendered the remote forested peat ecosystems amenable to continuing land 
development, including oil palm plantations, forest conservation and recent REDD+ projects. This 
chapter incorporates some preliminary analysis, which is further developed in Chapter 5. 
 
Chapter 4 provides the overall research design. It outlines the case study, including selection of 
districts and sites. Qualitative research methods are selected, which incorporate ethnographic 
techniques, and combined thematic and document analysis of the results. This chapter ends with 
ethical considerations for ethnographic research on REDD+. 
 
Chapters 5, 6 and 7 are self-contained research publications. Each chapter addresses a subsidiary 
research question and concept of negotiation, translation, and learning (Table 1.1). Each chapter deals 
with different processes and outcomes related to the concept being investigated. The organisation of 
the results begins, in Chapter 5, by examining processes of land use change and negotiation over land. 
It is followed, in Chapter 6, by translation processes for developing and implementing REDD+ ideas 
and objectives, and learning processes and outcomes in a specific REDD+ project in Chapter 7. 
 
Chapter 5 on negotiation addresses subsidiary question 1 relating to how decisions are made in 
practice and actual land use change. Building on Chapter 3, repeated interventions and landscape 
transformations are investigated in large land development and environmental schemes, including 
REDD+ projects and oil palm plantations. Negotiations for access to land for establishing large 
industrial oil palm plantations are analysed to show the situation for villagers who are enrolled in 
REDD+ projects and deal with competing interests. This chapter provides insight into the experience 
of villagers who end up ‘in-between’ multiple land use changes by showing fluid negotiations, and 
the implications for implementing REDD+ in frontier landscapes. 
 
Chapter 6 on translation addresses subsidiary question 2 relating to how global environmental goals 
are implemented. It focuses on subnational implementation of REDD+ in a variety of donor funded 
programs and projects in the southern tropical peatlands. Translation processes, using the concept 
from ANT, are analysed to shed light on network formation and enrolment of actors, for reshaping 
REDD+ ideas and objectives. While community participation and benefits were prioritised, the 
analysis considers the role and limitations for project recipients. This chapter provides insight into 
blockages from top-down expectations about REDD+ and actor roles within this, and the difficulties 
and disagreements arising from competing aspirations among actors and government levels. 
 
Chapter 7 on learning addresses subsidiary question 3 and builds on issues and themes from the 
previous chapter. It explores learning processes and outcomes, particularly relating to social learning, 
in a large bilateral REDD+ demonstration project, the Kalimantan Forests and Climate Partnership 
(KFCP). Rather than identifying ‘lessons’ from this project, issues arising from externally defined 
processes and technical strategies are analysed, including the role of experts and forms of knowledge, 
and how the project became entangled with local politics and navigated complex land processes. This 
chapter shows the importance of specifying learning goals within multi-level governance 
arrangements, and the need to direct learning processes to international funding bodies and experts, 
rather than only project recipients. 
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Table 1.1. Organisation of the results 
 
  Research publication Concept Subsidiary research 

question 
Chapter 5 Unrelenting games: multiple 

negotiations and landscape 
transformations in the 
tropical peatlands of Central 
Kalimantan, Indonesia 

Negotiation How do the actors 
involved in land use 
change relate to each other 
and interact in processes 
of negotiation at the 
frontier? 

Chapter 6 Guinea pig or pioneer: 
Translating global 
environmental objectives 
through to local actions in 
Central Kalimantan, 
Indonesia’s REDD+ pilot 
province 

Translation How do different actors 
understand and interpret 
REDD+ ideas and goals, 
and each other, as they 
seek to influence 
subnational processes and 
practical outcomes on the 
ground? 

Chapter 7 Learning through practice? 
Learning from the REDD+ 
demonstration project 
Kalimantan Forests and 
Climate Partnership (KFCP) 
in Central Kalimantan, 
Indonesia 

Learning How did KFCP design and 
decision-making affect 
learning processes and 
outcomes, and what did 
learning mean for different 
actors? 

 
 
Chapter 8 presents a synthesis of findings from Chapters 5, 6 and 7, to draw out the new knowledge 
arrived at through an overall practice-oriented and ethnographic approach focusing on subnational 
implementation of REDD+ in relation to land use decision-making. It does this by identifying three 
major themes and practical implications from them. Each theme expands on earlier discussion, 
linking together insights from across the entire results. The identification of a new concept of an entry 
point articulates how global environmental schemes, such as REDD+, relate to existing land use 
systems. Themes of social learning in policy and governance experimentation, and multiple 
strategies, are developed around the need for genuine partnerships and long-term political, strategic 
engagement in complex land processes at the frontier. A fourth section addresses blockages and 
impediments, and justice concerns especially relating to the land use situation of villagers in this 
study. Future research and transferability of findings are discussed, and this chapter concludes by 
reflecting on how negotiation, translation, and learning are linked interactive processes, and how 
language that is both more and less critical can help to navigate the kinds of difficulties and 
complexities explored in this study. 
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2. Conceptual framework 
 
This chapter lays out the conceptual framework bringing together scholarship on environmental 
governance and resource frontiers, to define key terms and concepts of negotiation, translation, and 
learning. It is organised into four sections. Firstly, I outline the overall approach, including the 
approach to theory in general, the rationale for focusing on decision-making and drawing on actor-
network theory (ANT). Secondly, I situate REDD+ in literature on multi-level governance (MLG) 
and identify key issues and themes relating to the concepts of translation and learning. Thirdly, I draw 
on frontier studies for approaching land use change and informing the concept of negotiation. In this 
section, I include approaches to land access and exclusion, property relations, and complexity in 
landscape transformations. Finally, I outline how the concepts of negotiation, translation, and learning 
are related to each other, and present the research problem and questions. As this chapter draws 
together different bodies of literature, it lays the groundwork for how theory informs the results. In 
doing so, it deviates from a common thesis structure that lays out different options, then identifies a 
coherent body of literature and theoretical lens to apply to a field based ‘problem’. Rather, the ‘messy’ 
approach to theory outlined in this chapter developed in response to the complexities observed in the 
field, and my desire to stay with these complexities. This led me to search for different concepts, 
including those in ANT among other poststructuralist modes of inquiry, as I outline further below. 
 
2.1.    Overall approach 
 
This empirical study incorporates ethnographic techniques within an overall practice orientation. I 
have drawn on ethnographic and anthropological studies that offer detailed observation of real-world 
events and examination of local responses to environmental change (e.g. Dove, 2011; Li, 2007a; 
West, 2006). Two interconnecting features of these studies provide a guiding thread throughout: 
engaging with questions of practice; and borrowing from different theoretical traditions to grapple 
with complexities. 
 
Firstly, it is important to clarify what is meant by ‘practice’ as it can have a range of applied meanings. 
As outlined above, I am interested in how actions are performed, and the social meaning of these 
actions in forms of decision-making and environmental governance. My understanding of practice, 
informed by ANT, is concerned with networked processes and relationships. I have also looked at 
anthropological and ethnographic studies examining how goals, meaning, and power relationships 
are negotiated within historical forms of injustice and violence. These studies offer complex and 
nuanced interpretations of human actions and subjectivities, rather than simplified categories (such 
as, of class, race, gender). They are concerned with discursive and material relationships, the latter 
materialities being emphasised in poststructuralist inquiry that includes ANT. In sociology and 
anthropology, Pierre Bourdieu (1990, 1977) develops practice theory using concepts, such as 
‘habitus’ and ‘field’, to articulate the formation of social identities and relationships, and societal 
differentiation. These concerns are expressed in Sherry Ortner’s (2006, p. 16) definition of practice 
theory as ‘a general theory of the production of social subjects through practice in the world, and of 
the production of the world itself through practice’. In an ethnographic meaning, Ortner (2006) 
describes ‘ethnographic refusal’ as a modality for engaging with questions of practice that integrates 
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history and culture with detailed observation, and avoids simplified categories (including categories 
of domination and resistance). In another meaning, Michel de Certeau (1984) describes everyday 
practice as what is constantly being done. I do not use practice theory, instead opting for a different 
conceptualisation of agency using ANT (described below in non-binary positions). However, I have 
been influenced by an understanding of ‘practice’, across these different studies, which is concerned 
with the meaning and agency that others give to their actions, and recognises that all knowledge is 
part of the social world (Bourdieu, 1977). 
 
Drawing on these aspects of practice theory, I am concerned with how agency is unevenly distributed 
in ways that enable and equip, but also delimit people’s options and opportunities. I have drawn on 
ethnographic techniques (particularly arguments in Ortner, 2006) offering rich articulation of lived 
experience, everyday practices and modes of relating to the world. Related to this, I have drawn on 
arguments about the need to engage with the meaning and agency of how people navigate and 
negotiate their interests in situations of historical and social disadvantage: 
 

If research engaged with questions of practice—both popular and bureaucratic—it might 
become apparent that the goals, meaning, and power relationships underlying development 
are often different from those imputed by much development theory. Power, meaning, and 
institutions are constantly being negotiated, and these negotiations open up spaces for 
potential profound social and institutional change. (Bebbington, 2000, p. 497) 

 
Secondly, relatedly, theoretical messiness is tolerated to grapple with the complexities observed in 
the field: 
 

The logical meaning and coherence of the concepts we use is less important: what is crucial 
is how they help us do empirical studies and analyses and the kinds of studies and analyses in 
which they result. (Sørensen, 2009, p. 12; quoted in Fenwick and Edwards, 2010, p. 144)  

  
Different traditions pose distinct questions and offer tools to guide analysis. A ‘messy’ approach to 
theory is consistent with a range of ethnographic and anthropological studies. For example, Tania Li 
(2007a, p. 19) describes tolerating ‘the untidiness and tension introduced by different theoretical 
traditions’ to understand what emerges from complexities of people’s lived experiences. This is 
echoed in a number studies (e.g. Blaser, 2010; McElwee, 2016; Tsing, 2005; West, 2006) that have 
influenced my overall approach to theory and methods. John Law (2004) writes that social realities 
are not only difficult to grasp but exceed our ability to understand them, and therefore we should not 
expect single answers. By engaging with questions of practice, I seek to stay with the complexities, 
rather than prioritising an a-priori theoretical coherence that may limit the ability to describe them 
properly. As I engaged with the complexities in the field, themes emerged in them, and I selected 
concepts that would help to explore and make sense of what I observed. Relating to this, I looked at 
poststructuralist modes of inquiry, and especially actor-network theory (ANT), that engage with  
questions of practice and knowledge using a relational and materialist approach. ANT’s 
conceptualisation of agency, and emphasis on materialities, were particularly influential in guiding 
the analysis. They intersected with the above studies, particularly those from anthropology disrupting 
Western assumption of a singular ‘world’ (arguments in Watts, 2013). The background to these ideas 
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and their potential for illuminating field observations are explored below. Next, I provide background 
to concepts of governance and my reasons for focusing on decision-making with an overall practice-
oriented and ethnographic approach. 
  
2.1.1. Rationale for focusing on decision-making 
 
A ‘decentring’ of state authority is associated with concepts of multi-level and polycentric 
environmental governance. Governance is distinguished from government (state roles and 
institutions) to convey practices and processes of governing. Governance, as a set of practices, 
requires negotiation among diverse actors. Often, an actor-oriented approach is used to examine these 
negotiations and actor roles in decision-making. For example, one broad definition of governance 
(‘the act or manner of governance’) describes how differently situated actors and government levels 
interact through forms of collaboration and processes of decision-making (Forsyth, 2009). Theories 
of networked governance describe a decentring of state authority that blurs the boundaries between 
state and society: 
 

‘Governance’ means there is no one centre but multiple centres; there is no sovereign authority 
because networks have considerable autonomy. (Rhodes, 2007; quoted in Kjær, 2011, p. 101) 

 
Polycentric environmental governance similarly distinguishes the role of non-state or non-
governmental actors, and issues of knowledge and conflicts among resource users, from other ‘top-
down’, regulatory and state-centred approaches (Ostrom, 2009). Similar issues are expressed in 
REDD+ using multi-level governance (MLG) concepts (e.g. Korhonen-Kurki et al., 2012; Peel et al., 
2012; Skutsch and Van Laake, 2008). 
 
Many authors have pointed to the relevance of MLG in climate change and environmental 
governance, including in studies on REDD+ (e.g. Alcantara et al., 2016; Pahl-Wostl, 2009; Peel et 
al., 2012; Rantala et al., 2014). Originally, MLG concepts were used to identify supranational forms 
of governance and decision-making procedures operating at, and between multiple levels of 
government in the formation of the European Union (EU) (Marks, 1993). In the EU context, MLG 
characterised the dispersion and reallocation of state authority, horizontally to civil society actors like 
NGOs, downwards to regional governments, and upwards to international bodies (Hooghe and 
Marks, 2003; Marks et al., 1996). Limitations of applying MLG concepts from political science to 
research on environmental governance are noted, especially in contested resource environments 
(Mwangi and Wardell, 2012; Ravikumar et al., 2015b; Stubbs, 2005). MLG studies, according to 
these authors, prioritised policy design and technical coordination, rather than engaging with 
conflicting interests and power relations in forms of decision-making. Recently, authors have offered 
an articulation of concepts of MLG and polycentric governance that integrates different 
understandings of power relations and the forces shaping agendas and rules for implementation of 
environmental policies and goals (Morrison et al., 2019; Saito-Jensen, 2015). Furthermore, it is 
important to add that these concepts intersect with a broader set of concerns in global environmental 
policies, in experimentalist governance (Armeni, 2015), and in recognising different pathways 
through which a wide variety of actors and institutions influence international and domestic policies 
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and interventions from ‘beyond’ state borders (Bernstein and Cashore, 2012). Both concerns with 
power, and actor roles are important for the problems identified in this thesis. 
 
By ‘multi-level governance’ (MLG), I am concerned with problems of collective action and justice 
in how decisions ‘from above’ affect the land and livelihoods of those ‘below’ who have limited 
influence and options (Larson and Lewis-Mendoza, 2012). I am not concerned with an exact typology 
of MLG in either REDD+ design, or in Indonesia’s decentralised legal framework. Instead, I am 
interested in different legal and institutional arrangements, and contextual interactions and 
relationships in forms of decision-making. Derek Armitage (2008) borrows from a range of 
disciplines to enrich understanding of social and political dimensions of MLG, and complexity and 
unpredictability in environmental governance, informing the approach to MLG in this thesis. A 
concern for justice informs the rationale for focusing on practices of decision-making, and the 
following definition of governance is used in this thesis: 
 

Governance refers to who makes decisions and how decisions are made, from national to local 
scale, including formal and informal institutions and rules, power relations and practices of 
decision-making. (Larson and Petkova, 2011, p. 87) 

 
I selected this definition due to the focus on actor roles, rules, and power relations in practices of 
decision-making that shape the outcomes of decisions. This definition is relevant to justice concerns, 
which are often dealt with in terms of legitimacy, representation and recognition in procedures (such 
as participation in decision-making) and distributional outcomes (such as fairness and equity) 
(Forsyth and Sikor, 2013; Myers et al., 2018; Sikor, 2013). Environmental justice considers how 
environmental risks and burdens disproportionally affect disadvantaged groups (Brulle and Pellow, 
2006; Kuehn, 2000; Mohai et al., 2009; Walker and Bulkeley, 2006). This is expressed in the above 
definition by a need to consider what kinds of decisions are made, whether the decisions are clear, 
consistent and comprehensive, and the fairness and equity of both procedures and outcomes of 
decisions. Concerns of fairness and equity are not fully articulated in definitions of governance, from 
political science dealing with networks and influence pathways, and therefore I have opted to select 
the above definition fitting with a concern for justice. Related to this definition, I examine who makes 
decisions, how, under what conditions, and associated benefits and disadvantages. Careful 
consideration of whose values and agendas are represented in decision-making, and in notions of 
justice, is needed for interpreting the practices and outcomes of decisions (Forsyth and Sikor, 2013; 
Sikor et al., 2014; Walker and Bulkeley, 2006). 
 
A concern for justice in decision-making also relates to forms of recognition and disadvantage arising 
from the organisation of social and economic relationships. This concern is often expressed in 
procedural and distributional outcomes, and a need for recognition of people’s identities and histories 
(Sikor, 2013). Such recognition is considered a vital human need (Taylor, 1994). It requires attention 
to issues of power and knowledge, trust and legitimacy, and the relationship of state authority and 
intervention to local needs and aspirations. In an example, Tess Lea (2008) describes the practices of 
bureaucrats, to interrogate the complex ways in which Indigenous and bureaucratic relations are 
negotiated in Australia. Lea investigates the state and its functionaries through how different actors, 
here, ‘bureau-professionals conceive of their own practices’ (p. 10). She challenges any simplified 
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accounting of state institutional and Indigenous relationships and exercise of power. Charles Taylor 
(1983) investigates applied social meaning. By observing that ‘negotiation’, referring to contractual 
and transactional relations among individuals, can obscure other cultural values and relationships, he 
indicates certain assumptions embedded in language and modes of relating to the world. This is 
important for approaching decision-making and articulating concerns for justice in environmental 
governance. 
 
These studies, together with complexities observed in the field, inform my use of the concept of 
negotiation as a process of conferring, discussing or bargaining to reach an agreement among relevant 
parties, in this case over land use. In focussing on negotiation, I recognise that it is important to 
carefully consider what is meant by an action or process of making decisions (‘decision-making’), 
such as whether it prioritises short-term measures of accountability over longer-term strategic 
processes (Ebrahim, 2003) in environmental governance. Additionally, I found it helpful to 
distinguish between negotiations that are distributive of gains and losses, and those that are integrative 
by bringing different actors together to encourage deliberative processes and joint problem solving 
(Leeuwis, 2004). Recognising that there are different approaches and types of negotiation and 
learning, I consider what is valued and prioritised in ‘negotiation’, as in whether negotiations are 
distributive or integrative, the latter being important for ‘learning’ through collaborative relationships 
(ibid). Similarly, in ‘translation’, I consider what is valued and prioritised in REDD+ ideas and 
objectives, and how these are subject to multiple influences, and different types of negotiation, in 
multi-level governance arrangements. More broadly, using these concepts, I investigate how globally 
developed environmental objectives are implemented, and how land use change occurs, with a 
concern for justice relating to multiple processes and outcomes for local environments and local 
people. 
 
Building on these studies, I engage with problems of collective action and justice in ways that are 
open-ended, specific, and empirically detailed. I have drawn on Tania Li (2007a, pp. 282–283) 
arguments ‘that engaging with the “messy actualities” of rule in practice is not merely an adjunct to 
the study of government—it is intrinsic to it’. This is echoed in studies on REDD+ examining how 
‘knowledge and power [are] being established through messy attempts at implementation’ (McGregor 
et al., 2015a, p. 152). It informs my overall thinking on the need to investigate such ‘messy attempts’ 
and ‘messy actualities’ of governing. Through a focus on decision-making, I have pursued additional 
lines of inquiry and opted to draw on actor-network theory (ANT) to investigate ‘the diffuse and 
networked actors involved in these processes’ (see, McElwee, 2016, pp. 13–14) within the overall 
practice orientation of this thesis. 
 
2.1.2. Approaching actor-network theory 
 
Actor-network theory (ANT) provides a guiding theoretical and methodological lens; though this is 
not specifically an ‘ANT’ study and tracing threads in the field led me to use other approaches and 
concepts, particularly translation, negotiation and learning. Consistent with the practice-oriented 
approach outlined above, ANT is used in this thesis for approaching how global environmental goals 
are implemented, and forms decision-making, in a way that is detailed, open-ended and exploratory 
(Law, 2004; Mol, 2010). ANT forms part of science and technology studies (STS). Reflecting an 
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emphasis on uncertainty and unpredictability in STS, ANT does not provide a consistent theory or 
method. Instead, ANT offers ideas and methods that depart from scientific pursuit of objective 
knowledge in which facts are obtainable and verifiable, and impacts can be measured and assessed, 
with adjustments made to a singular objective reality. Those who originally pioneered ANT (e.g. 
Callon and Latour, 1981) do not consistently describe themselves using ‘ANT’. They have sometimes 
sought distance from ANT terminology (e.g. Latour, 1999; Law, 1999): 
 

[ANT] was never a theory of what the social is made of… For us, ANT was simply another 
way of being faithful to the insights of ethnomethodology: actors know what they do and we 
have to learn from them not only what they do, but how and why they do it. It is us, the social 
scientists, who lack knowledge of what they do, and not they who are missing the explanation 
of why they are unwittingly manipulated by forces exterior to themselves and known to the 
social scientist's powerful gaze and methods… [ANT was always] a very crude method to 
learn from the actors without imposing on them a priori definition of their world-building 
capacities. The ridiculous poverty of the ANT vocabulary—association, translation, alliance, 
obligatory passage point, etc.—was a clear signal that none of these words could replace the 
rich vocabulary of the actor's practice, but was simply a way to systematically avoid replacing 
their sociology, their metaphysics and their ontology with those of the social scientists who 
were connecting with them through some research protocol… (Latour, 1999, pp. 19–20) 

 
ANT terminology can sometimes get in the way of learning from the actors and their world-building 
capacities, therefore I use it selectively. I have used ANT to investigate networked processes and 
relationships, especially in the concept of translation. I have drawn on Annemarie Mol’s (2010, p. 
262) articulation of how ANT can help to ‘tell cases, draw contrasts, articulate silent layers, turn 
questions upside down, focus on the unexpected, add to one’s sensitivities, propose new terms, and 
shift stories from one context to another’. This has informed recent studies in anthropology (e.g. 
Blaser, 2013, 2010), particularly in the work of Annemarie Mol. ANT concepts and approaches have 
also been applied in recent studies exploring translation processes in REDD+ (Pasgaard, 2015), 
international development aid (Saito-Jensen and Pasgaard, 2014), contested natural resource 
negotiations (Bennett, 2018; Horowitz, 2012), and environmental impact assessment (Holifield, 
2009). As well as these studies, I have drawn on studies from other disciplines (e.g. Buzelin, 2005; 
Fenwick and Edwards, 2010; Gorur, 2011a). Across different areas of study, a common thread of 
argument is how ANT can help to extend lines of research inquiry by attending to connections and 
relationships ‘without an a priori list of actors and sites, and leaving the question of practices and 
processes open… rather than a ready-made formula or model that could be determined ahead and 
then ‘applied’ to the empirical data’ (Gorur, 2011a, p. 618). The main contribution of ANT to the 
overall approach is in mode of careful investigation and interrogation of practice that seeks to learn 
from the actors and sites; that does not universalise, simplify and generalise them; and poses 
generative questions that help extend existing lines of research inquiry. 
 
2.1.3. Multiplying causality; avoiding universalising, simplifying and generalising 
 
When coming to write about how ANT informed my thinking, I kept arriving at difficulties to describe 
what, specifically, I found interesting and useful without making connections to broader literature. 
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For this reason, I note the relevance of concepts of assemblage and emergence, and poststructuralist 
modes of inquiry when identifying features of ANT across a range of areas of study. By 
‘poststructuralism’, I refer to ideas and areas of study emphasising multiplicity, eschewing simplified 
categories, and breaking down distinctions and binaries (such as that of centre and periphery to 
describe the frontier; see, Barney, 2009; and culture/nature in political ecology; see, Blaser, 2013; 
Escobar, 1999). Poststructuralist inquiry does not clearly separate theory and methods, nor separate 
explanation of outcomes from social practice: 
 

Theorists of the state addressed ‘why-type questions. Why did something appear a problem to 
certain people at a particular time – a question often answers by appeal to pre-given notions of 
class or profession ‘interests’. Why did a new institution appear, or why did an existing one 
change – a question often answered by gesturing to global processes such as modernization or 
individualization. We asked a different question, not ‘why’ but ‘how’, thereby lightening the 
weight of causality, or at least multiplying it, and enabling us to abstain from the problems of 
‘explaining’ such indigestible phenomena as state, class, and so on – indeed we argued that these 
typically went unexplained despite the claims of those theorists who wrote in these terms. (Miller 
and Rose, 2008, p. 6 emphasis added) 

 
As these comments indicate, poststructuralist inquiry avoids overarching explanation on (simplified) 
causal terms. By examining complex relationships and exercise of power, it avoids ascribing a 
singular intention nor ‘hidden motives of profit and domination’ (Li, 2007a, p. 9) to explain outcomes. 
Justice concerns are indicated by looking ‘from below’ to explore multiplicity in local responses to 
large land deals, rather than ‘from above’ to provide overarching explanation of capitalism and 
market forces (Borras and Franco, 2013; Hall et al., 2015). This is echoed in writing on REDD+ in 
the difficulties to measure effectiveness, efficiency, and social equity in contested resource 
environments (Nathan and Pasgaard, 2017). In an example, identifying what is ‘good’ or bad’ in land 
strategies and claims, where REDD+ projects are implemented, depends on specific interpretations 
and exclusionary effects (Astuti and McGregor, 2017). A similarly complex articulation of causality 
is expressed in assemblage and complexity theory, including in the concept of emergence (‘constant 
becoming’) (Dittmer, 2014). Multiplying causality, in these concepts and approaches, directs 
empirical investigation to how events and processes happen, often by tracking of relations and tracing 
the outcomes or effects over time, as I elaborate further below.  
 
2.1.4. Non-binary positions; actors and materialities 
 
Non-binary positions are relational and interrogate epistemological and ontological differences. A 
key tenet of ANT is breaking down macro-micro distinctions between structure and agency (Callon 
and Latour, 1981). This is a non-binary position, meaning that ANT does not distinguish a singular 
‘world’, as in, evidence of an objective reality that is ‘out-there’ (the ‘physical’ environment and 
‘nature’) separate from knowledge ‘in-here’ (our subjectivities). Instead, social meaning and practice 
give shape to our realties (Law, 2004; Mol, 2010, 1999). Different realities are therefore not distinct 
and bounded, but overlapping and intersecting through myriad exchanges (see, Blaser, 2010; Tsing, 
2015, 2005). The relationality of entities, in ANT, refers to ‘the notion that they are produced in 
relations, and this is applied ruthlessly to all materials—not simply to those that are linguistic (Law, 
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1999, p. 4). This relationality is important for understanding ANT’s conceptualisation of agency. The 
decentring of the human subject in ANT, among other poststructuralist approaches, is different from 
practice theorists who recognise (often playing with) the distinction of structure and agency (e.g. 
Ortner, 2006), and from poststructuralist analyses of discursive or linguistic (such as textual) elements 
in relationships between signs (e.g. Spivak, 1999). Two related features of ANT inform the analysis: 
tracking relations; and a concern for materialities. Both features are associated with ANT as a non-
binary, relational mode of inquiry. 
 
On tracking relations among actors, Bruno Latour (1987) follows decisions, competition, 
controversies, what actors (such as scientists and engineers) do in a society, to learn how scientific 
knowledge is produced, rather than seeking to establish scientific fact or truth. By following actors 
(such as scientists, bureaucrats, doctors, other professionals), we can learn how expertise is formed 
and justified (Latour, 1987; Miller and Rose, 2008). ANT does not ascribe motivations to individuals, 
but it investigates how an ability to act depends on complex relationships—the networks of relations 
in which human actors are embedded. These relationships, in turn, shape the very ability to ‘act’ (Mol, 
2010, 1999). ‘Tracking’ here refers to learning from what actors ‘do’ (their actions), and ‘tracing’ 
refers to observing the outcomes or effects of how relations are performed, contested, and altered 
over time. According to Mol, to understand how people can act (their capacities, limitations and 
constraints), it is important to observe how they are enacted in complex relationships. Tracking 
relations, in the analysis, directs my attention to how different ‘actors’ (such as villagers, government 
officials, REDD+ proponents, or plantation managers) have a varied ability to act to achieve their 
desired outcomes. It informs how I approach translation and learning in REDD+, to interpret how 
different actors relate to each other, and how information and expertise are produced and justified 
through complex relationships. It similarly informs how I approach negotiation, to observe different 
negotiating positions and trace outcomes through prior events and governance interventions. 
 
On materialities, ANT recognises doubts about how human agency is constituted (Latour, 2005, 2004, 
1999) and considers how the characteristics of ‘objects’, and of the physical environment, ecologies, 
or ‘nature’, exert agency over humans (Bennett, 2010). There is some crossover of ANT’s concern 
for materialities in recent research on how intensifying land use changes are negotiated in frontier 
landscapes (e.g. Dressler et al., 2018). ANT approaches and concepts investigate how agency is 
circulating and distributed in networks of relationships encompassing both human and nonhuman 
elements. The concept of an actant from ANT is used in the analysis. An actant is a source of action 
that can be human or nonhuman and often depends on unstable groupings of both (Bennett, 2010; 
Latour, 2005, 2004, 1999; Law, 2004). Actants can be forces that are (at least somewhat) outside the 
realm of human control, such as ecological conditions, or changing weather / climate patterns (e.g. 
Li, 2007a, p. 17). Yet ANT plays on the distinction of what is inside / outside of human control, 
reflecting non-binary positions. Actants can also be manufactured things that have the meaning that 
humans give to them, but exceed or escape the control of their human makers. In an example, Pamela 
McElwee (2016, p. 220) describes how socio-legal and biophysical characteristics forests, and related 
‘pieces of paper’ in legal documents and maps, exerted influence and could become objects of 
contestation between local villagers and colonial authorities in Vietnam. Her account directs attention 
to how ‘objects arise and circulate through relational human interactions, [and] how these interactions 
are shaped by the physical, biological, and social characteristics of the objects themselves’ (McElwee, 
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2016, p. 24). I consider the role of such ‘objects’, particularly in the concept of negotiation, but also 
informing the analysis of translation and learning. 
 
2.1.5. Expanding connections and translation 
 
Networks and translation are used in ANT to describe a ‘series of transformations’ (Latour, 1999). 
The concepts have some similarity to the concept of assemblage: 

 
[T]he word "assemblage" seems more apt for suggesting that the kind of bringing together 
proposed here has the structure of an interlacing, a weaving, or a web, which would allow the 
different threads and different lines of sense or force to separate again, as well as being ready 
to bind others together. (Derrida, 1973, p. 132) 

 
An assemblage is precisely this increase in the dimensions of a multiplicity that necessarily 
changes in nature as it expands its connections. There are no points or positions in a rhizome, 
such as those found in a structure, tree, or root. There are only lines. (Deleuze and Guattari, 
1987, p. 8) 

 
Anna Tsing (2015) describes assemblage as ‘an open-ended entanglement of ways of being’ that is 
irreducible, historical, and contingent. This entanglement is expressed in concepts of networks and 
translation, and the latter concepts are relevant to interpreting competition and disagreements among 
actors and government levels. In another example, Miller and Rose (2008, pp. 21–22) describe 
‘complex processes of negotiation and persuasion involved in the assemblage of loose and mobile 
networks that can bring persons, organizations and objectives into alignment’. Concepts of networks 
and translation, in ANT, explore how connections and relationships are expanded, thereby extending 
actions (global interventions) over distance (Callon, 1986; Latour, 1996). ‘Networks’ refer to 
processes, rather than defined things that actually exist (Latour, 1999). ‘Translation’ (definition in 
Callon, 1986) examines competition and struggles through which ideas and knowledge are created, 
circulated, altered, contested, and come to be accepted. Translation refers to how different actors 
become powerful by enrolling others and extending their influence in networked processes (Callon, 
1986, 1980; Latour, 1987; Law, 1992). In another example, Tania Li (2007b) describes ‘the on-going 
labour of bringing disparate elements together and forging connections between them’ in practices of 
assemblage in community forestry. Such practices, according to Li, shed light on ‘the refractory 
processes that make government so difficult’ (Li, 2007b, p. 287). Concepts of networks and 
translation, and assemblage, are lenses into such ‘refractory processes’, for example, to shed light on 
how the strategies and recommendations devised by donors and experts can deliver an unexpected 
result, or simply lack influence over land use decisions. 
 
2.1.6. Multiple realities and struggles 
 
In developing the analysis, I have drawn on Annemarie Mol (below) and John Law’s 
conceptualisation of power to interrogate how inequalities and differences are constituted and 
negotiated, often contested, come to be accepted, but are ‘never given in the order of things’ (Law, 
2004, p. 4). ANT can sometimes be viewed as insufficiently critical; describing social practice rather 
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than critically engaging with it. ANT studies have ‘sometimes slipped towards a centred and no-doubt 
gendered managerialism’ (Law, 1999, p. 4) and lack of concern for Otherness (Law, 2004). ANT 
does not explicitly identify barriers to marginalised groups overcoming disadvantage, nor identify 
class structures, or neoliberal forms of capitalism, as causes of disadvantage, but explores multiple 
processes and outcomes. There is a potential flattening of power relations in networked analysis. This 
has prompted observation that ANT methods do not fully account for how marginalised groups 
experience and relate to the world, including the effects of power inequalities on negotiations over 
contested natural resources (Horowitz, 2012). To help avoid this flatness, I have drawn on Ryan 
Holifield’s (2009) arguments on how ANT’s conceptualisation of agency can generate critical insight 
into how environmental inequalities and injustices are produced and justified: 
 

The task of an actor-network analysis is… to examine controversies and uncertainties about 
how agency is distributed, and to trace how such controversies come to be resolved. It is also 
to see how far such a tracing can be conducted without recourse to existing theories and 
concepts of the social. (Holifield, 2009, p. 645) 

 
This emphasis, in ANT, is shared with other poststructuralist inquiry, ‘that if realities are contingent 
and emergent matters, and if things could have been different, they could yet be made differently’ 
(Gorur, 2011a, p. 619 emphasis in the original). 
 
Issues of power and knowledge are important for engaging with different practices and modalities of 
governance (e.g. Verran, 2011). In this respect, John Law describes power as an effect of performed 
relations to be studied empirically, rather than power as a set of causes. As such, the task of 
demystifying ‘the power of the powerful’ is to observe that inequalities and differences ‘could and 
often should be otherwise’ (Law, 1992, p. 390). Law (1999, 1992) observes some synergy with 
Michel Foucault’s writing (1988, 1980) on knowledge and power. In this writing, an important 
question is not only ‘who exercises power?’ but ‘how does it happen?’, requiring investigation of ‘the 
strategies, the networks, the mechanisms, all those techniques by which a decision is accepted and by 
which that decisions could not but be taken in the way it was’ (Foucault, 1988, pp. 103–104). This 
prompts a range of empirical questions, such as, how and in what circumstances are ‘problems’ 
legitimate? Whose interests do they serve? Who decides their answer? For what purpose? What are 
their motivating forces? How do some decisions come to be accepted while others are contested? 
These questions are expressed in Annemarie Mol’s writing (2010, 2002, 1999) on medical practice, 
and Helen Verran’s writing (2009, 1998) on Australian Indigenous relationships to land. Mol (1999) 
uses the term ‘ontological politics’ to describe how realities are performed in a variety of practices, 
and how choices and options are unevenly distributed. Drawing on their work, Law writes:  
 

The problems really arise when there is interaction or interference between different particular 
worlds which don’t have the wherewithal to recognise that they are different… [for example] 
when Aboriginal realities overlap, as they have done for at least two hundred years, with those 
of Euro-America with its enactments of a passive version of spatial and temporal singularity. 
Leaving aside the self-evident abuses of force, the possibility of ontological disjunction is 
simply unavailable to the latter. Thus as we have seen, if the traditional owners disappear and 
can no longer help to remake their particular worlds, then those worlds disappear. If 
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Aboriginal children are forcibly separated from their families and their locations and removed 
to the Australian cities in order to enjoy the civilising. (Law, 2004, p. 136) 

 
Questions of what is counted or omitted (Mol, 2002, 1999) and what ‘could and often should be 
otherwise’ (Law, 1992, p. 390) inform this study. Drawing the threads of argument together, I 
investigate how some ideas and objectives (those relating to REDD+ implementation) come to be 
accepted while others are discarded; and how divisions and differences are created and normalised, 
altered and negotiated (Latour, 1996; Law, 1999). Drawing on ANT, I interrogate how inequalities 
and differences are constituted in multiple events, rules and practices, rather than to critique REDD+ 
(or another model) based on ‘an abstract moral imperative’; what Foucault terms the ‘indignity of 
speaking for others’.2 A concern for justice is sometimes explicit in the analysis, such as approaching 
negotiation, I directly consider how environmental inequalities and injustices are produced and 
justified in resource frontiers. Other times, it is implicit, such as approaching translation and learning, 
I address the constraints on local actors, especially villagers, relating to how REDD+ projects are 
designed and implemented. Drawing on Mol’s arguments, I assume that there is no singular ‘reality’ 
of land use change, or of REDD+, that can be objectively studied. I pay attention to how the conditions 
of possibility of those seeking to promote and implement REDD+ at international and national levels 
differ from those who are expected to implement REDD+ in Central Kalimantan province. 
 
2.2.  Approaching multi-level governance (MLG) in REDD+ 
 
Multi-level governance (MLG) is used in this thesis to explore how internationally formulated 
objectives for REDD+ are implemented, and to help to define the focus on subnational 
implementation. One study describes REDD+ as ‘multi-level environmental governance in-the-
making’ due to the involvement of a wide array of actors and government levels in processes of 
decision-making, and differences in forms of governance between developed and developing 
countries (Skutsch and Van Laake, 2008). Another definition of MLG in REDD+ is ‘the 
implementation of public policies across diverse spatial scales and by actors with dissimilar influence 
and values’ (Korhonen-Kurki et al., 2012, p. 92). A review of literature (for summary, see Saito-
Jensen, 2015) identifies two types of MLG: 
 

Type I ‘nested’ MLG refers to continuous negotiations and interactions between government 
levels and actors, in which the national state retains relative control over policymaking; i.e. 
hierarchical nested governance system. 
 
Type II polycentric approaches refer to multiple centres and defined spheres of authority. 

 
Both ‘types’ of MLG are relevant to REDD+. Type II tends to be represented by Venn diagrams 
showing decisions and networks operating from different centres or spheres of authority. This is 
similarly described in polycentric environmental governance (Morrison et al., 2019; Ostrom, 2009). 
Type I tends to be represented in a vertically and horizontally tiered manner. One way of viewing 
MLG is to distinguish ‘levels’ (such as government levels) as ‘units of analysis located at different 
                                                
2 See, Lawrence Kritzman in the Introduction (Foucault, 1988). 
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positions on a scale’ that has temporal and spatial dimensions (Cash et al., 2006). However, this 
should not imply a simple correlation of ‘level’ and ‘scale’ as shown by theories of networked 
governance (Kjær, 2011; Rhodes, 2007), and by analyses of scalar ‘politics’ and approaching ‘scale’ 
as a relational concept (Brown and Purcell, 2005; Rangan and Kull, 2009; Zimmerer, 2007). 
Differences between a Type I and II approach broadly indicate how the role of REDD+ is envisaged, 
at the international level, to incorporate the role of tropical forests and climate mitigation for 
implementation in developing countries. 
 
Early enthusiasm for ‘avoided deforestation’ as a relatively ‘fast’ and cost-effective way to mitigate 
climate change (Stern, 2006) contributed to the formal inclusion of REDD+ in the United Nations 
Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) at the 2007 Bali Conference of Parties (COP 
13). An initial proposal, two years earlier, for a payment for environmental services (PES) mechanism 
was later conceived as a national program to be implemented through early pilot projects (Jagger et 
al., 2009). The national design prompted concern that REDD+ could recentralise forest governance, 
rather than supporting local democratic processes (Phelps et al., 2010). Many authors challenged 
assumptions that REDD+ would be easy to implement (Howes, 2009) due to the political economy 
of tropical deforestation in developing countries. They observed increasing rates of deforestation 
despite international forest agreements; underlying forest governance and corruption problems; 
multiple drivers of land use change; market forces and demand for agricultural land; and higher costs 
and potential for leakage and impermanence of any emissions reduction (Bofin et al., 2011; Corbera 
et al., 2010; Fry, 2008; Humphreys, 2008; Saunders et al., 2008). Rapid scaling up of pilot projects 
did not eventuate, but REDD+ evolved into a nested, jurisdictional or national approach. As part of 
this, subnational programs and standalone projects are ‘nested’ within national strategies and 
mitigation targets. ‘Nested’ REDD+ indicates a Type I approach. Type I is also relevant to 
Indonesia’s decentralised legal framework that retains significant national control over forest and 
land allocation (see, Chapter 3). 
 
Responding to continuing global and regional drivers of land use change, numerous agreements on 
REDD+ and international commitments to tropical forests were reinforced in the 2015 United Nations 
Paris Agreement (La Viña et al., 2016). International funding and assistance were pledged through 
voluntary, not binding, actions and commitments. The 2015 Paris Agreement (COP 21) indicates a 
Type II approach recognising differentiated and voluntary commitments for participating countries. 
Some authors have described polycentric approaches emerging from the failure to achieve a 
centralised international climate regime and binding targets at the 2009 climate negotiations (COP 
15) in Copenhagen (Sunderlin et al., 2015). As such, there is some overlap of concepts, where ‘nested’ 
MLG is described in polycentric approaches to REDD+. Overall, it indicates complexity and 
fragmentation of global responses to climate change and tropical deforestation, as I elaborate below 
introducing concerns for policy experimentation, which as relevant to approaching MLG in REDD+ 
through implementation in developing countries. 
 
2.2.1. Emerging and experimental forms of governance in REDD+ 

 
The global vision for tropical forests and climate change is more complicated and fragmented than 
anticipated at the 2007 climate negotiations in Bali (see, La Viña et al., 2016; Lyster, 2009; Peel et 
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al., 2012; Tehan et al., 2017). As described above, it is important to recognise multiple influences and 
justice concerns, in asymmetrical power relations and legitimacy of decisions. These concerns, of 
justice, power and legitimacy of decisions, are highly relevant to design and implementation of 
REDD+, which can be viewed through a lens of experimentalist governance, ‘where sovereignty and 
hard law give way to non-binding norms (soft law) that offer flexible, dynamic pathways’ (Tehan et 
al., 2017, p. 339). Neoliberal and market-oriented precepts in REDD+ (e.g. Humphreys, 2008) are 
associated with non-binding legal norms and non-state environmentalism (Vandergeest and Peluso, 
2015); examples include forest certification and payment for environmental services (PES) (see, 
Corbera et al., 2007; Sikor, 2013; Wunder, 2005). Debates on the carbonisation of forests to establish 
new markets for offsetting emissions from developed countries (Fairhead et al., 2012; Leach and 
Leach, 2004) intersect with longstanding critique of ‘technologies of government’ favouring the 
imposition of market forces, often locating actions at decentralised and individual levels, rather than 
promoting collective action and democracy in political governance (e.g. Swyngedouw, 2005). Non-
state modalities of environmental governance are associated with technologies of mapping and 
monitoring, and calculating forest carbon, to create regulatory systems and markets putting a financial 
value on trees as regulators of biodiversity and water and stocks of carbon. Thus, REDD+ is seen as 
an emerging form of environmental governance whose implementation engages a wide array of actors 
for expanding technologies and producing particular ways of thinking and acting for managing 
relationships between forests and people (Astuti and McGregor, 2015; McGregor et al., 2015a). 
 
A lens of experimentalist governance, in the 2015 Paris Agreement, moving from binding targets to 
voluntary commitments, also indicates the complexity of ways in which REDD+ has evolved to 
incorporate multiple objectives (La Viña et al., 2016), therefore requiring consideration of these 
objectives in emerging and experimentalist governance in REDD+. Experimentalist governance is 
‘not merely a question of ‘learning lessons’ nor ‘achieving  coherence’ (Tehan et al., 2017, pp. 339–
345) but refers to complex interactions and relationships at multiple levels. Experimentalist 
governance in international development, including justice reform, emphasises ‘the politics of the 
relationship between development experts and the domestic political forums in and through which 
rules systems emerge’ (Desai and Woolcock, 2015, p. 155). As this indicates, different strategies and 
practices for achieving reform are political in relation to emerging and experimental forms of 
governance in REDD+. 
 
2.2.2. REDD+ subnational implementation 
 
Multi-level governance (MLG) is relevant to subnational implementation of REDD+. It is also 
relevant to approaching how land use decisions are made in Indonesia’s decentralised legal 
framework, as I elaborate below. International climate negotiations encompassing REDD+ have 
recognised different influences and competencies in internal power dynamics and networked 
processes involving government representatives, multilateral agencies, forest conservation 
organisations and NGOs, among others (Reinecke et al., 2014; Wilson Rowe, 2015). Similarly 
complex negotiations have been observed in REDD+ politics at the national level (e.g. Luttrell et al., 
2014) as well as in a variety of REDD+ subnational initiatives (e.g. Ravikumar et al., 2015b). Rather 
than focus on MLG in policy design and coordination, many authors have highlighted instability, 
conflicts of interest and politics in REDD+: 
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Nested implies that there are multiple levels of governance, but does not clarify what levels 
have which decision-making powers. It does not makes it clear which subnational actors will, 
or ought to be, engaged with REDD+, or what their influence will be in the transition toward 
a national approach. (Ravikumar et al., 2015b, p. 911) 

 
Rather than see REDD+ as a top-down process involving hierarchically nested governance 
arrangements, we see it as constituted by a complex interplay of actors and practices across 
scales. While REDD+ may provide opportunities for international actors to reshape forest 
governance, it also affords space for national and subnational actors to realise their own 
interests. (McGregor et al., 2015a, p. 140) 

 
While subnational implementation is identified as important in REDD+ literature, further empirical 
studies are needed (Mbatu, 2016). In Indonesia, evolving ‘jurisdiction-wide’ approaches to REDD+ 
require broad stakeholder participation, including provincial and district governments, and village 
institutions, and connect to different areas of reform (Irawan et al., 2019). While REDD+ produces 
particular types of knowledge and action, the aspirations and influences of subnational government 
levels and actors, including NGOs, affect how national programs and projects are implemented.  It is 
important to pay attention to how local needs and aspirations relate to higher level objectives, how 
differently situated actors relate to each other, and forms of political organising over time (Ravikumar 
et al., 2018). Drawing on these studies, MLG concepts are used in this thesis to investigate the wide 
array of actors and government levels engaging in subnational implementation of REDD+ while 
recognising complex negotiations and politics at multiple levels. 
 
2.2.3. Limitations of externally defined processes and models 

 
Instrumentalist approaches to policy transfer are often critiqued as lacking flexibility. They are 
associated with ‘top-down’ and ‘externally defined’ processes, variously described in ‘legal 
transplants’, ‘social engineering’, and ‘blueprint’ interventions, among other descriptions (e.g. 
Aspinall and van Klinken, 2010; Lindsey, 1998; Ojha et al., 2016). Technical and bureaucratic 
approaches of international agencies and donors are often critiqued. They are seen to depoliticise and 
reduce the workings of ‘the state’ to technical operations that do not resemble actual decision-making 
(Aspinall and van Klinken, 2010). Examples are found in internationally promoted anti-corruption 
measures (e.g. Aspinall and van Klinken, 2010; Lindsey, 2002), structural adjustment and forestry 
reforms including decentralisation (Barr, 2001; Batterbury and Fernando, 2006; Ribot et al., 2006), 
transmigration (Fearnside, 1997), land titling programs (Lindsey, 1998; Warren and Lucas, 2013), 
and national development projects (McCarthy, 2013). Similar arguments appear in REDD+ literature, 
and many authors have questioned the bluntness of tools and technical terms (Milne et al., 2018; 
Myers et al., 2018; Pasgaard, 2015). One study describes ‘messiness’ as what escapes—and gets 
created—within big and technical projects; as a symptom of injustice and illegitimacy when local 
needs and aspirations were not fulfilled. Conversely, ‘legitimacy of technical solutions depended 
largely on the extent to which they aligned with local notions of justice and political realities’ (Myers 
et al., 2018, p. 317). These problems have repeatedly been identified in technical and apolitical 
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government programs and environmental projects (Ferguson, 1990; Li, 2007a; Scott, 1998). They are 
discussed in MLG literature: 
 

Over-attention to normative principles, even when directed at building flexible and 
distributive institutional forms, can impart a perspective that governance is much like a recipe. 
Yet, attention to who makes decisions about which recipe is followed, who gets access to the 
ingredients, and who benefits from the outcome is equally important. Issues of power and 
control, the social construction of problems, knowledge valuation and the positioning of 
different groups suggest that adaptive, multi-level governance in specific places and at 
specific times is dependent on variables and events that require thoughtful deconstruction. 
(Armitage, 2008, p. 25) 

 
These comments further indicate a need to attend issues of knowledge and power, and access and 
benefits of decisions. They are echoed in writing on REDD+ describing problems of collective action, 
such as democratic participation and accountability, leadership, knowledge pluralism, learning and 
trust (Gallemore et al., 2015, 2014; Mulyani and Jepson, 2015; Pasgaard, 2015). A key argument, 
which I develop using the concept of translation, is that there is no model of ‘good governance’ (or 
‘REDD+’); instead, ‘the actors who implement, obstruct or manipulate it are central to [its] 
construction’ (Larson and Lewis-Mendoza, 2012). 
 
2.2.4. Technical expertise and community participation in REDD+ 
 
International policy formulation of REDD+, first iterated in the Bali Agreements, envisages learning 
occurring through pilot phases and projects (Jagger et al., 2009). This is reflected, to varying degrees, 
in multiple studies deriving ‘lessons’ from REDD+ implementation to inform policy design and best 
practice (Caplow et al., 2011; Jagger et al., 2009; Murdiyarso et al., 2012; Mustalahti et al., 2012; 
Mustalahti and Rakotonarivo, 2014; Westholm et al., 2011) and ‘lessons’ from community forestry, 
forest governance and land tenure reforms that are relevant to REDD+ (Atela et al., 2015; Blom et 
al., 2010; Caplow et al., 2011; Cronkleton et al., 2011; Kanowski et al., 2011; Larson, 2011; Peskett 
et al., 2011; Rosenberg and Wilkinson, 2013; Saunders et al., 2008). ‘Learning lessons’ is related to 
above experimental forms of governance described above. A recent study on national policy 
processes in Indonesia describes REDD+ as being implemented ‘under conditions of institutional 
uncertainty to learn of what would work the best to implement the new type of policy’ (Korhonen-
Kurki et al., 2017, p. 63). Some authors have sought to develop a comprehensive understanding of 
international approaches to piloting and implementing REDD+: 
 

When delivery fails, the intervention itself usually gets the blame… Yet, outcomes from 
conservation interventions depend not only on generic tools in isolation but also on their 
design, implementation, application time, institutional environment (e.g., transparency and 
rule of law), and other contextual variables. Rather than labelling recently developed tools as 
inherently good or bad, conservation professionals need more empirical evidence to devise 
and sustain recommendations for what works under which circumstances. (Angelsen et al., 
2017, p. 720) 
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These comments indicate a need for flexible and socially attenuated processes. Nonetheless, they 
imply that REDD+ knowledge is mediated by professionals (experts) in designing projects, collecting 
evidence, refining and adjusting tools, and reviewing performance. In another example, 
experimentalist governance in REDD+ is described as requiring a process of ‘revision by peers in 
order that best practice is identified and becomes evident to the whole’ (Tehan et al., 2017, p. 343). 
This emphasis on ‘more empirical evidence’ can work to deny alternative knowledge claims that do 
not fit within assumptions of what constitutes empirical evidence. Different assumptions of the 
causality and temporality of climate change, for example, enable and constrain approaches to 
environmental governance, and shape what is implemented and evaluated (Pascoe, 2018; Pascoe et 
al., 2019). This can prioritise certain forms of evidence and reporting through which, policy 
recommendations are mediated by professionals (experts) in designing projects, refining and 
adjusting tools, and reviewing performance. I develop these considerations in translation and learning 
concepts below, to interrogate the assumptions in language of ‘piloting’, ‘trialling’, and ‘testing’ of 
REDD+. 
 
A significant focus on community rights and participation in REDD+ intersects a long history of 
programs and projects in international development arenas that offer different conceptions of local 
participation and forms of poverty reduction (Bebbington, 2004, 2000). Often, these programs and 
projects are highly participatory without recognising power asymmetries of expert positions in 
relation to community participants and diversity in how communities are embedded in wider systems 
and their local realities (Li, 2002; Ojha et al., 2016; Pasgaard and Nielsen, 2016). In some 
participatory models, local communities, who are envisaged as ‘sites of improvement’, constitute a 
terrain for professionals to ‘empower’ them (Li, 2007a). Many authors highlight power asymmetries 
and one-sided knowledge transfer in struggles for recognition of local and Indigenous ways of being 
and knowing (Blaser, 2013, 2009; Davidson-Hunt and Michael O’Flaherty, 2007; Natcher et al., 
2005). This is echoed in wider REDD+ literature in arguments for greater recognition of historical 
legacies, scrutiny of project ‘benefits’, flexibility, and genuine partnerships (e.g. McGregor et al., 
2015b; Mulyani and Jepson, 2015; Nantongo, 2017). Analysis of REDD+ program documents 
identifies international agencies and experts as ‘key agents facilitating change’, while community 
participants are designated as ‘subjects of necessary change’ (Holmgren, 2013). Examining how 
knowledge is used and assembled can illustrate the potential for REDD+ to reinscribe inequalities 
either by ignoring local people (Pascoe, 2018) or by focusing on communities as key beneficiaries 
and program recipients (Holmgren, 2013). A recent critique of expert-facilitated community 
participation in REDD+ (Ribot, 2018) reiterates these concerns, whereby one-sided transfer of 
knowledge and skills provides what is ‘missing’ in capacity building and skills to local recipients 
(see, Leeuwis, 2004; Li, 2007a; Ojha et al., 2016). Therefore, I carefully attend to the experience of 
those who are assumed to benefit from REDD+. In doing so, I consider forms of technical expertise 
and knowledge, and participatory approaches associated with ‘learning’ pilots. 
 
2.2.5. Approaching translation in REDD+ 
 
While international actors (such as donors and experts) can be envisaged as powerful ‘agents of 
control’, global environmental goals have repeatedly proven more difficult to implement than 
anticipated (Carrier and West, 2009). Translation is often used in MLG literature, loosely, to describe 
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the ‘transfer process’ of global objectives to national and subnational levels, and local 
implementation. Many of the above-mentioned studies (in Section 2.2.3) report perverse outcomes 
or failed projects. Translation, in MLG literature, deals with complex negotiations for reshaping 
global objectives to fit national and subnational government priorities (Newell, 2008; see also, 
Shapiro-Garza, 2013). Some authors have argued that greater attention should be paid to this ‘transfer 
process’, rather than ‘general principles’ (Jansen, 2008). Competing objectives, tensions, and 
frictions are indicated by previous studies, for example, differing conceptions and practices of 
accountability in relationships between donors and NGOs (Boulding, 2012; Ebrahim, 2003). As noted 
above, there is some crossover of ideas and arguments to political science in articulating networked 
processes and different influences on policymaking (Bernstein and Cashore, 2012; Kjær, 2011; 
Rhodes, 2007). While not explicitly mentioning ‘translation’, complex negotiations are observed in 
national strategies for obstructing globally promoted democratic decentralisation and uneven 
redistribution of power and accountability relations in developing countries, including Indonesia 
(Batterbury and Fernando, 2006; Larson and Lewis-Mendoza, 2012; McCarthy, 2004; Resosudarmo, 
2004; Ribot et al., 2006). These studies suggest that any changes brought by global interventions 
cannot be imposed on local actors and situations (Carrier and West, 2009; Mosse, 2004) 
 
Combining this literature with observations in the field led me to focus on translation, and 
subsequently learning as outlined below. The concept of translation is drawn from ANT using the 
definition in Michel Callon’s (1986, 1980) (see, Chapter 6). Callon describes several moments or 
stages of translation from the initial problem formulation to network formation and enrolling actors, 
and mobilising ideas and information through networks of supporters. Through the concept of 
translation, I am interested in exploring the relationship of global processes to local environments 
and people. In doing so, I recognise the specificity of natures, cultures, economies, practices (Blaser, 
2010; Escobar, 2011, 2001; Tsing, 2015, 2005; West, 2006). For example, Anna Tsing (2005, p. 13) 
writes on ‘collaboration’ that we should not assume any straightforward sharing of information nor 
that ‘collaborators share common goals’. Tsing uses the concept of ‘friction’ to describe productive 
and unstable global connections in practical encounters. Maya Pasgaard (2015) draws on Tsing’s 
concept of friction and the translation concept from ANT to reveal how project assessments iron out 
complications during local implementation to meet donor expectations (Pasgaard, 2015). This is an 
example of how processes of translation work to facilitate collaborations, yet can also produce 
misunderstandings, discrepancies and sometimes perverse outcomes. Examining translation can shed 
light on the involvement of different types of organisations, and disagreements and barriers to the 
integration of knowledge observed in REDD+ subnational implementation (Gallemore et al., 2015, 
2014). Through the concept of translation, in Chapter 6, I investigate how discrepancies emerge 
between the original intended goals and practical outcomes from the implementation of 
environmental programs and projects (Carrier and West, 2009). 
 
2.2.6. Approaching learning in REDD+ 
 
Many authors have identified a need to specify learning goals and approaches in environmental 
governance (Armitage et al., 2008; Reed et al., 2010). While many studies on REDD+ identify 
‘lessons’, few explicitly engage with learning processes and especially social learning (with some 
exceptions; e.g. Mulyani and Jepson, 2015). Therefore, I have looked at literature on social learning 
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(see, Chapter 7) and adaptive collaborative management (Colfer, 2005; Evans et al., 2014). I identify 
other learning concepts, particularly experiential learning, to attend to learning practices and 
relationships (Kolb, 1984; Kolb et al., 2001). Additionally, I identify features that help or hinder 
learning processes and outcomes in a range of studies (e.g. Baral et al., 2007; Beierle, 2005; Carmeli 
and Sheaffer, 2008; Folke, 2006; Pahl-Wostl, 2009). I distinguish single-loop learning that corrects 
errors in routine, double-loop learning that examines values and policies, and triple-loop learning that 
affects the design of norms and protocols (Armitage et al., 2008; Reed et al., 2010; Röling, 2002). In 
Chapter 7, I connect the analysis of learning to studies on policy and governance experimentation 
(e.g. Bos et al., 2013; Warner et al., 2018) that are relevant to MLG literature. An important thread 
of analysis relates to expert positions in ‘learning lessons’ from REDD+ implementation, as I indicate 
above. Another important thread is that learning processes and outcomes are unstable and often 
contested. This instability is expressed in Tsing’s ‘friction’ and in the concept of translation from 
ANT. It is indicated in a study of mining in Sumbawa, Indonesia. This study found that local 
recipients of training to introduce them to modern farming techniques then exerted pressure for 
development assistance and jobs, rather than becoming self-reliant (Welker, 2012). In other words, 
‘[p]articipation did in fact empower them, although not in the ways the experts prescribed’ (Li, 2007a, 
p. 277). Examining learning provides for deeper understanding of modes of exchange and 
collaboration in specific relationships. It poses questions about how these processes occur, in ways 
that are constraining and enabling, and could be approached differently. 
 
2.3.    Approaching land use change and REDD+ in resource frontiers 
 
REDD+ projects tend to be implemented in frontier landscapes, in which land use change occurs 
rapidly and in ways that are difficult for those implementing projects to interpret. In studying how 
decision-making processes relate to multiple outcomes, I draw on frontier studies to shed light on the 
complexities that have been observed in many REDD+ projects, and were observed during fieldwork. 
Bringing REDD+ deliberately into dialogue with frontier literature has potential to shed light on 
ongoing and overlapping forms of governance and decision-making. From a frontier perspective, 
REDD+ can be situated in continuing processes of extracting natural resources and developing some 
land for agriculture and other investments, while enclosing other land (often ‘forests’) for 
environmental purposes (Hall et al., 2011). There is a huge body of work on the ‘frontier’ from the 
approach to frontiers historically and culturally as areas of ‘wildness’ and wilderness (Cronon, 1995) 
to the expansion, colonisation in and by western nations, disrupting Indigenous societies and 
relationships to land (Prout and Howitt, 2009; Verran, 1998). Many studies have dealt with state 
institutions and violence, including the idea of ‘marginality’ when poor people are blamed for 
deforestation and excluded in conservation practices (Larson, 2010). Specifically, I have drawn on 
studies examining the expansion of agricultural frontiers across South East Asia and elsewhere 
(Eilenberg, 2014; Fold and Hirsch, 2009; Hall et al., 2011). Related studies consider how nature and 
society are produced through frontier processes (Blaser, 2013; Escobar, 2011), often with a concern 
for land access and exclusion (Hall et al., 2011; Peluso and Lund, 2011; Ribot and Peluso, 2003). 
These studies provide insight into how REDD+ objectives interact with forest and land governance, 
and related land issues ‘from below’ (Borras and Franco, 2013; Hall et al., 2015). These interactions, 
which are seldom directly observed in negotiations for REDD+ projects (one notable exception is 



 
 

30 

Eilenberg, 2015), have important environmental consequences, and justice, equity and tenure 
implications for those enrolled in such projects, often in remote and contested ‘frontier’ locations. 
 
Any ‘new’ form of governance, such as REDD+, does do not replace the ‘old’ but entails 
uncomfortable interactions between them (Kjær, 2011). A similar point is made about REDD+ in 
international forest governance that needs to be understood historically (Humphreys, 2008). Non-
state environmentalism, for example seeking greater flexibility and input from non-state actors and 
markets, departs from direct regulatory control. From a frontier perspective, non-state 
environmentalism is connected to colonial and state efforts to govern and manage territorial spaces 
and people in continuing land development and forest conservation (Agnew, 2013; Peluso and 
Vandergeest, 2001; Rasmussen and Lund, 2018; Vandergeest and Peluso, 2015). Neoliberal and 
market-oriented precepts of environmental governance and REDD+ as a form of non-state 
environmental governance emerge from—and relate to—prior negotiations and policy instruments 
(Humphreys, 2008; Vandergeest and Peluso, 2015). It important to recognise that REDD+ does not 
enter an even playing field (Ribot and Larson, 2012) and may exacerbate historical injustices and 
inequalities (Chomba et al., 2016) in contested land use arrangements. By implication, a focus on 
community participation and rights in REDD+ is limited, without considering their role and influence 
in decision-making at higher levels. Consistent with this, though not mentioning the ‘frontier’, justice 
concerns in REDD+ often centre on Indigenous recognition and rights (Tehan et al., 2017), and 
related to these concerns, some authors have observed continuing tendencies for appropriation of 
nature and land grabs (Fairhead et al., 2012). These debates raise important equity and tenure 
concerns relating to potential exclusionary effects of land formalisation and creation of regulatory 
systems and markets for offsetting emissions from developed countries. In resource frontiers, local 
communities will likely continue to lose out from processes of decision-making, including REDD+, 
‘without concerted efforts to level the playing field’ (Larson and Lewis-Mendoza, 2012). I develop 
these justice, equity and tenure concerns using the concept of negotiation to examine the wider 
historical land use situation. 
 
2.3.1.   Systems perspectives on land use change 
 
Systems perspectives deal with nonlinear and adaptive processes and uncertainty. They are often used 
in studying global and regional drivers of land use change, particularly tropical deforestation. 
Multiple causes of deforestation as well as regional variation have been observed across South East 
Asia: 
 

Processes of land-use change have multiple causes, originate from a variety of organizational 
levels, and stem from different time periods. Three sets of factors lead to these regional 
variations: the environmental and land-use history of each region, which defines the initial 
conditions for each subsequent round of land use change; the particular combination of causes 
triggering and driving land-use change; and the feedback structure, that is, the social and 
ecological responses to land-cover changes affecting rates of change. (Lambin and Geist, 
2003, p. 24) 
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Land use change is understood to result from multiple and synergistic combinations of causes that 
are non-linear, and therefore, agricultural and other land use ‘transition’ does not occur in a fixed or 
predictable pattern (Lambin et al., 2014, 2003; Lambin and Geist, 2003; Lambin and Meyfroidt, 
2010). Land use change is often represented using systems diagrams showing feedback loops and 
variables. The box ‘human activity’ (Figure 2.1) contains interactions of humans with physical 
landscapes as well as legal and governance mechanisms (Lambin and Geist, 2003). As depicted, it 
reduces the complexity of intertwined social and ecological processes, and does not address issues of 
knowledge and power in decision-making and human activity. Systems perspectives, such as this, 
inform arguments that systematic evaluation of policy instruments is needed to improve their 
effectiveness and create transformative sustainable outcomes (Lambin et al., 2014). A need for 
systematic evaluation similarly appears in REDD+ research, urging ‘more empirical evidence to 
devise and sustain recommendations for what works under which circumstances’ (Angelsen et al., 
2017, p. 720).  
 
 

 
Source: (Lambin and Geist, 2003, p. 25) 

Figure 2.1. Example of a systems diagram showing feedback loops and impact of human activity 
upon land use change 

 
 
Key insights from systems perspectives, and complexity science more generally, relate to nonlinear 
and adaptive processes, uncertainty, and the need to shift scale and perspective to engage with 
dynamic processes. More attention to socially attenuated processes is needed, such as described above 
in the concepts of translation and learning, and in MLG literature (Armitage, 2008) emphasising there 
is no recipe, model, nor any singular reality to be analysed, and impacts assessed, using performance 
indicators and measures. Incorporating insights from ANT, I depart from systems perspectives that 
commonly represent land use change using feedback loops and variables. I am mindful of Bruno 
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Latour’s (1999) comments that networks are processes, not entities to be studied in combinations of 
causes independent of their construction. Contextual interactions and relationships are also captured 
by the concept of ‘emergence’ (‘constant becoming’): 
 

This is not merely to say that systems are complicated. Rather, complexity refers to an 
understanding of systems as always dynamic and interacting in ways that defy attempts to 
model them. (Dittmer, 2014, p. 390) 

 
The concept of emergence suggests that intervention is not only complicated but exceeds the capacity 
of actors to intervene with predictable outcomes, indicating the difficulties of actors to intervene in 
existing, dynamic and emerging land use systems, such as frontiers. Any intervention or assessment 
of impacts depends on the methods and tools, what is counted, evaluated, assessed, rather than, per 
se, the policy instruments. ANT approaches extend thinking on land use change using systems 
perspectives by dealing with relational human interactions, and unpacking the boxes and models 
(Latour, 1987). 
 
2.3.2.   Landscape approaches and REDD+ 
 
REDD+ involves the creation of new regulatory systems and markets. Implementation processes 
engage multiple actors with different aspirations and goals, and interact at multiple levels with forest 
governance and land allocation systems. In the locations where REDD+ is implemented, it is 
important to consider environmental conditions and land use characteristics, and where different 
actors and activities are situated. Figure 2.2. provides an illustration of this. It also provides an 
indication of agricultural ‘transition’, such as occurring in Indonesia’s frontiers, which encompasses 
agricultural intensification, including oil palm plantations, human settlement and smallholder 
production, state-based forest conservation and REDD+ projects. Landscape approaches deal with 
temporal and spatial elements, and recognise multiple stakeholders and competing land uses. As such, 
they aspire to ‘a long-term collaborative process bringing together diverse stakeholders aiming to 
achieve a balance between multiple and sometimes conflicting objectives in a landscape or seascape’ 
(Sayer et al., 2017, p. 466). This is indicated in the 2015 Paris Agreement, potentially, offering a 
more integrated approach than envisaged when REDD+ was first proposed: 
 

Ideally, the Paris agreement should ensure a more integrated approach to land-use 
management. That is, land use must be dealt with in a way that integrates environmental, 
social and governance considerations in the agreement to ensure the effectiveness, equity and 
permanence of the Parties’ mitigation actions. (La Viña et al., 2016, p. 22) 

 
This statement reflects a broadening of REDD+ agendas to recognise multiple objectives and more 
integrated land use and jurisdictional approaches. While landscape approaches recognise the 
importance of learning, flexibility, and adaptive responses, over long time horizons, and that 
competing priorities and disagreements among actors are likely, the ultimate goals are not easily 
defined and are hard to implement (Sayer et al., 2013, 2017). Powerful actors and struggles over land 
are not always visible within decisions and objectives, especially at higher levels. Also, while the 
Paris agreement indicates a more integrated approach, many REDD+ projects have focused on direct 
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drivers of deforestation, namely local communities. There are additional demands on REDD+ 
effectiveness to reduce deforestation in developing countries, where land use decisions often benefit 
the interests of powerful actors. In one study, this is considered in the potential takeover from large 
concessions and powerful actors as alternative counterfactual scenarios to REDD+ projects (Nathan 
and Pasgaard, 2017). Contested land use arrangements and struggles over land are observed another 
study in how villagers deal with competing land use interests (Eilenberg, 2015). Below, I develop the 
concept of negotiation to consider how decisions are made for forest and land allocation, including 
who holds decision-making powers at higher levels (McCarthy, 2010; McCarthy and Tacconi, 2011) 
and competing land use interests in locations where REDD+ is implemented. 
 
 

 
Source: (Sayer et al., 2017, p. 468) 
Figure 2.2. Landscape transition 

 
 
2.3.3.   Grappling with complexities in frontier landscapes 
 
‘Frontiers’ describe the fluidity of changes happening ‘in and to space’ (Rasmussen and Lund, 2018, 
p. 387) in patterns of movement and extraction of resources and people, land development and 
establishment of property regimes (Barney, 2009; Blomley, 2003). The latter concepts of property 
intersect with markets, state formation and territorial claims among different groups, including 
Indigenous territories. Frontier processes are connected to territorialisation through state efforts at 
governing and regulating land and resources (Eilenberg, 2014; Peluso and Lund, 2011). The concept 
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of ‘political forest’ refers to state forest area through codification of people’s rights of access, and 
definition of what is allowed in state land and private property (Peluso and Vandergeest, 2001; 
Vandergeest and Peluso, 2015). Some authors have prioritised concepts of territory, rather than 
landscape, to address rules and legal processes, recognition, rights and responsibilities, and whose 
land and resources are being negotiated in REDD+ implementation processes (McCall, 2016). 
Landscapes are, however, relevant to understanding changing land use, and where different actors 
and activities and situated (indicated in Figure 2.2.). I draw on an understanding of relationality and 
hybridity of spatial and legal configurations (Barney, 2009) when approaching negotiation in frontier 
landscapes ‘as an amalgam of spaces of newly emerging social and environmental relations’ (Fold 
and Hirsch, 2009, p. 96). Concepts of ‘frontier’ and ‘territory’, and ‘landscape’ articulate processes 
of land use change, including legal processes and contested land claims, as I explore using the concept 
of negotiation. 
 
The connections of physical (nonhuman) and political (human) elements have long been explored in 
frontier studies (Kristof, 1959). Understanding ‘present contestations of land use, resource 
exploitation, and their social consequences’ requires peeling back ‘different layers of past and present 
land tenure regulations’ (Kunz et al., 2017; see also, Blomley, 2003; Li, 2014a, 2014b). Tania Li’s 
(2014a) analytic of conjuncture focuses on specific practices and sites where frontier processes are 
occurring. By ‘conjuncture’, Li describes teasing out connections and interactions between processes 
of land use change and people’s lives, ‘peeling back layers of meaning and practice, and tracking 
relations across different spans of space and time’ (pp. 16-17). According to Li, a ‘conjuncture’ is 
dynamic but not random, and not always shaped by dramatic events but gradual, cumulative 
processes. A similarly detailed mode of inquiry (avoiding universalising, simplifying and 
generalising) is found in genealogy, as described in Foucault (1986) in a mode of careful and 
documentary investigation. A genealogical approach informs the concept of a political forest above, 
in colonial and state territorialisation and control (Peluso and Vandergeest, 2001). These ideas and 
approaches inform my selection of field sites to consider a combination of land development and 
environmental initiatives (Chapter 4), and historically situated, political, legal and economic 
relations, through the detail of land negotiations occurring in frontier landscapes. 
 
2.3.4.   Approaching negotiation in frontier landscapes 
 
Examining how locally governed arrangements for resource use, including land tenure, have evolved 
and function is important for understanding how internationally formulated objectives for REDD+ 
relate to land use decision-making involving diverse actors and subnational government levels. 
Political economic considerations draw attention to the how decisions are made for forest and land 
allocation (Brockhaus et al., 2012), and who holds decision-making powers at higher levels 
(McCarthy, 2010; McCarthy and Tacconi, 2011). Modes of exchange and corruption ‘run in all 
directions, both within and beyond the state’ (Aspinall and van Klinken, 2010, pp. 5–6), but often are 
not visible or legible to outsiders promoting and implementing reform agendas (Aspinall and van 
Klinken, 2010; Lindsey, 2002) including agendas for REDD+. A further implication for approaching 
land use change and REDD+ in this study, as Carol Warren (2013) has observed, is that local 
arrangements matter. Externally defined land reforms, such as land certification, have been likened 
to fitting square pegs into round holes (Lindsey, 1998). Many authors have described aspects of this 
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in informal and customary practices, emerging capitalist land relations and property rights, and 
overlapping claims in both statutory and customary systems (Blomley, 2003; Kunz et al., 2017; Li, 
2014b). Analyses of property rights and powers to access, use, transfer, or exclude others from land 
(Blomley, 2003; Hall et al., 2011; Peluso and Lund, 2011; Ribot and Peluso, 2003) inform the concept 
of negotiation as a process of conferring, discussing or bargaining to reach an agreement among 
relevant parties, in this case over land use. 
 
In frontiers, natural resources are ‘up for grabs’ and central state control tends to be weak and 
contested on the ground (McCarthy, 2013). Actual land use change is often disorderly and contended 
with in routine practices and occasional physical violence. Some authors have observed the often 
speculative nature of large land deals and transactions, including both commercial oil palm 
concessions and carbon sequestration in REDD+ (McCarthy et al., 2012b), and how local reactions 
to such deals vary (Astuti and McGregor, 2017; Borras and Franco, 2013; Hall et al., 2015). 
Combining the above literature with observations in the field led me to focus on these aspects of 
‘negotiation’ for several reasons. Firstly, I observed that definitions of state forest and property rights 
were highly contested on the ground (similar to observations in Kunz et al., 2017). Secondly, land 
claims were disorderly, often leading villagers to make rushed decisions. This did not resemble 
rational decision-making based solely on individual self-interest (cf. Aspinall and van Klinken, 2010 
on state functions). Thirdly, top-down expectations for REDD+, relating to donor funding and 
timeframes, and community participation and benefits, were mismatched observed disorderly and 
contested negotiation processes in villages where REDD+ were implemented. Relatedly, I observed 
that villagers dealt with competing land use interests (similar to observations in Eilenberg, 2015) and 
intersecting land use changes, and the concept of negotiation provided a way to investigate justice, 
equity and tenure implications, as well as any practical implications for REDD+ effectiveness, in a 
nuanced and open-ended way. 
 
The relational materialist approach of ANT complements analyses of how law and property are 
enacted in resource frontiers (Blomley, 2003) and how land is assembled as a resource through 
diverse actors, strategies, technologies, and other forces (Li, 2014b). Lastly, I connect analyses of 
land and property relations (e.g. Hall et al., 2011) to relational materialist analysis, particularly the 
concept of an ‘actant’ from ANT to describe forces or objects that exceed or escape the control of 
their human makers. I pay attention to how the legal characteristics of ‘objects’ such as government 
regulations, land titles, and maps (described earlier in McElwee, 2016) exert agency over human in 
negotiations over land use at frontiers.  
 
2.4.    Main concepts and research questions 
 
Many times, throughout this thesis, I found myself searching for appropriate concepts, words and 
terminology to navigate and express the research problem. I have been guided by the questions 
identified earlier, relating to how some ideas and objectives come to be accepted while others are 
discarded; and how certain relationships, divisions, and inequalities are created and normalised 
(Latour, 1996; Law, 1999). A range of ideas have been considered, including tracking of actors, 
tracing processes, genealogy, networks and translation, assemblage, emergence and conjuncture, as 
well as concepts of multi-level governance and decision-making, and those relating to frontier and 
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territory. These ideas and approaches, together provide different insights, rather than a tight 
framework. The above grouping indicates some relationships between them. For example, a 
‘conjuncture’ describes the relationship of specific events to wider historical conditions. It indicates 
emergent processes that exceed the control of those engaging in and contributing to frontier processes. 
Likewise, genealogy is a mode of careful and documentary investigation. ANT approaches similarly 
suggest a detailed mode for examining how knowledge is produced and justified, rather than 
observing facts or truths (Callon, 1986; Latour, 1999, 1996). I do not attempt to reconcile tensions 
and disagreements in this thesis. While there are disagreements, reflecting Anna Tsing’s concept of 
friction, the tensions can be productive. The overall approach of this thesis is flexible and open-ended 
to engage with questions of practice and to grapple with complexities observed in the field. It is 
motivated by a concern with social and environmental justice, and related to this, a concern with 
ethics in global environmental governance and novel mechanisms such as REDD+. Additionally, as 
outlined in this chapter on multiple causality, non-binary positions, expanding connections and 
translation, and multiple struggles and competing realities, these ideas are situated in modes of 
poststructuralist inquiry and inform the overall approach. 
 
The research problem, which I have articulated in this chapter, is about how global environmental 
goals are implemented in frontier landscapes. Careful consideration of decision-making, including 
the role of subnational governments, can provide insight into the disconnects observed in 
internationally formulated objectives for REDD+ and local realities (Bull et al., 2018; Milne et al., 
2018). The concepts of negotiation, translation, and learning are identified from the preceding 
synthesis of literature. As shown in Figure 2.3, the concepts are envisaged as linked, interactive 
processes. I explore these connections and interactions as they play out in Central Kalimantan over 
the period of the fieldwork, including through negotiations over land use. I focus on subnational levels 
of government and how implementation of REDD+ intersects with multi-level governance in 
Indonesia’s decentralised legal framework. While each concept includes elements of the other, the 
analytical focus on a single concept in Chapters 5, 6 and 7, enables in-depth exploration of these 
connections and interactions within the overall approach and focus of this study. 
 
Building on the intersection of REDD+ and frontier studies outlined above, including MLG literature, 
the objective of this study is to understand how interventions for implementing global environmental 
goals relate to existing land use systems and processes of decision-making in frontier landscapes. 
 
The main research questions are: 
 

How are land use decisions made, including the implementation of REDD+, within interacting 
multi-level governance arrangements in the southern peatlands of Central Kalimantan 
province, Indonesia? 
 
How do decision-making processes in these arrangements relate to multiple outcomes? 

 
To address the main research questions, the subsidiary questions each refer to a single concept of 
negotiation, translation, or learning (see, Table 1.1). They are written in a straightforward way based 
on what was observed in the field. 
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The subsidiary questions are: 
 

1. How do the actors involved in land use change relate to each other and interact in processes 
of negotiation at the frontier? 

 
2. How do different actors understand and interpret REDD+ ideas and goals, and each other, as 

they seek to influence subnational processes and practical outcomes on the ground? 
 

3. How did KFCP design and decision-making affect learning processes and outcomes, and what 
did learning mean for different actors? 

 
 

 
      Figure 2.3. Conceptual framework showing the main concepts 

 
 
It is by staying with the complexities observed in the field and making connections across the bodies 
of scholarship, that I begin to articulate the historical conditions, legal framework, and frontier 
processes occurring in the next chapter, Chapter 3. This chapter is organised to provide the rationale 
for focusing in the southern peatlands of Central Kalimantan province, which I develop in Chapter 4 
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on methods. In Chapter 5, the analysis of negotiation required understanding the historical and legal 
development of forestry and land governance. In Chapter 6, the analysis of translation required 
understanding how national policy processes for REDD+ connected to provincial and district 
government levels. National and subnational processes are encompassed in the relationships among 
the concepts shown in the diagram (Figure 2.3). In Chapter 7, the analysis of learning required 
understanding of how these national and subnational processes, involving multilateral and bilateral 
funding arrangements, led to REDD+ projects and preparatory activities in the study area. The next 
chapter, Chapter 3 provides this background. 
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3. Indonesia’s forests as a resource frontier, and a source of carbon  
          emissions 
 
This chapter builds on the conceptual framework to present the location, historical and legal context 
for the field research. Given REDD+’s focus in carbon rich regions and agricultural frontiers, where 
land use is actively changing, it is likely to encounter competing imperatives for land development 
and forest conservation, contested land use arrangements and struggles over land and resources. To 
deal with this, I continue to expand the focus of this study from REDD+ by incorporating Indonesian 
scholarship on historical state formation and multi-level relations of governance, later identifying 
land use characteristics, including oil palm plantations nearby to REDD+ projects in the study area. 
There are five sections. Firstly, I outline the global significance of Indonesia’s tropical forests and 
peatlands leading to the rationale for focusing in Central Kalimantan, Indonesia’s official REDD+ 
pilot province (Figure 3.1). Secondly, I outline national policy processes as these relate to Central 
Kalimantan. Thirdly, I outline the historical and legal development of forestry and land governance, 
and fourthly, multi-level governance to interpret land use decision-making in Indonesia’s 
decentralised legal framework. Finally, I describe historical patterns of land use change and 
relationships to land in the study area. Understanding the decentralised legal framework, the 
government levels and actors, and complex land processes in this region, fits with the argument of 
this thesis that it is important to approach land use change and REDD+ in an integrated way. 
 
 

 
Source: Unpublished information provided in interviews with the National REDD+ Agency (BPR) 

Figure 3.1. Map of Indonesia showing subnational ‘readiness’ to implement REDD+ in 2014 
 
 
3.1. Global significance of Indonesia’s tropical forests and peatlands 
 
Indonesia’s tropical forests and peatlands are important for global climate regulation, biodiversity 
conservation, sustainable development and poverty reduction objectives (Angelsen et al., 2009). 



 
 

40 

Indonesia has around 90 million hectares of tropical forest, which is the largest area of forest in Asia, 
and third largest area globally after Brazil and the Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC) (Food and 
Agriculture Organization of the United Nations, 2010). Indonesia also ranks 2nd after Brazil in terms 
of land use, land use change and forestry (LULUCF) emissions (Harris et al. 2012). Primary forest 
loss from 2000 to 2012 is estimated at more than six million hectares (Margono et al., 2014). 
According to Forest Reference Emissions Levels (FRELs) 2002–2012 in reporting to the UNFCCC 
(Government of Indonesia, 2015), the annual rate of deforestation was 671,420 ha and forest 
degradation 425,296 ha in 2013. LULUCF emissions of 0.410 GtCO2e (billion tonnes) were 
projected to be 0.441 GtCO2e in 2020. Significant to these estimates, greenhouse gas (GHG) 
emissions are associated with peat degradation (oxidisation) and fires resulting from land use 
activities (Hoscilo et al., 2011; Page et al., 2011). Figure 3.2. indicates the officially reported 
contribution of historical emissions from land use change in tropical peatlands, and ‘AGB’ indicates 
above ground biomass while peat decomposition is associated with ecological disturbance such as 
drainage for agriculture that affects the hydrological balance of peat ecosystems. There is significant 
variability and uncertainty about estimates, including the carbon densities of biomass and soils in 
tropical peatlands (Page et al., 2011). 
 
 

 
Source: Forest Reference Emissions Levels (FRELs), 2000-2012 (Government of Indonesia, 2015, p. 38). 

Figure 3.2. Annual historical emissions from deforestation for all of Indonesia 
 

 
Most tropical peatlands are concentrated on the islands of Sumatra, Kalimantan, and Papua (Figure 
3.1). Lowland peat-swamp forests are rich in biodiversity and provide habitat for orangutans, and 
store large amounts of carbon. The remote forested peat ecosystems are wet and fire resistant, but 
peat soils, comprising layers of wet, carbon rich and partially decomposed organic matter, dry out 
and become susceptible to fires when vegetation is removed and drainage canals are constructed for 



 
 

41 

purposes of logging and agriculture. Fires burning underground in layers of peat are hard to 
extinguish. The 2015 fire season was the worst on record and contributed to smoke haze across South 
East Asia. Total emissions from the Indonesian fires in 2015 were estimated at 1.76 GtCO2e, and 
daily emissions during the peak fire event were estimated to be higher than daily emissions from the 
total United States economy (Figure 3.3). These quantitative figures signify the global contribution 
of land use change in tropical peatlands to climate change, but not the social, economic and political 
dimensions, nor the significant impacts to local environments and people from repeated interventions 
and landscape transformations of peat ecologies into volatile and contested ‘frontiers’. 
 
 

 
 

Figure 3.3. Indonesian daily emissions during the peak 2015 fire season compared to total 
emissions from the US economy3 

 
 
3.2. Rationale for focus in Central Kalimantan province 
 
This study examines how internationally formulated objectives for REDD+ are implemented in 
frontier landscapes. As expressed in the main research question, I am concerned with how REDD+ 
relates to existing systems of land use governance and decision-making. I focus on Indonesia as it 
has been a priority country for REDD+ with a complicated decentralised legal framework. 
Additionally, Indonesia’s frontiers are undergoing rapid transition especially from oil palm 
plantations on the islands of Sumatra and Kalimantan (Figures 3.1 and 3.4). I focus on implementation 
of REDD+ in relation to land use decision-making at subnational levels to address recognised gaps 

                                                
3 This image was downloaded at: http://www.wri.org/sites/default/files/uploads/fire-emissions-indo-
us.png [accessed 3 Aug 2016] but no longer available. Further information is available at: 
http://www.globalfiredata.org/updates.html#2015_indonesia 
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in literature outlined in the previous chapters. In order to study land use change and REDD+, I looked 
for a region where these were both active at the time. The following selection criteria were used: 
 

1. Significant focus of REDD+ with a variety of projects. 
2. Significant land use or land use management changes within the last 20 years. 
3. A mix of land use activities associated with deforestation and degradation drivers (likely 

increasing carbon emissions) and attempts / intentions to stop or slow deforestation and 
degradation (potentially decreasing carbon emissions). 

 
REDD+ has focused in carbon-rich regions, often in tropical peatlands, where land use is actively 
changing (Figures 3.1 and 3.4). Based on these criteria, I selected to focus this study in the southern 
peatlands of Central Kalimantan province due to significant land use changes over recent decades, 
where there is a mix of land use activities. This selection enabled investigation of a variety of REDD+ 
projects and related activities, each with different funding, actors, timelines, priorities and objectives. 
There has been considerable research on REDD+ in this province. Prior studies have focused on 
specific projects (e.g. Howson and Kindon, 2015; Lounela, 2015; Mulyani and Jepson, 2015) with 
some exploration of jurisdictional design and forms of collaboration, including NGO involvement to 
address land issues (Afiff, 2016; Astuti and McGregor, 2017; Gallemore et al., 2015, 2014; Irawan 
et al., 2019; Resosudarmo et al., 2019). These studies have not explicitly examined landscape 
dimensions in locally governed resource arrangements. In this study, I examine how REDD+ is 
implemented in frontier landscapes of the southern peatlands, where there is a mix of land use 
activities and significant land use changes over several decades. 
 
3.2.1. National policy processes leading to a focus of REDD+ in Central Kalimantan 
 
Indonesia has a history of involvement of international donors and agencies, including World Bank 
sponsored government transmigration (Fearnside, 1997) and land certification (Lindsey, 1998; 
Warren and Lucas, 2013). Indonesia has also been a priority country for REDD+ due to the significant 
tropical forests and peatlands, high rates of deforestation and continuing land use change outlined in 
the previous section. Historical rates of deforestation are a consequence of the opening of Indonesia’s 
frontiers for commercial logging and land development beginning in the late 1960s, and then 
accelerating after decentralisation in 1999 (Figure 3.5). At the national level, REDD+ policy 
processes have been shaped through different coalitions, those promoting and critiquing REDD+, and 
those seeking to entrench the ‘business-as-usual’ trajectory of continuing deforestation and land 
development (Afiff, 2016; Brockhaus et al., 2012; Indrarto et al., 2012; Korhonen-Kurki et al., 2017; 
Luttrell et al., 2014). National mitigation targets were first announced in 2009 to reduce greenhouse 
gas emissions by 26% by 2020, or by 41% with international support, with 83% of the reduction to 
come from LULUCF. In 2015, the national targets were updated to 29% by 2030 retaining the 26% 
reduction by 2020 target. National targets for climate change mitigation conflict with national policies 
promoting economic development and regional development priorities (Myers et al., 2016). 
Consistent with the UNFCCC decision to vest control and responsibility for REDD+ with national 
governments, national regulation (30/Menhut-II/2009) adopted a nested, jurisdictional or national 
REDD+ program (Irawan et al., 2019; Ravikumar et al., 2015b). A National Strategy was released in 
2012. Significant donor money flowed to developing the national program and regulatory systems, 
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and supporting subnational preparation over this time period. A variety of projects and preparatory 
activities were undertaken on the islands of Kalimantan, Sumatra, Sulawesi, and Papua, as part of the 
national REDD+ program. In 2014, national assessment of subnational ‘readiness’ to implement 
REDD+ in 2014 (Figure 3.1) was based on technical activities such as preparation of baseline data 
and provincial REDD+ strategy documents. This assessment did not represent subnational policy 
actions to reduce deforestation beyond the technical preparation. 
 
While REDD+ began as a national program to be implemented through early pilot projects, multi-
level governance arrangements and funding (multilateral, bilateral, private investment) are 
complicated. Studying REDD+ in Central Kalimantan offers good insight into these processes in 
Indonesia. National policy processes began as part of an Indonesian Forest-Climate Alliance (IFCA) 
in the lead up to the Bali COP in 2007. National forestry regulations were introduced to provide a 
pathway for private investment using forest permits; for example, national regulation (36/Menhut-
II/2009) specifies benefit distribution for carbon sequestration and protection of forests. Ecosystem 
Restoration Concession licences (IUPHHK-RE) were approved for two REDD+ for-profit projects, 
both in tropical peatlands, and one of which (Katingan-Mentaya Peatland Restoration and 
Conservation Project or KPRCP, see Table 4.1) is included in this study. As well as multilateral 
funding through the World Bank and UN Agencies, a bilateral agreement between the Indonesian 
and Australian governments, announced in 2007, led to a large REDD+ demonstration project 
(Kalimantan Forests and Climate Partnership or KFCP, see Table 4.1). Significant to the formation 
of a national ‘nested’ jurisdictional program was another bilateral agreement, the 2010 Letter of Intent 
(LoI) signed between the Indonesian and Norwegian governments pledging up to USD one billion 
conditional on national policy reform, including a moratorium on new forest (oil palm) concession 
licences,4 the establishment of an independent REDD+ Agency, and the establishment of a priority 
REDD+ province. In 2010, Central Kalimantan became the official REDD+ priority province, leading 
to UN involvement and implementation of pilot projects and preparatory activities through the 
national REDD+ program with funding from the Norwegian government (see, Chapter 6). 
 
Unlike IFCA involving the National Forestry Department (Ministry of Forestry or MoF), national 
policy processes were concentrated in the Presidential office, initially through national taskforces, 
then followed by the establishment of a REDD+ Agency (Badan Pengelola REDD+ or BPR) in late 
2013. Under President Joko Widodo, the Agency functions were incorporated into the new Ministry 
of Environment and Forestry and the Agency disbanded, effective in 2015, as part of wider 
institutional reform over this period.5 This departed from the Norwegian government’s attempt to 
establish an independent REDD+ Agency (Korhonen-Kurki et al., 2017) indicating the complexity 
and limitations of externally defined reform (observed in many Indonesian studies; e.g. Wallace, 
2008). Subnational policy processes in Central Kalimantan (Gallemore et al., 2014) were unfinished 

                                                
4 The moratorium applies to new licences including oil palm concessions in forestry area classified 
as primary forest and peatlands. It has been revised several times and recent Presidential Instruction 
(Inpres 5/2019) established its permanence. 
5 Ministry of Environment and Forestry based on National Regulation (Perpres 165/2014), effective 
in 2015. I refer to Ministry of Forestry (MoF) and other features related to government decision-
making and funding for REDD+ in the historical context of when the fieldwork was undertaken. 
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at the time that the national REDD+ Agency was disbanded. This roughly coincided with the 2015 
fire season and transboundary smoke haze blanketing South East Asia. President Widodo in his 
official speech at the 2015 COP in Paris announced the establishment of a new Peatland Restoration 
Agency (Badan Restorasi Gambut or BRG) with national targets of restoring two million hectares of 
peatlands by 2020. Other national targets were announced over this period. Additional national 
regulations on climate mitigation actions, including REDD+, have been issued, however the total area 
deforested annually in Central Kalimantan has increased (Irawan et al., 2019) reflecting the 
significant fire events. There is a continuing international and national focus on protecting forests and 
reducing fires in tropical peatlands. Also, occurring in 2015, a new provincial Governor was elected 
in Central Kalimantan on a platform of expanding oil palm and land development, indicating 
conflicting priorities and obstacles for international programs and projects, and national reforms and 
targets seeking to control or limit frontier expansion for environmental purposes, among continuing 
struggles over land, and for Indigenous rights and recognition. 
 
3.2.2. Regional variability and drivers of land use change 
 
Competing land development and forest conservation imperatives in Indonesia mirror frontier 
processes observed across South East Asia (Hall et al., 2011). Across Indonesia’s frontiers, drivers 
of land use change include forestry, mining, and agriculture, and oil palm crop expansion has been 
the fastest growing land use change (Indrarto et al., 2012). Crop booms, most recently oil palm 
(Borras et al., 2011; Hall et al., 2011; McCarthy et al., 2012b), influence relationships among state 
and private actors, and investors and smallholders to markets. Elements of global trade are 
interconnected with national and regional development priorities (Resosudarmo et al., 2014b). A 
pattern of awarding oil palm concessions to investors and converting rural lands for estate crops has 
long historical roots: 
 

The continuity with the colonial plantation establishment is not surprising, since at 
independence Indonesia received the “wiring” of the plantation system more or less directly 
from the Dutch… One the other hand, the Dutch themselves did not move into an empty 
mansion [because] involvement on commodity production by native states in the archipelago 
predates the colonial era by nearly a millennium. (Dove, 2011, pp. 232–233) 

 
Indonesia is the world’s leading palm oil producer and continuing government support for oil palm 
expansion indicates its significance to the national economy. Multi-level supply chains for palm oil 
production are well-documented (McCarthy et al., 2012a). Private companies and investors gained 
control of vast landholdings using district-issued permits after decentralisation. Local villagers whose 
lands were allocated for oil palm concessions variously opted to participate, refuse and resist large-
scale land acquisitions (for historical overview, see, Dove, 2011, p. 34). Many authors have identified 
legal issues and controversies over the environmental and social record of oil palm plantations 
(Afrizal and Anderson, 2016; Gatto et al., 2015; Indrarto et al., 2012; Khatarina, 2018, 2018; 
McCarthy et al., 2012a; McCarthy and Cramb, 2009). Indonesian NGOs have recorded land-related 
conflicts (e.g. Colchester and Chao, 2013). Recent international concern about the impacts of forest 
conversion on biodiversity and greenhouse gas emissions from tropical peatlands has coincided with 
accelerating oil palm expansion and other types of resource use. 
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Prior research analyses rapid agricultural transition, relating to oil palm expansion on the islands of 
Sumatra and Kalimantan, both having significant tropical peatlands and recording the highest rates 
of deforestation (Figure 3.4). Central Kalimantan has a high proportion of large commercial oil palm 
concessions compared to smallholders (Glenday et al., 2015; Sekala, 2013). A similar ‘large-scale’ 
dynamic of plantation expansion has been observed in neighbouring West Kalimantan province (Li, 
2017). Different smallholder dynamics are observed in Sumatra, but share similar conflicting agendas 
and complex realities of plantations in tropical peatlands (Gatto et al., 2015; Thorburn and Kull, 
2015). I focus on expansion of industrial oil palm plantations, in relation to forest conservation and 
REDD+ projects, due to the significance to patterns of land use change and deforestation in Central 
Kalimantan’s southern peatlands. 
 

Source: (Margono et al., 2014, p. 3) 
Figure 3.4. Annual primary forest cover loss in Indonesia as a whole and by island group, 2000–

2012 
 
 
3.3. Historical and legal development of forestry and land governance in Indonesia 
 
As outlined in the previous chapter, this thesis examines decision-making processes within 
interacting multi-level governance arrangements, such as those for REDD+ nearby to oil palm 
development. I focus in the southern peatlands, where accelerating land use changes from oil palm 
expansion after decentralisation coincided with internationally funded attempts to stop or slow 
deforestation and degradation through forest conservation. To understand the land use situation into 
which REDD+ and other environmental schemes are inserted, and the processes of negotiation that 
are central to these, I found it was important to understand historical patterns in Indonesia’s 
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decentralised legal framework, and then relate these insights to Central Kalimantan’s southern 
peatlands. Indonesian scholarship led me to focus on two historical moments: the beginning of 
commercial forest exploitation in the late 1960s under the New Order regime of President Soeharto, 
and post-authoritarian democratisation and decentralisation during the Reformasi, preceding rapid oil 
palm expansion during the 2000s. Each ‘moment’ is constituted in multiple events and processes 
from centuries of Dutch colonialism, the opening of domestic and foreign investment during the New 
Order, and continuing political struggles for customary recognition and land rights (Figure 3.5). The 
conceptual framework outlined in the previous chapter informs my approach by tracing events and 
processes over time. Drawing on ANT, I approach ‘divisions’, such as that of state land and private 
property, land distribution, and the negotiating position of villagers, as historical effects informing 
continuing land use negotiations and legal and policy reforms; they are not ‘given in the order of 
things’ (Law, 1999, p. 2). 
 
 

 
Figure 3.5. Historical periods of Indonesia showing significant national laws 

 
 
3.3.1. State formation and production of ‘frontier’ space 
 
State formation and production of state-space are uneven and contested on the ground (drawing on 
Lefebvre, 1991). Indonesian scholars have traced the formation of the Indonesian state, following 
centuries of Dutch colonialism. The 1870 Agrarian Act was a key moment in defining state-space 
(Figure 3.5). The Domain Right of State (Domeinverklaring) declared all ‘unclaimed’ ‘waste land’ 
as state land without property rights (Hooker, 1978; Peluso and Vandergeest, 2001). The Domain 
principle informs state laws. Following Japanese occupation during the Second World War, 
Independence was declared in 1945. According to Article 33(3) of the 1945 Constitution: ‘All land, 
water and airspace, including natural resources, are within the ‘control’ of the state, to be used for the 
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people’s prosperity.’ The Basic Agrarian Law (5/1960) spurred hopes of land reform and 
redistribution of former Dutch plantations to reduce poverty and landlessness in Java. However, the 
national socialist agenda of Indonesia’s first President Soekharno was replaced by authoritarian state 
ideology of nation-building under Indonesia’s second President Soeharto. The Basic Forestry Law 
(5/1967) has been described as instituting ‘reverse’ land reform (Lucas and Warren, 2013). The 
powerful National Forestry Department (MoF) used the 1967 law to claim vast land and territory as 
State Forest (Hutan Negara) in the national interest. 
 
The formation of a concession model at the beginning of the New Order period (Figure 3.5) 
incorporated vestiges of Dutch colonial laws for plantation establishment (Dove, 2011). As part of 
Soeharto’s New Order, national laws on forestry, mining, foreign and domestic investment enabled 
leasing of ‘state land’, and logging and mining concessions were awarded to regime supporters 
(McLeod, 2010). Political and cultural oppression, human resettlement, and large development 
projects and concessions were associated with the New Order regime (Henley and Davidson, 2008; 
Lucas and Warren, 2013). Many authors have described forced displacement and resettlement, land 
tenure disruptions, strategising and livelihood adaptations during this period (e.g. McCarthy, 2013). 
Robert Cribb (2010) has characterised the highly-centralised corruption of the New Order regime as 
creating a system of exemptions and unevenly implemented laws. Cribb describes the Indonesian 
State as having ‘no real interest in keeping the social order except as it relates to the state’s own 
interests’ (p. 40). Deficiencies within law and the discriminatory application of relevant laws indicate 
the wide ‘gap between written law and the law that is actually applied in society’, in which, the ‘law 
matters, but only to some people and only in some circumstances’ (pp. 32-33). The fissure between 
law enforcement and illegality as experienced by local and Indigenous populations (McCarthy, 2010, 
p. 93) has arisen from state formation and production of ‘frontier’ space in ways that often have often 
been discriminatory and exclusionary. 
 
3.3.2. Dividing state land and private property 

 
‘Political forests’ are associated with state formation and territorial control demarcating forest area 
through codification of people’s rights of access, and definition of what is allowed in state land and 
private property (Peluso and Vandergeest, 2001; Vandergeest and Peluso, 2015). Such ‘forests’ are 
distinct from technical mapping of forest cover based on counting trees and species, and recently 
forest carbon. Indonesia is estimated to have around 90 million hectares of natural forest according 
to FAO definitions (Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations, 2010). By comparison, 
the national forest estate (Kawasan Hutan) is much larger at around 124 million hectares from an 
approximate total area of 190 million hectares of total land. National forestry classifications have 
territorial dimensions in spatial codes and mapping to delineate and control boundaries. Forest 
managers, planners, and other specialisations, manage and administer forestry and land use zones (cf. 
McElwee, 2016 for Vietnam). The revised Basic Forestry Law (41/1999) recognises the following 
forestry categories:  
 

Production forest (Hutan Produksi –comprising around 56 per cent) designates commercial 
exploitation subject to timber concessions or licenses to harvest non-timber forest products; 
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Protection forest (Hutan Lindung – comprising around 26 per cent) designates protection for 
the direct benefit of human ecosystems; 
Conservation forest (Hutan Konservasi – comprising around 18 per cent) designates the 
protection of ecosystems deemed worthy of protection due to their intrinsic value. (Arnold, 
2008) 

 
Conservation forest has the highest level of protection, along with national parks under national 
authority. Protection forest is managed at provincial and/or district levels and allows some land use 
activities. It incorporates options for community forestry, but excludes commercial logging and 
plantation land development. The category of production forest is legally classifiable as permanent 
(tetap) forest (allowing logging) or ‘limited’ (terbatas) production forest. It is also legally classifiable 
as ‘production-conversion’ (yang dapat dikonversi) forest, which can be ‘released’ to become non-
state land (APL – see below). Around 15 million hectares of forest in this category are ‘open to 
exploitation for other sectors, such as mining and plantations, as it does not set clear criteria for land 
status conversion, thus leading to multiple interpretations of its implementing regulations’ (Indrarto 
et al., 2012, p. 91). 
 
While the above categories are subject to national forestry regulations, Non-Forest Land Utilisation 
Area (Area Pengunaan Lain, APL) is private land (non-state land) subject to the 1960 BAL. This 
division of state land and private property is significant in Central Kalimantan, and Indonesia’s 
frontiers that have vast territories and forest resources, and a smaller population size compared to 
Java. Many forest boundaries are not formally gazetted and subject to disputes between government 
levels and sectors (Indrarto et al., 2012; Myers et al., 2016). The matching of boundaries and defining 
of state land and private property is historically significant to the separation of village land as 
‘occupied’ land from the ‘free’ unclaimed land as property of the state (Peluso and Vandergeest, 
2001). Spatial disputes and legal uncertainties have enabled investors and their supporters to gain 
access to vast amounts of land (McCarthy et al., 2012b; Resosudarmo et al., 2014b). In Central 
Kalimantan, the category of ‘production-conversion’ forest (HPK) adjoining private land (APL) 
encompasses community agricultural lands, physically overlapping with village land, which may not 
be administratively defined, and overlapping with customary territorial claims. These categories 
(HPK and APL) allow for oil palm plantation establishment using a permit allocation system 
described below, and in Chapter 5. These spatial configurations, related to the forestry categories, are 
important for understanding the land use situation in the southern peatlands in the location of oil palm 
plantations, overlapping community agricultural areas, in proximity to forest conservation and 
REDD+ projects in other forestry categories and division of production or protected areas. 
 
3.3.3. Legal pluralism and customary rights 
 
Historical control of land is the most important source of customary rights in Indonesia (Henley and 
Davidson, 2008) but has been easily ignored for national development purposes. The 1945 
Constitution grafts recognition of Indigenous elements and Islamic law by making these subject to 
state laws (Fitzpatrick, 2008). It is important to recognise that customary rights based on racial or 
ethnical categories are made up of a limited subset of customary practices (Peluso and Vandergeest, 
2001). Customary land (tanah adat) and customary including communal (ulayat) rights have a weak 
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position in Indonesian law (Bedner, 2016; Lucas and Warren, 2013). Revisions to the 1967 forestry 
law provide some recognition of customary rights and community forestry options, such as Hutan 
Desa (for list of permit options and timeframes, see, Kurniasih, 2016; Resosudarmo et al., 2019). 
While social forestry has gained prominence in Indonesia, the permits provide use rights to villagers 
subject to forestry definitions and classifications, and centralised procedures for designating and 
allocating state (forest) land. Although customary (ulayat) claims are recognised in the 1960 BAL, 
national interest claims and private property are given priority (Bedner, 2016). Despite significant 
recent Constitutional Court decisions, implementation of customary forest (Hutan Adat) faces 
significant legal hurdles, and local and Indigenous populations throughout Indonesia continue to face 
significant difficulties to have their rights recognised and respected by the state (Bedner, 2016; Butt, 
2014; Wright, 2012). Often, they have often borne the costs of land use decisions such as to lease 
state land to investors (Wallace, 2008) while experiencing exclusions and limitations arising from 
state-based forestry models such as national parks (Bettinger, 2015; Myers and Muhajir, 2015). 
 
Internationally funded conservation programs, in turn, often focus in state (forest) lands that overlap 
customary rights and relationships to land. There is also some overlap in a focus of social forestry in 
REDD+ projects, and some of these projects have supported community forestry proposals in 
protected areas (Myers et al., 2016). From around 30,000 village settlements throughout Indonesia, 
an estimated more than 3000 of these are located inside state (forest) land. Village land is often not 
administratively defined, especially in remote areas, and estimated only approximately 20 per cent of 
the newly identified forest borders were ‘ground-checked to see if they matched the reality of people 
inhabiting the area’ (Kunz et al., 2017, p. 5). The creation of the ‘village’ as a government 
administrative unit is part of colonial and state formation for creating territorial institutions that graft 
Indigenous elements and customary practices. Village land is therefore, not equivalent to customary 
lands. Customary (ulayat) rules and practices are often communal, locally negotiated, and difficult to 
incorporate within the state system. It is important to pay attention to these historical formations for 
understanding how land use change is negotiated and contested on the ground. 
 
3.4. Multi-level governance in Indonesia 
 
The unitary model of the Indonesian state is pluralistic, meaning that multiple legal systems are 
accommodated within territorial and ethnic categories (Hooker, 1978). The Indonesian state is 
comprised of a hierarchy of government levels in which the national state retains significant control 
over forest and land allocation (Figure 3.6). This is broadly consistent with the description of ‘nested’ 
MLG (Section 2.2). Within the government hierarchy, there are executive, legislative, and judicial 
arms. There are legislative assemblies (parliaments) at national, provincial, and district levels. 
National regulations have a higher legal status than regional laws. Provincial and district governments 
should not make regulations and decisions that ‘conflict’ with national laws and regulations. Elections 
are held every five years for the President (Presiden – national), Governor (Gubernur – provincial), 
District Head (Bupati or Regent – district), Sub-District Head (Camat – sub-district, or Mayor for 
municipalities), and Village Head (Kepala Desa – village). Earlier Dutch formation of ‘villages’ as 
territorial institutions recognised a village headman as having authority (Henley and Davidson, 2008; 
Hooker, 1978; Peluso and Vandergeest, 2001). This allowed for recognition of customary leadership, 
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whereas the Village Law (5/1979) standardised the village, meaning that it lacked autonomy and 
became subsumed within highly centralised autocratic rule of Soeharto. 
 
Top-down planning and forestry regulations have historically been a unilateral process based on 
national level decisions. Decision-making was entirely one-directional from the national level in the 
government hierarchy during the New Order period. Central government (Pusat) communicated 
decisions (such as to deliver a national program or project) to regional governments (Pemerintah 
Daerah) comprising provincial (Provinsi) and District (Kabupaten) governments. This hierarchy 
remains, and sitting underneath municipal and sub-district (Kecamatan) administrations, the village 
(Desa) at the bottom of the government hierarchy has historically little influence over higher level 
decisions. The term sosialisasi (public consultation) from the New Order period is still used 
throughout Indonesia, generally, to indicate formal communication of government decisions. 
Sosialisasi has been extremely one-directional to advise villagers of what had already been decided, 
and this term has relevance to oil palm and other negotiations over land (Chapter 5). 
 
 

 
Source: CIFOR study design and preliminary findings 
Figure 3.6. Multi-level governance in Indonesia 

 
 
Decentralisation laws in 1999 added complexities to the hierarchy of government relations 
(Ardiansyah et al., 2015; Resosudarmo, 2004). These laws shifted power between government levels, 
but contributed legal uncertainties and unclear relations of accountability. International funding for 
REDD+ sought to wrest resource control of land use decision-making away from the Ministry of 
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Forestry at the national level, but the merging of National Forestry and Environmental Departments6 
during the period of fieldwork incorporated REDD+ within this institutional structure. It indicates 
ongoing institutional reform at the national level. National departments (Ministries) are replicated at 
provincial and district levels, and I focus on forestry, mining, agriculture, plantations, environment, 
planning and infrastructure as the most relevant to land use change. National laws require 
implementing regulations to be enacted in different sectors, and decisions by executive functions. 
National lawmaking processes are contested (e.g. Khatarina, 2018 on oil palm) and compete with 
regional development priorities. As indicated above by the division of state land and private property, 
legal and administrative land arrangements are fractured horizontally between the relevant Ministries 
at the national level, and vertically between levels of government (Arnold, 2008; Bedner, 2016; 
Wallace, 2008). Although a variety of state and non-state actors are active at each ‘level’, indicated 
in Figure 3.6, their authority and influence over decisions are highly varied. 
 
3.4.1. Reformasi era democratisation and decentralisation 
 
The current Reformasi (Reform) period has increased political and civil freedom through 
democratisation and regional autonomy (otonomi daerah) or decentralisation (Figure 3.5). 
Decentralisation refers to ‘any political act in which a central government formally cedes powers to 
actors and institutions at lower levels in a political-administrative and territorial hierarchy’ (Ribot et 
al., 2006). While administrative decentralisation (deconcentration) describes the transfer of powers 
between government levels, political decentralisation describes the devolution of powers with 
downward accountability to the citizenry through electoral mechanisms (Tacconi, 2007). The main 
tenets of decentralisation are to increase efficiency and reduce costs, and to improve accountability 
by giving local people more autonomy and control over natural resources (Ribot and Larson, 2005; 
Wollenberg et al., 2009). As indicated above, research in Indonesia, among other developing 
countries, revealed complex negotiations for redistributing power and accountability relations, and 
varied consequences for local environments and local people from decentralisation (Batterbury and 
Fernando, 2006; Larson and Lewis-Mendoza, 2012; McCarthy, 2004; Resosudarmo, 2004; Ribot et 
al., 2006). 
 
The muddled and chaotic processes observed in Indonesia bore little resemblance to accountability 
and transparency, and democratisation through decentralisation promoted at the international level 
(McCarthy, 2004). Decentralisation laws (22 and 25/1999) granted wide-ranging powers and fiscal 
responsibility to district governments (Resosudarmo, 2004; see, Ardiansyah et al., 2015 for revised 
laws). These laws were enacted hastily following the 1997 Asian Financial Crisis, the 1998 fall of 
Soeharto’s New Order regime, and the leveraging of debt by international banks and agencies to 
achieve structural adjustment and reform (Barr, 2001; Wollenberg et al., 2009). Many authors 
described regional politics and pressure from disenfranchised groups, and how the mess and 
instability did not bring about transformation of the relationship of the Indonesian state to its citizenry 
(Hadiz, 2011; Hadiz and Robison, 2013; McCarthy, 2004; Schmit, 2008): 
 

                                                
6 Ministry of Environment and Forestry based on National Regulation (Perpres 165/2014), effective 
in 2015. 



 
 

52 

Immediately following the fall of Soeharto, the social forces that were not directly nurtured 
by the New Order and, therefore, would possibly have an interest in challenging the system 
of predatory capitalism that it forged… were not able to organise to develop a coherent social 
force. This in turn allowed for the continued ascendance of many of the elements of the ancien 
regime—who were always more organised, coherent and endowed with material resources in 
the first place—in the context of an illiberal form of democracy that was mainly to be run by 
the logic of money politics. In a nutshell, these elements were better positioned than others in 
taking advantage of the opening up of Indonesian politics after 1998. (Hadiz, 2011, p. 4) 

 
Decentralisation redistributed formerly highly centralised state-sanctioned corruption among levels 
of government (McLeod, 2010). A key thread in this storyline is the role of district governments in 
accelerating exploitation of Indonesia’s forests. Formerly accountable to central government, district 
governments were granted power and authority through the 1999 laws, but critical elements to ensure 
that this was used in a way that benefited citizens were missing. Adequate power, financial resources, 
administrative capacity and reliable accountability mechanisms were missing (Resosudarmo, 2004, 
p. 112). Fiscal responsibilities and revenue streams were divided between central, provincial and 
district government levels (Contreras-Hermosilla, 2005). District governments sought to generate 
revenue by granting concessions for mining and plantation interests (Indrarto et al., 2012; 
Resosudarmo et al., 2014b) through national laws (e.g. Plantation Law 18/2004) promoting these 
investments. Oil palm plantations started in the late 1970s and early 1980s, then expanded rapidly in 
the 2000s from concession permits issued at the district level (Myers et al., 2016). This played out in 
the districts in highly varied ways by adapting clientelist arrangements, and associated socio-legal 
configurations of governance had highly differentiated effects at national, district and village levels 
(McCarthy, 2004, p. 1200). District governments continue to hold significant discretionary power, 
however revisions to decentralisation laws have sought to clarify the role of provincial governments 
and improve multi-level and inter-sectoral coordination (see, Ardiansyah et al., 2015). To provide an 
indication of these issues from the perspective of the provincial government in Central Kalimantan: 
 

Decentralisation (otonomi daerah) is a good concept, but the implementation is bad. Bad 
because there is no coordination between the District Head (Bupati) and Governor. There 
are many Bupatis and the Bupati can directly go to Jakarta, and directly discuss with Jakarta, 
without the acknowledgement of the Governor. This means that the district can have a direct 
conversation with national level without the province being involved and the Governor having 
knowledge of the content that is being discussed. The Bupatis are allowed to go to the national 
government even though the provincial government has the same departments as the national 
government. This is also a problem with provincial regulations because the district – the 
Bupati – can ignore the regulations. (Head of Provincial Department, Palangka Raya, 
November 2013) 

 
Ongoing tensions and frictions between centralising and decentralising governance affect land use 
decision-making, distribution of resources, power and accountability relations. A further thread to the 
story of decentralisation in Indonesia is the opening up and growth of civil society including the role 
of NGOs to lobby for reforms in community forestry (Kurniasih, 2016). Complicated legal and 
institutional arrangements, and continuing national policy reform, are indicated by recent revision of 
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decentralisation laws (32/2014 – revising 2004 laws). The revised laws increase the Governor’s 
authority to supervise the districts and shift power away from District Heads (Bupati), reallocating 
licensing authority for forestry and mining to the provincial level, representing the central 
government. District governments retain licensing authority over oil palm plantations, but with 
provincial oversight to track overall performance (Leony et al., 2015). These changes intersect with 
other national reforms, such as recent revision of the 2004 Plantation Law (Khatarina, 2018), and the 
forest moratorium on new licences including oil palm concessions in forestry area classified as 
primary forest and peatlands. 
 
Continuing reform is further indicated by the revised Village Law (6/2014) returning autonomy to 
the village government and a budget directly from the central government. This planning occurs 
through village meetings (Musyawarah Desa or Musdes) linked to government budget cycles. The 
revised Village Law provides an example of ongoing democratic decentralisation to the village level 
and recentralisation of government budgets from subnational government levels back to the national 
level. Another example of ongoing shifts in forest decentralisation is the nationally promoted Forest 
Management Units (Kesatuan Pengelolaan Hutan or KPH) (Bae et al., 2014; Kim et al., 2015). These 
are localised or decentralised units, either at provincial or district levels requiring budgets from these 
government levels, but within centralistic forestry and spatial planning, and competing regional 
development priorities (Arnold, 2008; Schmit, 2008). National agrarian reform is proceeding with 
some redistribution of land assets to villagers, but mainly prioritising community forestry within state 
forest areas. These reforms intersect with political struggles for Indigenous recognition and rights 
(Bedner, 2016), which have informed NGO involvements in REDD+ (Astuti and McGregor, 2017; 
Howell, 2014). 
 
3.5. Governing and regulating land in Central Kalimantan’s southern peatlands 
 
As outlined in the previous chapter, I approach the peat landscapes of Central Kalimantan as 
agricultural frontiers undergoing rapid changes in land use. I focus in the southern peatlands due to 
prioritisation of REDD+ and the complexity of the land use situation. State efforts to govern and 
regulate tropical peatlands have had unplanned consequences for local environments and local 
people, their livelihoods and traditional ways of life. There is a layered complexity in successive 
interventions and historical patterns of land use change contributing to dynamic land processes 
involving an array of actors and competition for land: 
 

The transformation in the southern peatlands of Central Kalimantan illustrates a wider process 
where the emergence of new state development strategies occurs alongside changing political 
structures, clientelist networks, capital accumulation strategies, and international pressures. 
With struggles and contests turning on issues of land and resource rights, property and social 
relations exist in dynamic interaction, ensuring that tenure cannot be considered “a static, pre-
given entity, be depends on a continual, ‘active doing.’” (McCarthy, 2013, p. 207) 

 
To provide some background, Central Kalimantan province is the second largest Indonesian province 
after Papua, and one of five provinces in the former Dutch (Indonesian) Borneo. It has an approximate 
total area of 15 million hectares (150,000 square kilometres) comprising around eight per cent of 
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Indonesia’s territories. The province contains around 3 million hectares of peatlands, equivalent to 
52% of all the peat in Kalimantan, or 23% of all peat in Indonesia (according to baseline data 
compiled as part of the national REDD+ program; Sekala, 2013). An estimated half of the total 
peatlands in Central Kalimantan is still forested and of the estimated carbon stock of 8.3 GtC is in 
peatlands, there is 1.9 GtC of aboveground carbon (primarily in forests) and 6.35 GtC in peatlands 
(see, Larjavaara et al., 2018 for additional measurements). Between 2000 and 2011, the province lost 
between 800,000 to 900,000 hectares of forest cover, but with higher and accelerating rate of loss on 
peatlands rather than on mineral soils (Sekala, 2013). Indicating the significance of the landscape 
transformations, one study estimates that the island of Borneo lost forest cover at almost double the 
rate of the rest of the world’s tropical forests over four decades (Gaveau et al., 2014), including forest 
clearance in the study area (Figure 3.7). Fitting the selection criteria, internationally funded forest 
conservation and focus of REDD+ in the southern peatlands is a consequence of national policy 
processes, intersecting with regional development priorities and land use changes, and a mix of land 
use activities outlined below. 
 

 
Source: adapted from (Gaveau et al., 2014). 

Figure 3.7. Forest clearance in Borneo with subset of the study area 
 
 
The carving out of provinces and districts is associated with Independence and postcolonial state 
formation. Central Kalimantan was established in 1957 as a ‘Dayak’ province from neighbouring 
South Kalimantan (van Klinken, 2006). It has 13 districts (Kabupaten) and one municipality 
comprising the provincial capital of Palangka Raya. There were originally five districts, and the 
carving out of eight new districts, in 2002, is consistent with the creation of new districts after 
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decentralisation (Myers et al., 2016). The districts are administratively divided into sub-districts 
(Kecamatan) as shown in Figure 3.8. Within the sub-district, the village is the smallest unit at bottom 
of the government hierarchy (Figure 3.6) and administratively divided into sub-village (Dusun) and 
neighbourhood (RT) areas.  
 
 

 
Source: (Badan Pusat Statistik, 2013) 

Figure 3.8. Map of Central Kalimantan indicating district and sub-district divisions 
 
 
An estimated population size of 2.2 million population (Badan Pusat Statistik, 2013)7 is small relative 
to the province size. The province is crossed by large rivers dividing upstream (ngaju) and 
downstream (ngawa) (former) swidden communities. Road infrastructure connects provincial and 
district capitals, but rivers are a main and often only mode of transportation for many villages. Remote 
highland forested areas to the north border East and West Kalimantan provinces, while the lowland 
peat-swamp forests and intersecting rivers are to the south. The main ethnic group is Dayak Ngaju 
but other Dayak groups are locally identified (Riwut, 2007, p. 83). Local Dayak languages are spoken, 
especially in villages, as well as Indonesian language (Bahasa Indonesia). Indigenous (customary) 
leadership is recognised in provincial regulations (Perda 16/2009 and 5/2011) (Damang at the sub-
district and Mantir in the village). Traditional Kaharingan religion is still practised, however the 
majority of the population is Muslim with a sizeable Christian population. Some villages where I 

                                                
7 Census data from 2010 repeated every 10 years. 
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conducted fieldwork had a Mantir for each religion (Kaharingan, Islam, Christianity) indicating 
pluralism within Dayak identity. Mixing of population from other parts of Indonesia are a 
consequence historical migration (e.g. Banjar people with trade and Muslim influence from South 
Kalimantan) as well as formal transmigration (transmigrasi) associated with government programs 
promoting oil palm development (Fearnside, 1997; Gatto et al., 2015; Kunz et al., 2017) and national 
development projects. 
 
For centuries, Indigenous Ngaju Dayak people have resided along rivers (Kurniawan, 2016; Riwut, 
2007). The tropical climate has wet and dry seasons, and traditional swidden burning practices were 
adapted to wet peat ecologies. Peat ecologies, in turn, influenced historical patterns of settlement and 
migration along rivers. A rotational system for rice cultivation meant that fallow land was left to 
recover. Dayak people engaged in pre- and colonial-era trade, and mobility along rivers and practising 
swidden agriculture meant they were effectively ‘stateless’ prior to Dutch colonial rule (Kurniawan, 
2016). Demand for commodities, including rubber, increased in the late nineteenth century, and trade 
in timber and other forest commodities in the early twentieth century. New forestry regulations and 
controls on traditional land use were imposed (Dove, 2011; Kurniawan, 2016; Peluso and 
Vandergeest, 2001). Coastal areas were developed for rice cultivation, but people living in the interior 
maintained their independence. In this study, villager elders living in Petak Puti village in Kapuas 
district, described the movement of their families inland during the early 20th century to escape the 
constraints of Dutch rule. The families in this village traced their history and territorial claims to this 
migration, whereas in other locations, the mixed population reflected recent informal migration and 
formal government transmigration schemes. Territorial claims and customary land rights are 
maintained by planting trees such as durian, rattan, palm, papaya, rubber, while rice is grown on 
newly opened land (Kurniawan, 2016; Provincial Government of Central Kalimantan, 2012). 
Kaharingan beliefs inform customary practices relating to land. For example, villagers who practise 
Islam or Christianity rely on other villagers practising Kaharingan to conduct traditional ceremonies 
for land use change. The size and type of ceremony depends on the type of land use change. There 
are complex and shifting relationships to land and markets. For example, Michael Dove (2011) has 
described a dual household income of part subsistence and part involvement in markets as integral to 
Indigenous history and identity of West Kalimantan. A similar dual household system was observed 
in this study, and it is important to approach land use change processes, occurring in villages, through 
historical and evolving relationships to land. 
 
Of Central Kalimantan’s 3 million hectares of tropical peatlands, the districts of Kapuas, Pulang Pisau 
and Katingan account for more than half and approximately 84% of very deep peat (greater than 4 
metres in thickness). The peat forms in large ‘domes’, comprising layers of wet carbon rich 
decomposed organic matter, that is thickest in the middle and thinnest nearby to rivers, where shallow 
peat and mixed mineral soils are suitable for swidden and other agriculture. The amount carbon stored 
in underground biomass and soil roughly correlates to the peat thickness (Sekala, 2013). The unique 
characteristics of peat ecosystems (soil, vegetation, water) for centuries were resistant to colonial and 
state intervention. Repeated interventions have divided and occupied the remote forested peat 
ecosystems, and their land use and unique ecological characteristics have been progressively and 
dramatically altered over several decades. This has led to repeated fire events, loss of habitat for 
orangutan and other species, and disturbed swidden agricultural systems and poverty for Ngaju Dayak 
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inhabitants and other local people. The southern peatlands are profoundly altered and contested in 
historical state formation and production of ‘frontier’ space. The peat landscapes remain, what James 
Scott has described as ‘difficult-to-govern’ from the reach of state planning officials and politicians, 
especially those based in Java: 
 

A complete accounting of state-resistant places would have as many pages devoted to low, 
wet places—marshes, swamps, fens, bogs, moors, deltas, mangrove coasts, and complex 
waterways and archipelagos—as to high mountain redoubts. Because such difficult-to-govern 
places were more likely to be located near rich padi-growing areas, at low elevation, they 
poses an equal or greater threat to lowland political order. (Scott, 2009, p. 169) 

 
Large-scale commercial forest exploitation began in the 1970s and 1980s concentrated around rivers. 
During this period, the National Forestry Department (MoF) allocated logging concessions in state 
(forest) land to foreign companies, either directly, or in joint venture with Indonesians. New Order-
era ‘commodification of nature’ has been described as shifting Dayak land relations and control of 
land (Kurniawan, 2016). While commodification here refers to externally driven market processes, 
such as from large concessions, it is important to observe historically complex relationships to land 
and markets over several decades, variously, in logging, mining, and smallholder crops such as 
rubber, and recently, oil palm. 
 
While commercial forestry began to open up the interior, the lowland peat-swamp forests remained 
relatively intact until the 1990s. During the 1970s and 1980s, villagers described their coexistence 
with the logging companies that did not disturb their swidden agricultural systems and gardens nearby 
to rivers. Extending state efforts to regulate tropical peatlands and promote economic development, 
the ‘Mega Rice Project’ (MRP or Projek Lahan Gambut) was a dramatic event and failed project. 
The MRP attempted to convert the peat-swamp forests to productive agricultural land. The central 
government (Presidential Decisions – Keppres 82 and 83/1995) allocated 1,457,100 hectares for the 
national development project (Galudra et al., 2010) for creating a rice growing region. The MRP 
region was divided into five ‘blocks’ (as shown in Figure 3.9) comprising portions of the districts of 
Kapuas, Pulang Pisau, Barito Selatan, and the municipality of Palangka Raya. National forestry maps 
from the 1980s (Tata Guna Hutan Kesepakatan or TGHK) provided a basis for these land divisions 
(McCarthy, 2013). Forest clearance commenced and large canals were constructed to drain the peat-
swamp, but the project was abandoned because the characteristics of peat ecologies were unsuited for 
industrialised rice cultivation. Transmigrants settled in the MRP region with expectations of work 
that did not eventuate, and the agricultural systems of Javanese farmers were ill-suited to the peat 
soils of the region. When the MRP was abandoned, there was a rush of logging using the canals to 
access valuable timber in the interior, and later facilitated further deforestation through logging 
networks after decentralisation (McCarthy, 2004, 2001). While local villagers actively participated 
in the logging, there was an influx of loggers from other parts of Indonesia. The rapid loss of 
vegetation combined with hydrological changes from the canals contributed to massive fires in 1997 
and 1998 coinciding with the end of the Soeharto regime. The logging boom was followed by oil 
palm expansion after decentralisation. 
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Source: Masterplan for Rehabilitation and Revitalisation of the Mega Rice Project (Government of 

Indonesia, 2007) 
Figure 3.9. Maps showing the Mega Rice Project peat depth on the left and subdivision into five 

‘blocks’ on the right 
 

 
Districts of Kapuas and Pulang Pisau were severely affected by land use changes during and after the 
MRP. Figure 3.10 shows an inset of the MRP in the site of former Australian government REDD+ 
demonstration project (KFCP). The maps and satellite image show the grids from the canals 
constructed to drain the peat. Katingan district is immediately outside of the MRP (to the left of maps 
shown in Figure 3.9 – for detail see, Figure 5.1) and the peat ecosystems in Katingan are relatively 
intact compared to nearby Pulang Pisau and Kapuas. Logging concessions operate in the north of 
Kapuas and Katingan districts. There is some investment in coal and other mining, but significant 
infrastructure constraints. Other mining investment is concentrated in the Barito region bordering 
with East Kalimantan. The first oil palm plantations were established in the early 1990s in the south-
west of the province in Kotawaringin region, bordering with Katingan district. Plantation 
development in the southern peatlands is relatively recent, beginning in the mid-2000s, based on 
concession permits originating at the district level, and expanding into rural (community agricultural) 
lands nearby to rivers. 
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Source: Indonesia Australia Forest Carbon Partnership (IAFCP) and Fatkhurohman 

Figure 3.10. Map and satellite image showing land cover change in KFCP REDD+ project site in 
Kapuas district 

 
 
Looking at provincial statistics from 2013, rice and corn together comprised 96% of all non-plantation 
agricultural land use 96% in Central Kalimantan, and rubber, rattan and fishing as sources of 
livelihoods. Agriculture, including plantations and forestry, comprised 31.8% of GDP for Central 
Kalimantan (Badan Pusat Statistik, 2013). According to baseline data for the province (Sekala, 2013), 
around 4.6 million hectares is subject to logging concessions and around 620,000 hectares to mining 
concessions (mainly coal). For oil palm concessions, around 620,117 hectares have formal leasehold 
(HGU) requiring national approval. This is from a total of almost 3.4 million hectares that are subject 
to some level of plantation licence with a total of 376 licences and 311 companies. Legal issues are 
described in further detail in Chapter 5. Shifts from communal and swidden agricultural lands to 
individually owned portions of land are entwined with emerging capitalist land relations, especially 
in the context of oil palm development. As Tania Li (2014b) observes regarding ‘location’ (lokasi) 
as a plot of detached land, modalities for land investment inscribe new forms of  private property on 
community agricultural lands. Land that is fallow and subject to customary or communal rights 
(ulayat) is defined as unproductive or abandoned (tanah terlantar) thus belonging to the state or 
unowned land. This fallow land, after the MRP ended, was sometimes described in interviews as 
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‘sleeping land’ (lahan tidur) to indicate that it was unproductive and suitable for plantations. Swidden 
has declined in all villages, and villagers planted mixed use gardens (such as rubber, fruit, rattan). 
Many villagers (often young men) travelled in search of livelihoods, such as logging and small-scale 
gold mining, or to work for oil palm plantations. Villagers saw options to work (buruh) for plantations 
as underpaid and demeaning, but many were interested in becoming smallholders or joining corporate 
oil palm benefit-sharing schemes (see, Chapter 5). Oil palm expansion is replacing formerly mixed 
agricultural and forested landscapes, among other changes, such as implementation of community 
forestry in state forest areas.  
 
Unlike logging in the past, commercial oil palm concessions are being established in community 
agricultural and former swidden lands nearby to rivers. National parks, forest conservation programs, 
community forestry proposals, and REDD+ projects focus in the remaining forest and deep peat 
bordering these agricultural lands. There is a strong NGO presence in the southern peatlands, and 
especially the MRP region, both local NGOs and internationally funded forest conservation 
organisations, and a range of environmental programs and projects. One recent study identified a 
significant increase in the area distributed to local people through the streamlining of permit approval 
for community forestry in Central Kalimantan (Resosudarmo et al., 2019). Community forestry 
proposals, such as Hutan Desa, occurred in several villages that participated in REDD+ projects in 
this study. The proposals indicate legally and institutionally complex arrangements, continuing 
reform and struggles over land in the current period. 
 
Struggles over land, especially in the MRP region, relate to successive interventions and conflicts 
over conservation as well as increasing competition for land, including from oil palm among other 
investments (Afiff et al., 2010; Galudra et al., 2011; McCarthy, 2013). Environmental protections 
have been added to the remaining forest and degraded peatlands. Logging restrictions apply in 
protected areas. Burning is forbidden and seasonal peat fires occur, often located in degraded 
peatlands, and in areas of contested ownership, such as nearby to plantations, or in protected areas. 
National parks and protected areas are a focus of internationally funded programs for orangutan 
conservation. The government decision to establish the MRP was officially withdrawn in 1998 (based 
on Inpres 133/1998) followed by the first steps at rehabilitation (based on Inpres 80/1999). The 
Dutch-government funded, Central Kalimantan Peatlands Project (CKPP, 2006-2008), was the first 
large-scale attempt to conserve and restore the MRP region, and it was implemented under a 
consortium of NGOs. Many of these NGOs continue to operate in the region and contributed to 
REDD+ projects. In the context of the CKPP, the Masterplan for Rehabilitation and Revitalisation of 
the MRP (based on Inpres 2/2007) included wide-ranging recommendations, including restrictions 
on oil palm concessions, which have mostly been ignored.  
 
In summary, this is a crowded landscape and difficult land use situation for REDD+. The current 
intensity of agricultural (oil palm) frontiers extending into tropical peatlands, and intersecting with 
donor funded forest conservation and REDD+ projects, is a consequence of multiple events and 
processes. These changes incorporate prior land use and patterns of settlement, movement of goods 
and people along rivers, state modalities and emerging capitalist land relations. I am concerned with 
this ‘conjuncture’ (Li, 2014a) of land use changes and interventions among competing forest 
conservation and land development priorities in the southern peatlands. These are expressed in the 
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‘Mega Rice Project’ as a dramatic event and failed project, and the rapid changes occurring after the 
project was abandoned.  I expand on this description, in the following chapter, to outline the overall 
study design and selection of research locations that illustrate the complexity of land processes for 
REDD+ in the southern peatlands, and the selection of methods for making sense of this. 
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4. Research design and methods 
 
Building on the conceptual framework outlined in Chapter 2 and fitting the overall practice 
orientation of this thesis, this is primarily a qualitative case study. The overall research design and 
methods incorporate ethnographic techniques to investigate how internationally formulated 
environmental objectives for REDD+ are implemented in the southern peatlands of Central 
Kalimantan. As described in the Preface, the design was informed by the larger CIFOR study, but it 
was independent of this study through the conceptual framework outlined in Chapter 2, and the 
research design and methods outlined in this chapter. In developing the case study, I approached the 
southern peatlands as frontier landscapes undergoing rapid transition. Based on Chapter 3, these 
landscapes have a history of intervention preceding REDD+. This chapter has four main sections. 
Firstly, I outline the overall approach that incorporates ethnographic techniques. Secondly, I describe 
the case study design and site selection, and thirdly, the research methods and data collected. 
Fourthly, I describe how the data was organised using thematic analysis. I offer some reflection on 
research ethics and provide a summary of the data used and methods at the end of this chapter. 
 
4.1. A critical approach to ethnography 
 

The world is very complex. There are no simple explanations for things… Therefore any 
methodology that attempts to understand experience and explain situations will have to be 
complex. (Corbin and Strauss, 2008, p. 8) 

 
A practice-oriented and ethnographic approach is used. Ethnography is suited to inductive qualitative 
research that is intensive, open-ended and exploratory, often engaging with questions of practice. An 
interpretive approach is distinguished from positivism in testing theory and research methods (Henn 
et al., 2009). Postpostivism situates empirical inquiry in an interpretive framework recognising that 
social and political theories are not a-priori accounts requiring ‘proof’ and require interpretive 
judgements (Fischer, 1998). Postpositivism tends to move from theories and concepts to observations 
in the field, whereas constructivism assumes that there are emergent, multiple realities, and ‘neither 
the data nor theories are discovered’ and that ‘we are part of the world we study and the data we 
collect’ (Charmaz, 2006, p. 10). While the overall design of this study has some elements of 
constructivism recognising multiple epistemologies and realities, I am working in a poststructuralist 
tradition linked to ANT, as discussed in Chapter 2. I have drawn on John Law’s (2004) arguments 
that methods help to create social realities rather than objectively describing a singular reality: 
 

In any case, if much of reality is ephemeral and elusive, then we cannot expect single answers. 
If the world is complex and messy, then at least some of the time we’re going to have to give 
up on simplicities. But one thing is sure: if we want to think about the messes of reality at all 
then we’re going to have to teach ourselves to think, to practise, to relate, and to know in new 
ways. (Law, 2004, p. 2) 

 
Consistent with the conceptual framework, the research design does not prioritise an a-priori 
theoretical coherence that may limit the ability to see what emerges from these complexities. I have 
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incorporated ethnographic techniques for staying with the complexities in the field. As outlined in 
Chapter 2, empirical research on environmental justice often focuses on procedural and distributional 
outcomes; what is being allocated and distributed in decision-making, and whose identities, values 
and agendas are recognised in this (Forsyth and Sikor, 2013). Addressing justice concerns, I do not 
explicitly identify disadvantaged groups, nor focus on the self-interest and ‘benefits’ accruing to 
individual actors, such as local elites. I have sought to understand how events, projects, and processes 
of land use change occur in specific sites. I have been guided by detailed questions, such as those (in 
Li, 2014a, p. 7) recognising that ‘who owns what, who does what, who gets what, and what do they 
do with it—are indispensable tools for making sense of rural livelihoods’. I have drawn on Annemarie 
Mol’s careful interrogation of practice: 
 

The point of asking the question what is being counted, is not to argue that counting is doomed 
to do injustice to the complexity of life. This is certain. The point, instead, is to discover how, 
and in what ways. For in that process something is foregrounded and something else turned 
into unimportant detail. Some changes are made irrelevant whereas others are celebrated as 
improvements or mourned as detrimental. (Mol, 2002, p. 235) 

 
Asking questions of what is being counted, and the parameters for success and how this is evaluated, 
has implications for environmental justice. As Mol (1999, p. 74) phrases it, ‘the reality we live with 
is one performed in a variety of practices’. What Mol describes as ‘ontological politics’ is a struggle 
over the conditions of possibility that we live with—acknowledging that our conditions of possibility 
are not equal. Mol suggests four questions: Where are the options? What is at stake? Are there really 
options? How should we choose? These questions undergird the lines of investigation throughout this 
study.  
 
4.1.1.  Quality criteria in ethnographic research 
 
In the research design, I address four main quality criteria of credibility, transferability, dependability, 
and confirmability in qualitative research (Bryman, 2012, p. 390). I offer some reflection on 
credibility and confirmability under research ethics at the end of the chapter, and transferability and 
dependability by outlining the research methods and record keeping below. Providing detailed, ‘thick’ 
description is important for transferability as a way for others to understand the research location and 
consider how the research findings are relevant to the research problems they are interested in. This 
is different from generalisation from samples to a population and replication of the methods used, 
such as in the case of a quantitative social research in the post-positivist tradition (Bryman, 2012, pp. 
176–177).  
 
As well as transferability, ethnography is concerned with authenticity by giving expression to social 
complexity in forms of practice (Ortner, 2006). For example, Paige West (2006, p. xvii) writes that 
good ethnography enables us to ‘make judgments about the actors and their actions based not only 
on the story being told but also on the multiple simultaneous dialogues in which we take part’: it 
attempts to do ‘justice to the complexity of the lived experiences of development’. A concern for 
authenticity has guided the overall design in the richness, suitability and sufficiency of the data, and 
how the research was carried out. I have drawn on Anna Tsing’s writing that situates ‘analysis of 
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global connections not in abstract principles of power and knowledge but rather in concrete 
engagements’ (Tsing, 2005, p. 267). As outlined below, I significantly rely on interviews to 
understand meaning and agency people gave to their actions, which I combine with extensive 
observation and recorded notes, and document analysis. These methods are complementary in 
observing what people ‘do’, listening to how they interpret their actions, and examining the role of 
‘documents’ to mediate actions and relationships. Through these methods, I have sought ‘to learn 
from the actors without imposing on them a priori definition of their world-building capacities’ 
(Latour, 1999, pp. 19–20). 
 
4.2. Case study design 
 
Case study design is used because it is applicable to real-world situations using a detailed and 
intensive mode of investigation (Bryman, 2012; Yin, 2014). In developing the case study, I initially 
drew on Robert Yin (2014) to define and bound the case. According to Yin, the ‘case’ is not 
necessarily (but can be) a place, entity or type of actor. It can also be an event, process or relationship 
that is more or less concrete. I found it helpful to move between a specific mode of defining and 
bounding the study (as outlined in Yin, 2014) and other study examples to develop methods and 
criteria for site selection while seeking a flexible approach.  
 
I maintain a tension between the empirical bounding of the ‘case’ for selecting sites within a 
geographically defined area, and a flexible approach. This flexibility is important for looking at 
multiple levels, actors and types of organisation, and land use activities, and exploring events and 
relationships across a complicated land use situation. Incorporating approaches from ANT with 
poststructuralist modes of inquiry (described in Chapter 2) led me in different directions. I was guided 
by ethnographic approaches to studying relations, connections, interactions (as outlined above in 
Tsing, 2005), rather than a specific type of land use or intervention. As such, I was not constrained 
by the boundary of the ‘case’ for studying how decisions are made, how REDD+ interacts with 
existing systems and multi-level governance arrangements, how land use change occurs, and how 
decision-making processes in these arrangements relate to multiple outcomes. I combined insights 
from a range of ethnographic and anthropological studies (e.g. Dove, 2011; Li, 2014a, 2007a; Tsing, 
2005; West, 2006) with ANT’s emphasis on materialities and networked processes (e.g. Bennett, 
2010; McElwee, 2016). Based on this, the study design is specific with detailed description of the 
southern peatlands, and flexible to follow networks of relations. Spatial and legal aspects were 
important for selecting research locations, but then I followed events and relationships, which went 
beyond any clearly defined case boundaries. 
 
The case study is a detailed and intensive investigation of practices and processes for (i) implementing 
global environmental goals; and (ii) making land use decisions in frontier landscapes. This is reflected 
in the main research questions: 
 

How are land use decisions made, including the implementation of REDD+, within interacting 
multi-level governance arrangements in the southern peatlands of Central Kalimantan 
province, Indonesia? 
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How do decision-making processes in these arrangements relate to multiple outcomes? 
  

The study design is intended to provide insight into the difficulties of intervening in frontier 
landscapes, and how REDD+ relates to existing systems of land use governance in Indonesia’s 
decentralised legal framework. In connection to the MLG literature, I focus on subnational 
implementation of REDD+ and subnational levels of government (see, Chapter 3). I extend this focus 
to situate REDD+ projects among competing interests and land use changes. The overall design 
enables MLG to be explored in a specific and detailed way, by a focus on how land use decisions are 
made and their outcomes, than had I looked at the actors and institutions more generally. The overall 
design differs from most other research on REDD+ by examining specific sites and interactions, and 
broader historical, legal, and physical landscape dimensions incorporating scholarship on 
environmental governance and resource frontiers (see, Chapter 2). Through the study design, the 
methods address how environmental inequalities are produced and justified (drawing on arguments 
in Holifield, 2009) through land use change, and practical implications for implementing global 
environmental schemes, such as REDD+, in frontier landscapes. 
 
4.2.1. Preliminary processes for selecting the southern peatlands of Central Kalimantan 
 
The selection of Central Kalimantan, Indonesia’s pilot REDD+ province, is described in the previous 
chapter. I identified the southern peatlands in a preliminary literature review as a potential research 
location due to the focus of REDD+ projects and history of land use change; particularly, 
environmental problems, social upheaval and tenure-related conflicts associated with the ‘Mega Rice 
Project’ (MRP). Before finalising the decision to focus in the southern peatlands, and selection of 
districts and sites, I went through a process of preliminary interviews at the provincial level, which is 
outlined below. I used two maps of Central Kalimantan indicating patterns of land use change 
(Figures 4.1) and development concessions (Figure 4.2).8 These preliminary interviews, in October 
and November 2013, enabled wide ranging discussion of prior interventions, drivers of deforestation, 
and how land use is changing. Based on this, I distinguished three areas of Central Kalimantan, each 
with different histories and drivers of deforestation. 
 
4.2.1.1.    Northern forests; logging and mining interests 
 
In Figure 4.1, intact primary and secondary (non-peat) forest in the north of the province is remote, 
with logging and mining interests, but few concessions and little infrastructure. There are protected 
areas in the remote forests to the north. These forests are relatively intact, therefore, without the 
layered intervention shaping land use in the southern peatlands. There is relatively little established 
NGO presence. In Figure 4.2, coal mining in the Barito region, bordering with East Kalimantan, was 
identified in preliminary interviews as the main driver of deforestation. 
 
 

                                                
8 Maps prepared by David Gaveau for CIFOR’s broader comparative study. General information 
about this study is available at: https://www.cifor.org/gcs/modules/multilevel-governance/. 
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Figure 4.1. Indicative land use change map of Central Kalimantan used during preliminary 

interviews 
 
 
4.2.1.2.    Kotawaringin; the main oil palm growing region 
 
Kotawaringin region is a former logging hub. As indicated by the significant loss of forest cover in 
the south-east of the province in Figure 4.1, oil palm plantations were first established in the early 
1990s becoming the main oil palm growing region. Oil palm development was identified in 
preliminary interviews as the main driver of deforestation. Preliminary interviews indicated that this 
area is relatively ‘full’ of plantations setting up contests for the remaining space. The for-profit 
REDD+ project (Rimba Raya using an Ecosystem Restoration Concession) is nearby to Tanjung 
Puting National Park in a fragmented section of forested peatlands identified in the dark green section 
at the bottom left of Figure 4.2. 
 
4.2.1.3.    Southern peatlands; the Mega Rice Project and intersecting land use changes 
 
The significant loss of forest cover shown in Figure 4.1 in the bottom right (see also, Figure 3.7 inset 
map) is associated with the Mega Rice Project. The loss is a consequence of logging, drainage and 
conversion (or attempted conversion) to industrial rice cultivation, and later oil palm plantations, and 
repeated fires (see, Chapter 3). Preliminary interviews also identified oil palm expansion as the main 
driver of deforestation, however with more recent development than in Kotawaringin. Oil palm 
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plantations were first established in the mid-2000s and continuing to expand, intersecting with forest 
conservation in donor funded programs and projects; and a variety of REDD+ projects. 
 
Based on preliminary interviews, I selected the southern peatlands as the research location due to 
layered interventions and dynamic interactions of state land (forest conservation and REDD+) and 
recently established (or establishing) oil palm plantations with existing land use in community 
agricultural lands. 
 
 

 
Figure 4.2. Indicative concession map of Central Kalimantan used during preliminary interviews9 

 
 
4.2.2. Selection of two districts in the southern peatlands 
 
As outlined in Chapter 3, an interest in land use change and REDD+ and, therefore, a need to study 
a research location where these were both active informed the selection of Central Kalimantan’s 
southern peatlands. The same selection criteria were used to identify districts: 
 

                                                
9 This indicative map does not show oil palm plantations in southern peatlands (included in this 
study). A likely reason for omission is because the majority of concession permits granted at the 
district level have not obtained nationally approved leasehold (HGU – see, Chapter 5). 
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1. Significant focus of REDD+ with a variety of projects. 
2. Significant land use or land use management changes within the last 30 years. 
3. A mix of land use activities associated with deforestation and degradation drivers (likely 

increasing carbon emissions) and attempts / intentions to stop or slow deforestation and 
degradation (potentially decreasing carbon emissions). 

 
Additionally, for selecting districts: 
 

4. At least one REDD+ demonstration site (preferably two) with other forest conservation 
activities. 

 
I selected to focus in two nearby districts, Kapuas and Katingan in the southern peatlands. Both 
districts are crossed by large rivers (around 600 kilometres long) and share ecological characteristics 
of lowland peat-swamp forests. There are historical and geographical similarities as well as 
differences relating to the MRP. Kapuas was one of the five original districts, and Pulang Pisau and 
Gunung Mas were formerly part of Kapuas and established in 2002. Katingan was formerly part of 
Kotawaringin Timur and established in 2002. Kapuas has an approximate total area of 1.5 million 
hectares, and Katingan has 1.75 million hectares. The population of Kapuas is estimated at 340,000, 
and 150,000 in Katingan (Badan Pusat Statistik, 2013). Kapuas borders South Kalimantan province 
with a history of trade and Muslim influence, and tidal peatlands in the south have historically been 
used for rice cultivation. Most of the population is concentrated in the district capitals of Kuala 
Kapuas and Kasongan, and then scattered in village settlements along the rivers. The Indigenous 
population identifies as Dayak Ngaju, but the mixed population from other parts of Indonesia reflects 
patterns of informal migration and government transmigration (transmigrasi), including as part of the 
MRP. Fitting the selection criteria, both districts had at least one large REDD+ project, the 
Kalimantan Forests and Climate Partnership (KFCP) in Kapuas, and the Katingan-Mentaya Peatland 
Restoration and Conservation Project (KPRCP) in Katingan. Each project had different funding and 
timeframes, overlapping and/or nearby forest conservation initiatives (Table 4.1) and oil palm 
plantations (Table 4.2). 
 
Preliminary interviews in Kapuas identified social and environmental upheavals relating to the MRP 
history. This was the main reason for focusing additional fieldwork in Kapuas, rather than in Katingan 
(for detail of locations and overlay of the MRP see, Figure 5.1). Additionally, I considered the history 
of donor involvement (such as the Dutch government funded Central Kalimantan Peatlands Project) 
and NGO presence in Kapuas and the MRP region. Kapuas had more oil palm concession permits 
than Katingan (Sekala, 2013), and the KFCP was the most advanced REDD+ project during the 
period of fieldwork, therefore enabling observations and interviews based on several years of 
implementation. Comparably, the KPRCP received final national approval in late 2013, and therefore 
was only commencing implementation following several years of efforts to obtain the Ecosystem 
Restoration Concession (ERC). Repeated field trips to Kapuas in Rounds 2 and 3 (Table 4.3) 
addressed credibility and transferability to allow time for multiple visits to discuss preliminary 
findings, and to provide thick descriptions for others to understand the land use situation and its 
complexities. Furthermore, preliminary analysis of 86 interviews from Round 1 (Table 4.3) identified 
similar concerns at the village level in both districts related to intersecting land use changes and 
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insecure land tenure. Based on this preliminary analysis, I decided to prioritise an in-depth 
understanding of these issues in Kapuas during subsequent fieldwork, rather than making repeated 
trips to Katingan. The MRP region incorporates a section of the provincial capital of Palangka Raya, 
and there was some additional logistical consideration of travel in selection of the two districts to 
enable movement between the research locations. 
 
4.2.3. Selection of initiatives and field sites 
 
Choosing two districts enabled some greater variation in types of land use and projects than was 
possible if I had only studied one district. The purpose was to understand the historical, legal, and 
physical landscape dimensions, related to land use decision-making, not make comparisons between 
the districts. This was similarly the case for selection of initiatives and field sites in each district. I 
sought to understand processes of decision-making within interacting multi-level governance 
arrangements, such as those for a REDD+ project, and those for a nearby oil palm concession 
interacting with the project. I was interested in studying relations, connections, interactions among 
initiatives (e.g. oil palm and REDD+) and field sites (including village locations), not in making 
comparisons between different types of land use and initiatives. 
 
Again, fitting the selection criteria, I selected the two REDD+ projects, the KFCP in Kapuas, and the 
KPRCP in Katingan. Then, I sought to identify competing interests and land use activities overlapping 
and surrounding each project site (Tables 4.1 and 4.2). In other words, I selected initiatives and field 
sites in proximity to each other beginning with the large REDD+ projects. Competing interests and 
land use changes appear fairly typical for carbon rich regions where REDD+ is implemented (e.g. 
Eilenberg, 2015; Mertz et al., 2012; Nathan and Pasgaard, 2017), and I observed a similar pattern in 
each district of forest conservation and REDD+ projects interacting with nearby oil palm plantations. 
The spatial overlap and/or proximity of the initiatives enabled in-depth study, and village locations 
(field sites) were selected based on their participation in the REDD+ projects, as well as different 
land use characteristics. Selecting nearby initiatives enabled me to observe how intersecting land use 
changes affect these villages. Tables 4.1 and 4.2 were prepared10 to indicate the extent of fieldwork 
that focused far more significantly on some initiatives and not others. 
 
As described in Chapter 3, there is a hierarchy of government relations between the central, 
provincial, and district governments. The districts are administratively divided into sub-districts 
(Kecamatan) and villages (Desa). The village is administratively divided into sub-village (Dusun) 
and neighbourhood (RT) areas. Kapuas has 17 sub-districts and 230 villages; and Katingan has 13 
sub-districts and 161 villages (Badan Pusat Statistik, 2013). ‘Village land’ comprises both 
individually owned and communal land. Administrative boundaries between districts, sub-districts, 
and villages are in-flux. For example, one village in Kapuas that participated in the KFCP 
(Katunjung) established the sub-village (Tumbang Mangkutup) as a separate village during 
fieldwork. Adding villages is a strategy for funding and creating a new sub-district (Mantangai has 
the largest administrative area of more than half a million hectares). Repeat visits were made to six 
villages in Kapuas (Mantangai Hulu and Kalumpang in the south, Katunjung and Tumbang 
                                                
10 The original table formats were informed by (Myers et al., 2016, p. 6). 
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Mangkutup in the middle, and Petak Puti in the north of the KFCP site). I spent additional time in 
three villages (Mantangai Hulu and Kalumpang, and Katunjung) that had competing pressures from 
oil palm plantations and forest conservation, including the Protected Forest Management Unit 
(KPHL). I expanded my focus from the southern villages to the nearby transmigration area in 
Dadahup sub-district (Table 4.2). The transmigration area was established as part of the MRP, 
partially abandoned, and subsequently developed for oil palm plantations. In Katingan, two visits 
were made to a total five villages (Baun Bango, Perigi, Tewang Kampung, Kampung Melayu, and 
Mendawai) during the public consultation (sosialisasi) process for the KPRCP, but with significantly 
less time in the field. Many villages are only accessible via river, but both districts have planned 
infrastructure development and were constructing roads.
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Table 4.1 Summary of REDD+ projects and other forest conservation initiatives in the southern peatlands 
 
Case No 1 2 3 4 5 6 
Name Kalimantan 

Forests and 
Climate 
Partnership 
(KFCP) 

Borneo Orangutan 
Survival 
Foundation’s 
Mawas 
Conservation 
Program (BOS 
Mawas) 

Protected Forest 
Management Unit 
(KPHL) 

Katingan-Mentaya 
Peatland Restoration 
and Conservation 
Project (KPRCP) 

Sebangau National 
Park 

Indonesia Forest and 
Climate Support 
(IFACS) – Katingan 
Landscape 

District(s) Kapuas Kapuas and Barito 
Selatan 

Kapuas Katingan and West 
Kotawaringin  
 

Pulang Pisau, 
Katingan, and 
Palangka Raya 

Katingan, Pulang 
Pisau, Palangka Raya 

Sub-
district(s) 

Mantangai and 
Timpah 

Mantangai and 
Timpah (Kapuas); 
Dusun Hilir and 
Karau Kuala 
(Barito Selatan) 

Mantangai and 
Timpah 

Kamipang and 
Mendawai 

Multiple (national 
park) 

Multiple (landscape) 

Area (ha) 120,000 309,861 105,372 149,800 (project area 
defining where GHG 
emission reductions are 
quantified); 305,669 
(project zone defining 
extent of area where 
project activities are 
implemented)b 

568,700 1.7 million 

Land use 
designation 
 

Protection and 
conservation 
foresta 

Protection and 
conservation forest 

Protection forest Production forest National park Multiple (landscape) 

MRP 
region 

Blocks A and E Blocks A and E Blocks A and E No Bordering Block C Partial – Block C 
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Initiative 
type 

Demonstration 
REDD+ project 

Habitat 
conservation for 
orangutans 

Localised forest 
management unit 
(KPH) 

For-profit REDD+ 
project 

National park and 
forest conservation 
program 

Landscape approach 

Timeframe 2009–2014 2002–present 2011–present 2013–presentc 2004–present 2010–2015 (replaced 
by Lestari project) 

Main 
proponent 

Australian 
government in 
bilateral 
partnership with 
the Indonesian 
government 

National NGO –
provincially 
administered 
program office 

National Forestry 
Department initiative 
– district administered 
and funded 

Private company – PT 
Rimba Makmur Utama 
(RMU) in partnership 
with Permian Global 

National 
government with 
assistance from 
WWF 

US government – 
foreign aid program 

Funds Public Donations Public Private (REDD+ VCS 
and CCB standards) 

Public / donations Public 

REDD+ 
design 
 

Yes No No Yes No Partial – Low 
Emission-
Development 
Strategy (LEDS) 

a Partial APL in project site where oil palm permit (KLM) was allocated in 2014. 
b Applied for 227,260 Ecosystem Restoration Concession (ERC – IUPHHK- RE), national approval of 108,255 in 2013; and 49,497 in 2016 from a second 

application. The production-conversion forest in Katingan, where oil palm permit (PEAK) was allocated in 2010, was excluded from the ERC approval.   
c Indonesian company, PT RMU founded in 2007 but lengthy application and approval process for ERC. 
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Table 4.2. Summary of oil palm plantations nearby and/or overlapping KFCP and KPRCP REDD+ projects 
  
Case No 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 
Namea PT UHP PT KLM PT RASR PT GIJ PT LAK PT GAL  PT AUS PT PEAK 
District(s) Kapuas Kapuas Kapuas Kapuas Kapuas Kapuas and 

Barito Selatan 
Katingan Katingan 

Sub-
district(s) 

Mantangai and 
Kapuas Barat 

Mantangai Mantangai Kapuas Barat 
and Mantangai 

Kapuas Murung 
and Mantangai 

Dadahup and 
Mantangai 

Kamipang and 
Mendawai 

Mendawai and 
Kamipang 

Area (ha)b 15,750 9,600 20,000 9,063 
(national 
approval) 

20,310 20,000 (revised 
from original 
permit) 

11,250 18,700 

Land use 
designation 

Private land 
(APL) 

Private land 
(APL) 

State land 
(protection 
forest)c 

Private land 
(APL – 
received forest 
release) 

Private land 
(APL in 
transmigration 
area)c 

Private land 
(APL in 
transmigration 
area)c 

State land 
(production-
conversion 
forest) 

State land 
(production-
conversion 
forest) 

MRP region Block B Block A Block B Block B Block A Block A No No 

Proximity to 
REDD+ 
project 

Directly 
adjacent to 
KFCP 

Overlapping 
KFCP 

Nearby to 
KFCP 

Nearby to 
KFCP 

Nearby to KFCP Nearby to KFCP Directly 
adjacent to 
KPRCP 

Directly 
adjacent to 
KPRCP 

Timeframe 2011–present 2014–present 2004–
present  

2006–present 2006–present 2007–present 2006–present 2010—present 

Funds Domestic Domestic Domestic Foreign Domestic Foreign Domestic Domestic 

Permit 
status (2014) 

Location and 
business 
(IUPB) 
permits – 
district 
 

Location 
permit – 
district 

Location 
and business 
permits 
(lapsed) – 
district 

Leasehold 
(HGU) –
national 
approval 

Location and 
business (IUPB) 
permits (permit 
lapsed; reissued 
in 2015) – district 

Location and 
business (IUP) 
permits – district 

Location 
permit (status 
of business 
permit not 
confirmed) – 
district 

Location 
permit (status 
of business 
permit not 
confirmed) – 
district 
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Progress Land 
clearance and 
plantation 
establishment 

Land 
clearance and 
plantation 
establishment 

Operational Operational 
 

Operational Operational Land 
clearance and 
plantation 
establishment 

Land 
clearance and 
plantation 
establishment 

a In Chapter 5, I do not include company names to avoid specifying issues and disputes, and to preserve anonymity of sources in some instances to ensure 
confidentiality of sources. 

b Hectare (ha) are approximate based on the location permit allocating the concession, except PT GIJ based on leasehold (HGU). 
c Partial overlap of location permit with private (APL) and state land (forest zoning).
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4.3.    Research methods 
 

Although methods are merely tools, they do have consequences. Choose methods that help 
you answer your research questions with ingenuity and incisiveness. How you collect data 
affects which phenomena you will see, how, where, and when you will view them, and what 
sense you will make of them. (Charmaz, 2006, p. 15) 

 
I used a multi-strategy research approach to develop methods that are appropriate, context-specific 
and comprehensive (Henn et al., 2009, pp. 20–22). In doing so, I used interviews to understand the 
lived experiences, aspirations and priorities of the research participants. Interviews helped me to 
understand how people interpreted their practices and relationships to land, and to each other. I 
combined interviews and observations to understand how land use change occurs and implementation 
of REDD+ among other initiatives. Document analysis, including of maps and permits, helped me 
understand legal rules and decision-making in both physical and legal landscapes. A multi-strategy 
approach required time for preliminary analysis and refinement of methods. This occurred through 
the division of fieldwork into three rounds over approximately a two-year period (Table 4.3). 
 
As outlined in the Preface, data collection as part of Round 1 intersected with CIFOR methodology 
for site selection and interview formats (Ravikumar et al., 2015c, 2015a).11 Rounds 2 and 3 were 
conducted specifically for this thesis. Some fieldwork fell outside the specified dates (Table 4.3) 
including observation of the final workshops for the KFCP in June 2014, and final meetings at 
provincial and district levels that included discussion of preliminary findings in December 2015. 
 
As indicated by the summary of research participants (Table 4.4), the fieldwork required travel and 
coordination between multiple locations. Frequent travel enabled repeat visits, interviews and 
observations, but also imposed limitations on the amount of time spent in each location. I worked 
with several research assistants. My main research assistant was a young local woman living in 
Palangka Raya, Rut Dini Prasti H. who speaks English, Indonesian, and local Dayak languages. I 
additionally worked with Randi Julian Mirandi, Fioreni Antika, Novi Riana and Erika (Indu Yusdan) 
for field assistance. I spent several months learning Indonesian language prior to fieldwork, but I do 
not speak Dayak languages. While I conducted some parts of interviews in Indonesian, certain 
conversational components were challenging, especially in discussion of technical and legal 
procedures. I worked closely with research assistants for interpretation and clarification during or 
after interviews, and in village settings often where mixed Dayak and Indonesian languages are 
spoken. This was important not only for helping me to understand some interview content, but for 
understanding informal expectations in meetings and interviews. 
 
 
 
 
                                                
11 Information about project methods is available at: https://www.cifor.org/gcs/modules/multilevel-
governance/methods/. 
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Table 4.3. Summary of field data and timeframes 
 
 Timeframes Interviews / 

field data 
entries 

Interviews Transcripts Other data entries 
(preliminary 
meetings and field 
observations) 

Round 
1 

October 2013 
– April 2014 

119 99 54 20 

Round 
2 

November – 
December 
2014 

35 31 25 4 

Round 
3 

February – 
April 2015 

40 35 18 5 

Total 
entries 

  194 165 97 29 

 
 
As well as helping to coordinate the travel and schedule interviews, and providing interpretation 
during interviews when needed, Rut Dini actively contributed to the fieldwork, including to conduct 
interviews to fill gaps in the final round, and therefore, she is included as a co-author in two research 
publications (see, Preface). As relevant to quality criteria of dependability and confirmability, I 
sought to record travel and decisions during fieldwork by informal notetaking and conversations with 
Rut Dini (voice recordings), as well as in Excel spreadsheets. This record keeping supported a 
reflexive process by evaluating my decisions during and between each round of fieldwork. 
Preparation of Rounds 2 and 3 sought to develop themes, fill in gaps, and observe changes such as 
land clearance for an oil palm plantation, livelihoods in villages, and implementation of REDD+ 
projects. Each data entry (Figure 4.3) was assigned an identification number in chronological order 
based on three rounds of fieldwork. 
 
4.3.1.   Research participants 
 
All selection (or sampling) of research participants was purposive, meaning that selection was 
strategic and informed by the overall research aims and methods. Key informant interviews 
commenced in October and November 2013 at the provincial level, and some ‘snowballing’ 
techniques were used initially. A key informant is defined as a person who has specific knowledge 
on account of their privileged observational position (Corbetta, 2003, p. 275). Key informants were 
selected based on their institutional position, knowledge and interests, and/or their connections to the 
initiatives (Tables 4.1 and 4.2). The number of interviews (Table 4.3) differs from the number of 
research participants (Table 4.4) because some people were interviewed on more than one occasion. 
The preliminary interviews at the provincial level were followed by interviews in the district capital 
of Kuala Kapuas, and later at sub-district/village levels in Kapuas and Katingan in Round 1. As noted 
above, multiple visits to Kapuas were made across all three rounds of fieldwork. This addressed 
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credibility and transferability to allow time to discuss preliminary findings, and to provide thick 
descriptions for others to understand the land use situation and its complexities. Access to information 
is a function of time and trust (Neuman, 2006). This was a further reason for the focus in Kapuas, in 
Rounds 2 and 3, because, being reasonably accessible from the provincial capital, it allowed for repeat 
visits to district government offices to establish trust and relationships with those who contributed to 
the field research. Interviews were conducted in the national capital of Jakarta in Rounds 1 and 2. 
Permission for all interviews was obtained either verbally (voice recorded) or sometimes in writing 
depending on the preference of the research participant. Prior to commencing the fieldwork, I 
obtained ethics committee approval (University Reference 1340559.1) and approval from the 
Indonesian Government to conduct research in the study area. 
 
 
Table 4.4. Research participants by actor type and government level 
 
Actor type 
and 
government 
level 

Total 
participants 

Sub-
district 
and 
village      

District Provincial National International 

Villager 
(VILL) 

50 50     

NGO 
(NGO/IACT) 

25  3 11 7 4a 

Indonesian 
government 
(GOV) 

34  12 9 13  

Multi-level 
governmental 
group 
(GOVG) 

17  6 4 5 2a 

Researchers 
(RIN) 

6   3 3  

Corporate 
(CORP) 

12  5 2 5  

Total 
participants 

144 50 26 29 33 6 

a Meetings and interviews in Jakarta or Palangka Raya 
 
 
Interviews and meetings at sub-district and village levels were conducted with: 
 
• Sub-district (Camat) and Village Heads (Kepala Desa) 
• Members of village government 
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• Customary leaders (Mantir) 
• Elders (oral histories) 
• Separate interviews and focus groups with women 
 
Villagers were selected based on their role and interest in projects or negotiations, and I tried to speak 
with a cross-section of villagers to understand their experiences and any different viewpoints. This 
was important, for example, because there were alliances or factions in some villages between groups 
supporting or opposing initiatives (such as REDD+ projects and oil palm plantations). In terminology, 
I usually refer to ‘villagers’ who participated in the research and/or reside in villages where I 
conducted research. When I refer to ‘communities’, this has a slightly more generalised meaning. I 
am mindful of the need to recognise specificity, heterogeneity and differences within and between 
community groups (Ojha et al., 2016; Pasgaard and Nielsen, 2016). 
 
Interviews and meetings with NGOs included: 
 
• Forest conservation organisations 
• Indigenous Rights Movement, Aliansi Masyarakat Adat Nusantara (AMAN), and affiliated 

activists 
• Provincial level NGOs (including NGOs affiliated with the environmental network, Wahana 

Lingkungan Hidup or WALHI) 
• Grassroots NGOs and individual activists 
 
Several individual activists provided significant information and support, as well as interviews. 
 
Interviews were conducted with the following areas of Indonesian government: 
 
• Forestry departments (national, provincial and district, including the Protected Forest 

Management Unit or KPHL in Kapuas) 
• Plantations departments (provincial and district) 
• Mining departments (provincial and district) 
• Environment (BLH) departments (provincial and district) 
• Planning (BAPPENAS/BAPPEDA) departments (national, provincial and district) 
• National REDD+ Agency (BPR – since disbanded) 
• Joint REDD+ Secretariat (SEKBER, Central Kalimantan – since disbanded) 
 
District government interviews were conducted in Kapuas. I observed meetings involving district 
officials from Katingan, but did not conduct interviews. In Kapuas, several district officials provided 
significant information and support, as well as interviews. 
 
Multi-level governmental groups (GOVG) comprised the KFCP (as a bilateral REDD+ project), 
IFACS (as part of the US foreign aid program), and international agencies (such as the World Bank 
and UN). 
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Researchers mainly comprised local academics and research institutes knowledgeable about the study 
area. 
 
Corporate actors mainly comprised oil palm company managers and industry groups, a manager of a 
coal company in Kapuas, and REDD+ proponents (KPRCP as a for-profit project). 
 
4.3.2.  Interview topics and formats 
 
The interview formats were semi-structured to incorporate multiple topics and lines of discussion. 
These topics, in Round 1, were consistent with the CIFOR project in design and methods (Ravikumar 
et al., 2015a) combining my preliminary literature review and fieldwork preparation. These topics 
covered questions about decentralisation powers and accountability, government roles, formal and 
informal procedures and practices of decision-making, and relationships and interactions among 
government levels and actors. Additional questions covered historical interventions and 
deforestation, drivers of land use change, forest conservation and REDD+, timeframes for land use 
changes occurring, and other questions for selecting the research locations and initiatives. For the 
initiatives, questions covered people’s experience and relationship to the initiatives, specific roles, 
memory of events, land use histories, and where applicable, benefit-sharing arrangements. Specific 
topics, such as reported on land documents (see, Chapter 5), were based on the preliminary findings, 
with later fieldwork investigating these topics in more detail. 
 
There was variation in interview length. Some interviews were short (less than one hour) and focused 
on specific information gathering, while many were longer (more than one hour) with some lasting 
for several hours. Some long interviews were conducted over two sittings (morning and evening, or 
over two days). This style of intensive interviewing allowed for in-depth exploration based on the 
participant’s knowledge and interests (Charmaz, 2006, p. 25). A total of 35 interviews were repeated 
with the same participant (Table 4.5) often at different time intervals and rounds of fieldwork. The 
repeated interviews were often unstructured and built on prior discussion, covered a different range 
of topics and returned to discuss topics in more detail. This repetition occurred mainly at district and 
village levels in Kapuas, whereas no interviews at the national level were repeated. 
 
Interview topics and style were adapted to individual knowledge and preferences with some 
participants preferring a formal style and, occasionally, a list of questions that I prepared for the 
specific interview. Most participants preferred an informal style in which my task was to introduce 
topics to be elaborated on in conversation (Corbetta, 2003, p. 273). Many interviews, especially in 
villages, allowed for elements of storytelling of personal histories that entwined with the topics being 
discussed (Sandelowski, 1991). Oral histories with village elders (four villages in Kapuas) was based 
on their storytelling, such as, beginning with their childhood during the Second World War and 
weaving in their memory with present-day experiences. Most interviews were conducted 
individually, or sometimes with more than one participant. Some people preferred to be interviewed 
together (such as work colleagues, friends or family members) or sometimes (especially in the 
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villages) several people informally joined in the conservation. Focus group discussion or group 
interviews were conducted (such as groups of women in villages). I adapted this to the situation and 
preferences. 
 
 
Table 4.5. Breakdown and total number of participants 
 
Number of times repeated  Number of participants                 
1 109 
2 18 
3 8 
4 5 
5 3 

6 0 
7 1 
Total participants 144 

 
 
4.3.3.   Observations 

 
Consistent with ethnographic techniques, detailed observations were recorded during the fieldwork 
through practices of writing field notes, voice recording and photography. When selecting locations 
and events, and the style or method of recording, I was mindful that ‘some objects will be brought 
into focus while others remain in the background; and some will be entirely excluded from the 
observer’s frame’ (Corbetta, 2003, p. 246). I was guided by the basic question, ‘what is happening?’ 
by attending to the physical and social setting, formal and informal interactions, who spoke or was 
silent, as well as their words and the conditions under which specific actions occurred (Charmaz, 
2006, p. 20). I was also guided by the empirical questions outlined at the beginning of this chapter. 
 
Whenever possible, written observations were recorded in a notebook and photographs were taken. 
Examples of observations of meetings or project activities included the location and type of venues, 
who attended (or was absent), what was discussed, who appeared to exert leadership or control over 
conversations, and how statements were received by others. Observations of the physical 
environment, infrastructure (such as roads and layout of oil palm plantations), and types of land use 
were recorded in written notes, hand drawn maps and diagrams, and photographs. These observations 
often focused on events, such as meetings or land use change where conversion of an oil palm 
plantation was occurring. I photographed the signage maps in oil palm plantations, types of land 
clearance (such as machinery or fires), transportation on rivers, livelihoods practices, village 
infrastructure, and so on. When applicable, some photographs (for example, a meeting, land 
clearance, land document or permit) were linked using the identification number of an interview 
recording/transcript. Some written observations were assigned an identification number and formally 
included as part of the dataset (Table 4.6) for analysis. These field data entries often combined written 
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observations and record of informal discussion at specific events, and some of these entries were 
recorded over several days and contain extensive field notes. 
 
 
Table 4.6. Summary of observations 
 
Description Total 

number 
Identification number 
(chronological) 

REDD+ meeting forums 5 58, 75, 84 (Round 1) 
1, 2 (Round 1) 

NGO meeting forums 2 17, 59a (Round 1) 
Oil palm meeting forums and field 
trips to plantations 

11 13, 74, 91, 92, 102, 109; 112 (Round 1) 
7, 14, 15 (Round 2) 
1 (Round 3) 

Provincial forestry planning (RKTP) 
in December 2013 

1 47 (Round 1) 

Several consultations (sosialasasi) 
for the KPRCP REDD+ in February 
and March 2014 

5 68, 69, 85, 89, 119 (Round 1) 

Village land use planning (PTGLD) 
for the KFCP REDD+ project in 
February 2014 

2  79, 83 (Round 1) 

Total field observations 26  
 
 
4.3.4.   Gender and cultural differences 
 
As a foreign woman, I worked with local women as research assistants in environments that were 
predominantly male. It is important to acknowledge my position of privilege in traveling between 
locations, and my reliance on these local women to support and broker my differences, including for 
arranging meetings and interviews. There were biases (at all levels except for the national level) to 
interviewing men who were elected or appointed into positions of knowledge and authority. Often, 
we were the only females in attendance at meetings, or we observed that women’s voices were mainly 
silent at meetings. Exceptions, in several villages, coincided with prior NGO support for women to 
speak up at meetings. In villages, we sought to interview women and conduct group interviews with 
women only. Through separate interviews, we identified registration of women on land ownership 
documents, and that land inheritance was usually divided equally among siblings. However, our 
interviews did not probe deeply into gender differences in oil palm negotiations (Chapter 5) or 
REDD+ projects (Chapters 6 and 7). This is reflected in the breakdown of participants by gender 
(Table 4.7). 
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Table 4.7. Breakdown of participants by gender 
 
Gender Total participants Village (field sites) 
Male 111 32 
Female 33 18 

Total participants 144 50 
 
 
The cultural background of participants (Table 4.8) was recorded to organise the data for analysis. 
This was important for identifying features of people’s experience, knowledge practices and 
interpretation of events. Specific information was recorded on field notes and interview transcripts; 
for example, whether an oil palm manager was from Malaysia or Sumatra (Batak ethnic group), 
transmigrants or had moved from other parts of Indonesia. Non-Indonesians were typically employed 
in senior positions, for example, at the World Bank in Jakarta, or as technical experts or consultants 
for REDD+ projects. 
 
 
Table 4.8. Breakdown of participants by cultural background 
 
Cultural background Total participants 

Indonesian-local (Dayak) 83 
Indonesian-other 49 
Non-Indonesian 12 
Total participants 144 

 
 
4.3.5.   Documents 
 
A variety of documents were collected during the fieldwork that included government regulations 
and strategies, permits, project documents, photographs and videos, and PowerPoint presentations on 
relevant topics. Often, I would ask for documents during interviews, or participants would nominate 
to show me a document. Sometimes, documents were exchanged during interviews (such as permits 
or maps). Some documents (especially maps – examples in Figures 4.1. and 4.2 for Central 
Kalimantan; and Figure 4.3 for Kapuas) were used in interviews as a springboard for discussion and 
informed my preparation during the fieldwork. Maps were collected from a variety of sources. A 
technical (GIS) expert prepared a series of land cover and land use change maps showing boundaries, 
fire events, oil palm concessions, and other requested details in the KFCP REDD+ project site and 
surrounding area in the MRP region (see, Figure 3.9 map of land cover change). Other secondary 
documents collected during fieldwork included permit review and land governance assessments, 
project design and reporting documents, government statistics and records (such as oil palm 
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companies and permits), and online media. I recorded the date and source of each document during 
fieldwork. 
 
 
 

 
Figure 4.3. Example of a map collected during fieldwork showing oil palm concessions in Kapuas 

district overlaid with 2012 national forestry map 
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4.4.    Data organisation and analysis 
 
During the fieldwork, each data entry was assigned an identification number and preliminary 
observational notes were recorded about the meeting or interview using a table format. Identifying 
information (descriptive coding of actor type and institutional position, gender and cultural 
background) was recorded using Excel to organise the data set. As outlined above, some field notes 
and recorded observations (Table 4.6) as well as interviews were organised as part of the data set for 
analysis. Descriptive coding and assigning an identification number to interviews and observations 
(Table 4.3) helped with organisation of the data. Given the size of the data set and desire to record 
characteristics of the participants, such as related to government level and institutional position, these 
are represented as ‘data points’. While such representation might not match with some styles of 
ethnographic method, this careful organisation and recordkeeping was important for research quality 
in dependability and confirmability of the research findings. 
 
Preliminary analysis of 86 interviews from Round 1 was undertaken over a period is several months 
in the middle of 2014 in preparation for Rounds 2 and 3. This occurred in combination with reporting 
for the CIFOR study and contribution to a research paper (Myers et al., 2016). Additional work was 
undertaken in 2015 for Rounds 1 and 2, and again in 2016 for Round 3, to clean up and prepare the 
data, and to transcribe interviews. Most interviews were voice recorded, however some shorter 
interviews for information gathering were not transcribed. A total of 97 interviews were transcribed 
(Table 4.3). These interviews were selected for transcription as they are typically the most detailed 
and lengthy (more than one hour in duration). Some interviews were in English. When applicable, 
the voice recordings were either fully translated into English from Indonesian and/or local Dayak 
languages, or the original language and phrasing were retained in the transcript. My research 
assistant’s written notes of meetings and observations were mostly translated into English, or retained 
in Indonesian language. I worked with two research assistants, Rut Dini and Hestu Rahmayani for 
the transcription process. This added considerable time during and after the fieldwork to complete, 
and the quality of the data set reflects their significant contribution to the transcription process. 
 
Ethnographic research is less systematic than other research, which is reflected in the interview 
formats and styles. Each of Chapters 5, 6 and 7 used a different subset of the total dataset (Table 4.4), 
however I did not design specific interviews for each results chapter. Often, there is overlap between 
the interviews used in each chapter because a single interview covered a range of topics and, 
therefore, the analysis drew on different parts, and in varied depth. Another reason for overlap 
between the interviews is due to the study design by selecting nearby initiatives and villages (field 
sites). This meant that I would often ask about several of the initiatives in a single interview, such as 
a REDD+ project, forest conservation program, and an oil palm plantation. Later, I separated the 
content using NVivo qualitative software (QSR International Pty. Ltd., 2015) to organise and analyse 
the dataset commencing in mid 2015 and finishing in early 2017, overlapping the timeframes for 
writing each chapter as a self-contained research publication. 
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4.4.1.   Thematic analysis 
 
Qualitative data analysis is concerned with meaning and interpretation, and therefore does not make 
empirical generalisations (Bryman, 2012). Thematic analysis was chosen to identify patterns of 
meaning in the data, and coding had three main purposes: to identify and retrieve information, identify 
themes, and break up the interview data for each research chapter. The coding process in NVivo was 
inductive, data-driven and open to allow for refinement and themes to emerge from the coding. Alan 
Bryman (2012) specifies that a ‘node tree’ in NVivo has branches built up out of groups of codes 
(themes) related to the research questions and concepts (p. 578) and ‘the nodes are the route by which 
coding is undertaking by marking passages of text’ (p. 596). 
 
When I entered the interview transcripts and field notes for coding, node trees incorporated my 
preliminary analysis and literature review for identifying the main concepts of negotiation, 
translation, and learning. Thematic analysis was indirectly linked to the main concepts; for example, 
and evidence/proof for ‘negotiation’ (Chapter 5), donor/NGO accountability for ‘translation’ 
(Chapter 6), scientific/local knowledge for ‘learning’ as well as examples of learning (Chapter 7). 
Node trees were refined from the initial coding. Examples of this are ‘games’ in negotiations (Chapter 
5), and ‘testing’ and ‘learning’ in REDD+ (Chapters 6 and 7). 
 
Node trees were constructed to retrieve and verify information; for example, nodes were created for 
actors, initiatives, the physical environment and land use activities. The transcripts enabled my 
identification of specific words or phrases, as well as interpreting the data by seeing how the 
discussion evolved, and my role (and that of research assistants) in guiding and introducing topics 
and questions. There were different levels of refinement as I sometimes coded for specific words 
(such as ‘game’ or ‘community’) as well as entire sequences of conversation including the questions 
asked, or any discussion had with research assistants to check or clarify information. Key passages 
of interviews were coded multiple times. Given that each research participant had been assigned 
identifying information (actor type and level, institution position, gender, cultural background), this 
enabled cross-referencing when writing the results; for example, how district officials described 
national government; or how local NGOs described non-local experts. Queries were conducted to 
confirm or identify patterns and accuracy of a result. Memos were sometimes used to record the 
linkage of themes to the main concepts. Analysis during the writing phrase also involved rereading 
entire transcripts to check my interpretations or select quotations. This was important for verification, 
and for listening and attending to the perspectives and meaning of interviews. 
 
4.4.2.   Document analysis 

 
A variety of documents, such as maps, permits, project designs, were used for triangulation, and I 
often moved back and forth between different sources of data when conducting the analysis. 
Approaches from ANT (e.g. Gorur, 2011a; Law, 2004; Mol, 2002; Winthereik and Verran, 2012) 
focused my attention on how actions are performed, such as making decisions, entering negotiations, 
designing and implementing projects, and other activities. Rather than only considering the discursive 
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features of interviews and observations of meetings, I considered the role of physical and legal 
landscape elements. Therefore, the documents were understood in relation to decision-making 
procedures and outcomes. Through the document analysis, I sought to understand how land use 
characteristics (such as a land clearance, size of a plantation, or construction of drainage canals) and 
legal processes in specific objects (such as maps and permits) exerted agency in relational human 
interactions (Bennett, 2010; Latour, 2005, 2004; Law, 2004). I identified physical conditions (e.g. 
soil, crops, fire, water, climate), infrastructure (e.g. roads, machinery, tools for land clearance), and 
legal-spatial configurations of landscapes (e.g. government regulations, permits, maps). I paid 
attention to how meaning and information were interconnected through pictures, numbers and words. 
For example, legal documents (such as government regulations or a formal agreement) were mainly 
written text; the permits, budgets and government statistics prioritised quantitative information 
(numbers and dates); and the maps prioritised and simplified visual (spatial) information (e.g. Figures 
4.4 and 4.5). 
 
 

 
Figure 4.4. Maps used in the Village Land Use Planning (PTGLD) for the KFCP REDD+ project 

(Katunjung, Kapuas, 26 February 2014) 
 
 
Particularly for villagers, such documents were ‘powerful’ to affect their land use and livelihoods 
often with limited scope for them to make changes or influence decisions. As outlined above, some 
photographs became documents used in the analysis, such as hand drawn maps and land documents 
that villagers presented as evidence. When undertaking the analysis, I considered how villagers made 
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their own documents to counter the forces of other ‘information’ contained in a government decision 
to grant a land use permit, or in project documents. I used the concept of an ‘actant’ from ANT (see, 
Chapter 2) in the analysis to describe a source of action that can be human or nonhuman, and often 
depends on unstable groupings of both. I approached such documents as ‘actants’ in the analysis to 
probe more deeply into how villagers’ options were often limited, and their strategising. These legal 
documents and other ‘objects’ are sometimes labelled as actants and/or nonhuman elements in 
analysis of the results. They were carefully selected during the analysis to illustrate key issues and 
relationships, and do not imply that ‘objects’ and ‘humans’ are equivalent, nor that everything is an 
‘actor’ by virtue of labelling such nonhuman elements. 
 
 
 
 

 
Figure 4.5. Public consultation (sosialisasi) for the KPRCP REDD+ project (Mendawai, Katingan, 

7 February 2014) 
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4.5.    Ethical considerations for field research 
 
Many ethnographic studies have dealt with the fine detail of REDD+ policy processes and/or local 
dynamics. Often, these studies have drawn on in-depth observation and local knowledge of REDD+ 
projects, dealt with the contingent and political nature of implementation, and sought to provide 
‘nuanced and independent accounts of REDD+ on the ground, including its local impacts and 
outcomes’ (Milne et al., 2018, p. 2). When conducting field research, I was guided by arguments, 
particularly those of David Mosse (2004, pp. 643–44) on the need for ethnographic research to 
recognise and explore the diversity of interests and messy practices of implementation. These 
arguments, I found, were especially relevant to REDD+ subnational implementation in Central 
Kalimantan. As I conducted research in a location that has been repeatedly targeted for intervention, 
it was important to reflect on my role as a foreigner, woman, postgraduate student, and researcher 
affiliated with CIFOR. While I learned Indonesian prior to commencing fieldwork, limitations arose 
from my role and capacity to understand cultural expectations and practices, which required 
significant time in the field for learning and building relationships. 
 
Ethical considerations arose from the high level of research interest in REDD+ during the period of 
fieldwork. To explain further, Tania Li (2007a) has written that development programs and projects 
devised by ‘experts’ are fragments of reality that affect other people’s realities across a boundary that 
separates those who claim to know how others should live from those who are targeted for 
interventions (pp. 281-282). Li observes that villagers concluded, from the repeated exercises of 
projects, that various ‘experts’ had nothing to offer them (p. 277). In Kapuas, I found that many 
villagers, having experienced multiple visits from NGOs and researchers interested in the KFCP 
REDD+ project, among other conservation and land issues, drew similar conclusions. These 
conclusions, despite my efforts to conduct the research in accordance with ethical principles of 
beneficence, informed consent, respect, and justice (Bryman, 2012), applied to my role: 
 

Normally research is not returned to the village – although so many researchers come here. 
I am happy with some researchers who come if they respect the community and follow the 
rules, and if the researchers share their results that would be very useful for us – because you 
get information from us and we need information from you because at the moment our position 
is in-between; we are confused. We are afraid if there is no one giving us recommendation 
what to do – what steps that we need to take – because of the confusion we could take a step 
that might lead to damage in the future for us. So, we will respect the researchers if they can 
give recommendation to us after their research. (March 2014 – male in Kalumpang village) 

 
Ethical principles in fair distribution of benefits, costs and risks of research, indicate a need for 
research practice that does not extract people’s information and time, and recognises mutual 
obligations. Recognition of power asymmetries, especially at the village level, applies as much to 
ethnography as to other forms of research. Villagers were relatively ‘captive’ research participants. 
Although some remote locations were hard-to-access, their ability to refuse the requests of researchers 
(including my requests) was limited compared to government officials or oil palm company 
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managers. Some villagers expressed frustration and fatigue over repeatedly being interviewed. 
Meanwhile, the dynamics of decision-making involving these other more powerful actors, and 
affecting what transpired in the villages, was relatively under-researched compared to REDD+. I 
observed similar fatigue at the provincial level due to the high-profile of Central Kalimantan as the 
official REDD+ pilot province. Some research participants felt reluctant to answer questions about 
REDD+ whereas they were willing to discuss other issues and processes of decision-making in 
Indonesia’s decentralised legal framework and associated land use changes. 
 
Credibility is related to ethics. It requires that research is carried out in accordance with good practice 
and respondent validation is sought. As described above, the repeat focus of fieldwork in Kapuas was 
important for credibility. Several participants in villages, and at district and provincial levels, 
expressed frustration about extractive modes of field research: 
 

Most of the foreigners who do research here never give or contribute the results of their 
research to the local library. They’re supposed to do this, but so far, I’ve never seen any 
researchers do this. They just exploit and get information from Central Kalimantan, but never 
give the results of their research. (December 2013 – local NGO) 

 
[Male] was very anxious at the beginning… He was annoyed at the researchers who come 
and go to the village asking about the pitiful life of the villagers but offer no solution. He said 
that it’s useless asking about the poverty of our conditions if you don’t do anything to help... 
I think he’s just frustrated about so many people [researchers] who come and go to this 
village. (field notes, April 2015) 

 
These comments reflect the high-profile of Central Kalimantan and associated research interest in 
REDD+. The public controversy surrounding the KFCP project also put demands on the quality 
criteria of confirmability to act in good faith and not overtly allow personal biases to sway research 
conduct or results. This was important in in selecting (purposive sampling) participants to ensure that 
I understood the different perspectives and competing interests. If I had focussed in the two southern 
villages (Mantangai Hulu and Kalumpang) that are accessible from the district capital Kuala Kapuas, 
via the oil palm plantations, this would have indicated greater dissatisfaction with the project than 
observed in other villages. Likewise, had I interviewed the most accessible people in these villages, 
who were allied to NGO networks opposing the project, this would have indicated greater conflict 
than reported among other villagers. While ethnographic techniques emphasise in-depth 
understanding, attention to research ethics and quality, including selection of sites and participants, 
is important in how the research is conducted, especially in high-profile locations and where conflict 
is reported. In reporting, I have sometimes opted not to include information that is speculative or 
prejudicial, especially where a land conflict was reported, or a project is continuing. 
 
Part of what attracted me to ANT was that it provided an open-ended and flexible approach. On 
confirmability and transferability, as well as authenticity, I have sought to ‘to re-present others and 
their diverse practices in good faith’ throughout the research, and in doing so, I acknowledge that 
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‘other stories could have been possible’ (Winthereik and Verran, 2012, p. 38). For example, 
conflicting views were not only expressed in separate interviews, sometimes the same participant 
changed their mind or expressed what could appear to be a conflicting view as they recalled a prior 
event or their experience of a project. Often, this required my judgment, such as, whether an expressed 
NGO view about a project accurately conveyed a problem for villagers, and then, which groups of 
villagers, in what relation to the NGO and others? Making judgments like this requires reflexivity for 
entering into the participants’ worlds with respect (Charmaz, 2006, p. 126). 
 
4.6.    Summary of methods and data used in the results 
 
The following Chapters 5, 6 and 7 are self-contained research publications, each organised around 
the investigation of a single concept. Through each concept, I explore processes for translating 
REDD+ objectives through multiple layers of governance (Chapter 6), learning processes within a 
the KFCP REDD+ project (Chapter 7), and the dynamics of land negotiations, where such programs 
and projects are implemented (Chapter 5). In sequencing the results, I position the analysis of 
negotiation ahead of translation and learning to show the complexity of the land use situation that 
precedes REDD+. This is a novel approach, in the inclusion of ANT for exploring networked 
processes of translation, and articulating issues of learning within these processes; and in situating 
REDD+ projects among competing interests and processes of land use change at frontiers. The 
specific breakdown of the dataset is summarised in Table 4.9 and further detail is provided in the 
methods section of each chapter. Leading into the analysis of ‘negotiation’ in the next chapter, I 
endeavour to show how the land use situation is dynamic and difficult to navigate. Understanding 
this is important for themes later identified in the chapters on REDD+. 
 
 
Table 4.9. Research design including the main concept, research question, and methods used in 
each results chapter 
 
Chapter Concept Research 

question 
Methods and data collection Interviews 

/ field data 
entries  

5 Negotiation How do the 
actors involved 
in land use 
change relate 
to each other 
and interact in 
processes of 
negotiation at 
the frontier? 
 

Round 1: semi-structured key informant 
interviews discussing topics of land use 
change at provincial, district, and 
village levels. 
 
Round 2: semi/unstructured interviews 
with government officials and oil palm 
industry representatives. 
 
Round 3: repeated interviews in 
villages (field sites) in Kapuas district. 

111 
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Observation of meetings (e.g. village 
level discussion) and land use and 
livelihood activities, land clearance and 
fire. 
 
Collection and analysis of legal 
documents (e.g. land ownership, laws 
and regulations), NGO and government 
records (e.g. oil palm permits), maps 
and spatial information. 
 

6 Translation How do 
different actors 
understand and 
interpret 
REDD+ ideas 
and goals, and 
each other, as 
they seek to 
influence 
subnational 
processes and 
practical 
outcomes on 
the ground? 

Round 1: semi-structured key informant 
interviews discussing REDD+ at 
provincial, district, and village levels. 
Initial national level interviews on 
REDD+. 
 
Round 2: follow up national level 
interviews on REDD+. 
 
Observation of meetings (e.g. village 
level discussion) and REDD+ events 
and workshops at national, provincial 
and district levels. 
 
Collection and analysis of REDD+ 
strategy and project documents, NGO 
and other materials. 
 

74 

7 Learning How did KFCP 
design and 
decision-
making affect 
learning 
processes and 
outcomes, and 
what did 
learning mean 
for different 
actors? 
 

Rounds 1, 2, and 3: semi/unstructured 
interviews on the KFCP at national, 
provincial, district, and village levels. 
 
Repeat visits to five villages (field 
sites) in Rounds 2 and 3. 
 
Observations of workshops and project 
activities for Village Land Use 
Planning (PTGLD) and final workshops 
at provincial and national levels. 
 

105 
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Collection and analysis of project 
documents including design and 
planning, maps and spatial information, 
and NGO reporting and media. 
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5. Unrelenting games: multiple negotiations and landscape transformations  
           in the tropical peatlands of Central Kalimantan, Indonesia 
 
This chapter builds on the preliminary analysis of the research context in Chapter 3 to examine how 
negotiations leading to land use changes occur in the southern peatlands of Central Kalimantan. The 
findings demonstrate the complexity of the land use situation that precedes REDD+, and in which 
REDD+ projects are implemented. The chapter has been written as a self-contained research 
publication and presented mostly unchanged from the version published in World Development 
(Sanders et al., 2019). 
 
Abstract 
 
Land use change is often a result of negotiation between different interests. Focusing on negotiation 
practices helps to provide a nuanced understanding of land use change processes over time. We 
examine negotiations within a concession model for land development in the southern tropical 
peatlands of Central Kalimantan province in Indonesia. This region can be described as a ‘resource 
frontier’, where historical landscape transformations from large development projects and oil palm 
plantations intersect with state models of forest conservation and recent Reducing Emissions from 
Degradation and Forest Degradation (REDD+) projects. The study drew on actor-network theory 
(ANT) and combined an ethnographic approach with document analysis for understanding how these 
landscape transformations and land allocation for large concessions has left a legacy of continuing 
uncertainty and conflict over land. There is considerable gaming between actors to achieve their 
desired outcome. Increased competition for land and contested legal arrangements mean that the 
negotiations are virtually never-ending. ‘Winning’ at one stage of a negotiation may mean that those 
who feel they have lost will organise and use the system to challenge the outcomes. These findings 
show that attempts to implement pre-determined plans or apply global environmental goals at 
resource frontiers will become entangled in fluid and messy negotiations over land, rather than 
achieving any desired new status quo. 
 
5.1. Introduction 
 
Tropical forests and their rural populations across South East Asia are being transformed to make 
way for intensive modes of agricultural production and land development. In response to this, a wide 
array of actors including international donors and agencies have sought to implement ambitious forest 
conservation and environmental schemes. Both land development and environmental schemes are 
speculative in land deals and transactions that may only be partially realised, but nonetheless result 
in enduring landscape changes (Hall et al., 2011; McCarthy et al., 2012b). Many authors have pointed 
to diverse local reactions to large land deals, and how land claims overlap, align and conflict as 
different actors are strategically engaged and pursue varied goals (Astuti and McGregor, 2017; Borras 
and Franco, 2013; Hall et al., 2011, 2015). Considerable research on agribusiness interests and palm 
oil production in Indonesia (Afrizal and Anderson, 2016; Li, 2017; McCarthy et al., 2012a; McCarthy 
and Cramb, 2009) shows how villagers strategically engage in negotiations over land, but may be 
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disadvantaged and ultimately excluded from land deals. Research on Reducing Emissions from 
Degradation and Forest Degradation (REDD+), a global environmental scheme, analyses the 
limitations of top-down approaches, the complexity of interactions among different actors  (e.g. 
Howell, 2015; Myers et al., 2018; Pasgaard, 2015; Sanders et al., 2017) and how villagers become 
caught in dynamic contests over land (e.g. Eilenberg, 2015). Despite a rich articulation of complexity 
and variability, little research has explicitly studied the interactions among these competing land use 
changes, including oil palm and REDD+, among other land uses. Addressing this gap, this article 
explores how negotiations for both land development and environmental schemes occur in practice 
and affect relationships to land. 
 
Recent scholarship concerned with complexity in frontier landscapes (Fold and Hirsch, 2009; 
Rasmussen and Lund, 2018) suggests approaches to studying multiple land use changes. Research 
using a relational or assemblage approach to resource frontiers (Barney, 2009; Dressler et al., 2018; 
Fold and Hirsch, 2009; Rasmussen and Lund, 2018) has shown how dramatic landscape changes 
assimilate and disrupt former practices. Quantitative and spatial analysis (e.g Gatto et al., 2015; 
Gaveau et al., 2014; Kubitza et al., 2018) of historical land use patterns adds to an understanding of 
these development trajectories. We build on this previous frontier research to consider how 
environmental schemes intersect with competing land uses, specifically large REDD+ projects and 
oil palm plantations. We do this by focussing on the legal framework and the detail of negotiations 
between different interests to reveal how villagers experience multiple land use changes, and how 
diminishing land availability generates environmental inequalities (e.g. Dressler and Guieb, 2015; Li, 
2014a). Negotiation—a process of conferring, discussing or bargaining to reach an agreement among 
relevant parties—is often volatile and unpredictable (see, Section 2 below). The question addressed 
in this study is: how do the actors involved in land use change relate to each other and interact in 
processes of negotiation at the frontier? Our choice to investigate ‘negotiation’ enabled us to observe 
the detail and complexity of interactions in frontier landscapes, while avoiding overarching 
explanations (Borras and Franco, 2013) and assumptions about villager interests or perspectives. 
 
5.1.1. Expanding frontiers in Central Kalimantan’s tropical peatlands 
 
Our study is in the southern tropical peatlands of Central Kalimantan province, a resource frontier 
and landscape that has been difficult-to-govern (cf. Scott, 2009 on ‘state’ space). Beginning with a 
concession model in the 1960s, much of the remote peat-swamp forest has been logged, drained, 
cleared and converted for agricultural use. A variety of REDD+ projects have concentrated in tropical 
peatlands that contain large stores of carbon underground in thick layers of partially decayed organic 
material (see, Larjavaara et al., 2018 for measurements in Central Kalimantan), and the remaining 
forest is rich in biodiversity and provides habitat for iconic endangered species like orangutans. When 
the peat dries out, it releases significant greenhouse gases from peat decomposition/oxidisation and 
fires (Hoscilo et al., 2011; Larjavaara et al., 2018; Page et al., 2011). International concern about the 
impacts of forest conversion on biodiversity loss and greenhouse gas emissions from tropical 
peatlands has coincided with accelerating land use changes from oil palm plantations and other types 
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of resource use after decentralisation (Galudra et al., 2011; McCarthy, 2013; Resosudarmo et al., 
2014b). 
 
In Central Kalimantan, land use is highly contested among traditional land owners and translocated 
rural poor, large agribusinesses and other corporations, forest conservation organisations and REDD+ 
proponents, international donors and experts, NGOs and activists, and government officials and 
politicians, among other competing interests. Decentralisation in 1999 complicated the hierarchy of 
government relations from the national or central government (pusat) to the province (provinsi) and 
district (kabupaten), and then, sub-district (kecamatan) down to the village (desa) as the smallest 
administrative unit (Ardiansyah et al., 2015; Resosudarmo, 2004). The increasing number and 
diversity of actors, an intensification of large land development, efforts to limit this, and related land 
conflicts, mirror other parts of Indonesia and South East Asia (Hall et al., 2011; Lucas and Warren, 
2013). This makes the province a good location to examine how negotiations occur and what they 
mean for implementing global environmental objectives. By examining how villagers are enrolled in 
multiple negotiations, their negotiating positions, and all the interactions on the ground, we aim to 
add insight into how environmental inequalities and injustices are produced and justified (Holifield, 
2009) through processes of land use changes\, and to understanding the frontier landscapes being 
targeted for REDD+ projects. 
 
5.2. Complex interactions and problems of justice in ‘negotiations’ over land 
 
Resource frontiers are discursive constructs and material realities (Eilenberg, 2014; Rasmussen and 
Lund, 2018), where imagined colonial space emerges from carving up remote landscapes and territory 
and converting shifting low intensity land uses such as swidden into more familiar, settled and 
intensive land uses (Prout and Howitt, 2009). As material realities, central state control tends to be 
weak, and land tenure and rights are contested on the ground (Blomley, 2003; McCarthy, 2013). 
While the connections of physical (nonhuman) and political (human) elements have long been 
explored (Kristof, 1959), a relational approach analyses how connections and relationships of land 
use changes transform socio-natural landscapes (Barney, 2009). Rather than focus on a specific issue 
or type of land use, we adopt such an approach by examining complex interactions and justice in 
negotiations over land. 
 
Aspects of ‘negotiation’ are often studied in analyses of property rights and powers to access, use, 
transfer, or exclude others from land (Ribot and Peluso, 2003). These negotiations are often 
distributive and can result in compromise or conflict, when one party’s gains represent losses for 
another, depending on the standing and participation of relevant parties, and their ability to reach an 
agreement. While physical force is sometimes present, government regulations, authority, 
knowledge, technologies and markets, are contended with in routine practices (Blomley, 2003; Hall 
et al., 2011; Li, 2014b). These studies suggest that when observing negotiations at the intersection 
between forest conservation and land development, we should pay attention to how local reactions 
vary (Borras and Franco, 2013; Hall et al., 2015), the parties’ rights to land, and the basis for these 
rights in both statutory and customary systems (Kunz et al., 2017). 
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Attention to problems of justice is important in procedural limitations and distributional outcomes 
relating to ‘negotiation’, and in a need for recognition of people’s identities and histories (Forsyth 
and Sikor, 2013; Sikor, 2013; Sikor et al., 2014; Walker and Bulkeley, 2006). Paying attention to the 
language used to describe a negotiation is important. For example, when parties are described as 
‘weighing up their options’, ‘entering into’, or ‘breaking off negotiations’, this language implies a 
transactional process in which participants are willing to accept the contractual outcome. It can 
obscure cultural values and relationships (Taylor, 1983) including those associated with land and 
heterogeneous relations within a defined community (Li, 2002; Ojha et al., 2016; Pasgaard and 
Nielsen, 2016). It can also obscure power relations in which some actors need to compromise more 
than others if their alternatives to a negotiated outcome are limited (Larson and Lewis-Mendoza, 
2012; Horowitz, 2012). Jean-François Lyotard’s (1988) concept of a differend (différend) is ‘a case 
of conflict, between (at least) two parties that cannot be equitably resolved for lack of a rule of 
judgment applicable to both arguments’. We use this concept to articulate problems of justice in what 
is lost to villagers through competing land claims and realities that require adjudication. 
 
5.2.2. Approaching negotiation from actor-network theory (ANT) 
 
Actor-network theory (ANT) provides a complementary research lens for examining how we think, 
act, order, and enact different realities, and how different realities overlap and interfere with each 
other (Latour, 1996; Law, 2004, 1999; Mol, 2010). ANT concepts have been applied to examine how 
forms and standards of assessment can produce and justify environmental inequalities (Holifield, 
2009), and in recent studies to tease out complexities and contradictions in REDD+ translations by 
attending to strategies, methods and tactics for engaging and persuading others (Pasgaard, 2015; 
Sanders et al., 2017). Using ANT helps to trace how actors contextualise each other without making 
a-priori judgements about their situation (Holifield, 2009; Latour, 1999). Annemarie Mol (2010) 
writes: 

 
[A]ctors are afforded by their very ability to act by what is around them. If the network in 
which they are embedded falters, the actors may falter too. If they are not being enacted, actors 
are no longer able to do all that much themselves. They stop “working”. (p. 257-8) 
 

Whether an actor ‘enters’ or ‘breaks off’ a negotiation (they may be unable to do either) depends on 
the networks of relationships in which they are embedded. We use the term ‘enacted’ to describe an 
ability to act in a negotiation. It is not wholly different to the legal definition of ‘enactment’ as making 
something pass into law, but has additional meaning in how agency is distributed in unstable 
groupings, networks, or assemblages (Bennett, 2010; Blaser, 2013; Latour, 2005, 2004, 1999; Law, 
2004). While ANT is seldom explicitly mentioned in frontier scholarship, a relational or assemblage 
approach (e.g. Dressler et al., 2018) indirectly draws on ANT’s concern for nonhuman agency. The 
concept of an ‘actant’ describes a source of action that can be human or nonhuman and often depends 
on unstable groupings of both (Bennett, 2010; Latour, 2004, 2004, 1999). Making this concept 
explicit in the analysis (e.g. McElwee, 2016) helps to articulate networked processes of ‘negotiation’, 
not only in human interactions, but also in ‘the physical stuff’ (Law, 2004) such as legal documents 
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or layout of a plantation. Informed by ANT, we focus on what actors do in ‘negotiation’ in 
characteristics of objects for understanding the enactments of law and property in frontier landscapes. 
 
5.3. Research design and methods 
 
A qualitative and ethnographic approach was used to observe negotiations. Research methods 
included interviews, observations, and document analysis. Within the study area in Central 
Kalimantan province (Figure 5.1), two nearby districts, Kapuas and Katingan, were selected based 
on the presence of large REDD+ projects in proximity to other land use changes. Both districts have 
a significant history of forest exploitation, but Katingan’s forested peat landscapes are relatively intact 
compared to Kapuas due to an earlier ‘Mega Rice Project’ (Projek Lahan Gambut – MRP). There is 
a mix of logging, mining and oil palm concessions (Sekala, 2013). Forest conservation programs and 
REDD+ projects are nearby to oil palm plantations in land utilised for community agriculture and 
livelihoods. Both districts are crossed by large rivers, and villages are scattered along these rivers 
often without road access. The Indigenous population primarily identifies as ethnic Dayak Ngaju 
(Riwut, 2007), but there is mixed ethnicity due to informal migration and government transmigration 
schemes. Field sites are shown on the maps (Figures 5.1 and 5.2). 
 
 
Table 5.1. Summary of field data used in this chapter 

Actor type Total respondents Total interviews / 
field data entries 

Experts 6 10 

Government 20 24 

NGO 14 22 

Industry 8 8 

Villager 50 47 

 98 111 

 
 
The fieldwork beginning in October 2013 was divided into three rounds over two years, each round 
lasting several months. It included individual and group interviews, informal meetings, focus groups, 
participant and site observations (e.g. of meetings and consultations combining with observed land 
use) (Table 5.1). Many research participants were interviewed multiple times. The focus of data 
collection was at provincial, district and village levels. The interviews covered questions about 
drivers of land use change, government roles and decentralisation powers, participation and 
communication in decision-making, and specific topics (e.g. for a district official and oil palm 
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manager, a permit process for a plantation; for villagers, their reason for forming an alliance or 
entering a negotiation). We spent additional time in Kapuas due to the MRP history, and this included 
oral histories with elders in four villages to understand land tenure and land use changes. We 
identified and collected documents, often during interviews, later analysing government regulations 
and statistical data, permits, legal documents, photographs and maps, as well as interviews and 
observations. Interviews which were lengthy and not clear enough for data analysis were translated 
into English from Indonesian or local languages, otherwise quotations only were translated. 
 
5.4. Results 
 
The results are divided into five parts and reported almost in reverse order to how they were 
encountered in the analysis to provide a chronological account of observed negotiations. Firstly, we 
outline the formation of a concession model and how decentralisation complicated the legal 
framework. Using ANT, we do not separate out the historical-legal context from our analysis of 
‘negotiation’. Secondly, we examine state forest and land allocation to show multiple concessions 
and forest conservation and REDD+ projects. Thirdly, we trace the weak negotiating position of 
villagers to the formation of a concession model. Fourthly, we focus on what happens in villages 
relating to oil palm plantations as a significant driver of land use change. Finally, we illustrate how 
negotiations are ongoing and contested, even after a land use change has occurred. 
 
5.4.1. Formation of a concession model and decentralisation 
 
Current landscape changes in this region are the result of processes that began in the 1960s, but they 
also incorporate prior histories including the formation of a concession model. Drawing on ANT, we 
traced these processes using government regulations, maps, and licensing data. 
 
Following Independence, promised land reform in the Basic Agrarian Law (BAL) (5/1960) was 
replaced by Soeharto’s authoritarian state ideology of nation-building during the New Order (1965-
1998). Laws on Forestry (5/1967), Mining (11/1967), Foreign Investment (1/1967) and Domestic 
Investment (6/1968) were passed. World Bank sponsored government transmigration (transmigrasi) 
in the 1980s and 1990s shifted rural poor from populated islands to remote areas to promote economic 
development, including oil palm plantations (Fearnside, 1997; Gatto et al., 2015; Kunz et al., 2017). 
Political and cultural oppression, human resettlement, large development projects and concessions, 
were associated with the New Order (Henley and Davidson, 2008; Lucas and Warren, 2013). 
 
Multiple and often abortive national and international efforts to govern and regulate tropical peatlands 
have had unanticipated consequences. Logging concessions were issued in the 1970s and 1980s. In 
1996, the central government allocated more than 1 million hectares of lowland peat-swamp forest 
for the Mega Rice Project (MRP) (Figure 5.1). Forest clearance commenced and drainage canals were 
constructed, and these land use changes severely disturbed customary land tenure and swidden 
agricultural systems (Galudra et al., 2011; McCarthy, 2013). The project was subsequently abandoned 
because of unsuitable ecological conditions for industrial rice cultivation. Transmigrants who settled 
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during the MRP expected ongoing employment and government support that did not eventuate. 
Nonhuman elements of water, soil and fire all interacted with demographic changes and social 
upheaval. A logging boom, and then devastating fires, coincided with the end of the New Order. 
 
The reform (reformasi) movement beginning in 1998 introduced political freedoms and democratic 
functions to all government levels. In a massive administrative reorganisation, Decentralisation Laws 
(22 and 25/1999) granted wide-ranging powers and fiscal responsibility to district governments 
(Resosudarmo, 2004; see, Ardiansyah et al., 2015 for revised laws). After decentralisation, the 
concession model was expanded and modalities for commodity production (‘palm oil’) and land 
development were integrated into fluid and locally-governed arrangements for resource use at the 
district level (McCarthy, 2004, 2001; McCarthy et al., 2012a; Resosudarmo et al., 2014b), as we 
discuss below. 
 
5.4.1.1. State forest and land allocation 
 
The 1870 Dutch principle of the Domain Right of State (Domeinverklaring) declared all ‘unclaimed’ 
‘waste land’ as property of the state, providing a basis for Dutch colonial plantation establishment 
(see, Dove, 2011). The Domain principle was reiterated in the 1967 Forestry Law, which the National 
Forestry Department12 used to claim vast land and territory as State Forest (Hutan Negara) to be 
controlled in the national interest. The 1960 BAL applies in the remaining Non-Forest Land 
Utilisation Area (Area Pengunaan Lain, APL) and allows private property and leasehold, which are 
not permitted in state forest. Historical control of land is the most important source of customary 
rights in Indonesia (Henley and Davidson, 2008), however state recognition of customary land rights 
is weak (Bedner, 2016; Butt, 2014; Kunz et al., 2017).13 
 
Decentralisation in 1999 added to pre-existing legal uncertainties. Spatial planning provides a 
mechanism for central and regional governments to ‘harmonise’ (paduserasi) forest classifications 
and division of state forest and private land (APL).14 Spatial plans are macro-scale maps (Recana 
Tata Ruang Wilayah, RTRW) prepared separately at the national, provincial and district levels. They 
are divided according to area function (such as settlements or plantations) and set out a future vision 
and reference for all land use decisions for a specified time. State forest land and national 
development projects are marked first. While central government has asserted control over the 
technical process, many interviewees emphasised the differing competencies and priorities at each 

                                                
12 Ministry of Environment and Forestry based on National Regulation (Perpres 165/2014), 
effective in 2015. We refer to the National Forestry Development (Ministry of Forestry – MoF) in 
the historical context of when the fieldwork was undertaken. 
13 The Basic Agrarian Law (BAL) (UU 5/1960) recognises customary (ulayat) land but the ‘right of 
ownership’ (hak milik) is prioritised. The BAL implicitly contains the Domain principle because a 
land title cannot prevail upon the ‘social function’ of land that is determined by the state (Bedner, 
2016; Lucas and Warren, 2013). 
14 National Law (UU 26/2007) on Spatial Planning. 
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level, and lack of local inputs to mapping.15 These nonhuman elements of government regulations 
exceed the control of any government level and actor, and become objects of contestation. 
 
After decentralisation, provincial and district governments sought to improve the accuracy of national 
forestry maps (e.g. Tata Guna Hutan Kesepakatan or TGHK from the 1980s) claiming almost the 
entire province as state forest. They sought to free up more land to become APL to provide flexibility 
and development options. The 2003 provincial spatial plan16 proposed that roughly 5 million ha, about 
one-third of the province, become APL. The National Forestry Department (MoF) responded by 
revising forestry regulations and maps; for example, the 2012 map17 proposed a ratio of APL (18%) 
to state forest (82%). The provincial government rejected the proposal, but it formed a basis for 
further negotiations. In 2015, it appeared likely that the revised provincial spatial plan18 would be 
accepted at the national level. In 2016, a new Provincial Governor proposed an even greater ratio of 
APL (47%) to state forest (53%).19 These negotiations are continuing and, meaning that there is no 
agreed reference for land use in Central Kalimantan. 
 
5.4.1.2. Oil palm licensing and spatial planning 
 
Spatial planning is an actor or ‘actant’ in licensing procedures for oil palm concessions. Figure 5.3 
merges the formal approval process with observed informal, yet well-established practices.20 When 
making the ‘initial recommendation’ (Arahan Lokasi), district officials refer to the relevant 
government regulations and spatial plan. There is no requirement for district officials to consider 
conservation values or settlement locations, or to consult with villagers whose land might be included. 
The ‘location permit’ (Izin Lokasi) giving a provisional right for companies to directly negotiate with 
villagers for the land does not always lead to plantation establishment.21 Conversely, land clearance 
                                                
15 National Regulations (PP 15/2010) and (Permen PU 11/2009 – Ministry of Public Works) outline 
technical procedures and guidelines, the latter has been replaced by Ministerial Regulation (Permen 
ATR 6/2017 – Ministry of Agraria). National spatial planning was previously under Public Works 
(with a focus on infrastructure) but it has since been incorporated into the Ministry of Agraria 
(ATR) to provide a comprehensive approach to spatial planning and land registration, and a review 
mechanism for disputes. 
16 Provincial Regulation (Perda 8/2003). 
17 Ministerial Decision (529/Menhut-II/2012) on designated forest area. 
18 Provincial Regulation (Perda 5/2015). The 2015-2035 spatial plan is available at: 
http://jdih.kalteng.go.id/produk-hukum/detail/1437/rencana-tata-ruang-wilayah-provinsi-
kalimantan-tengah-tahun-2015-2035/kalimantan-tengah [accessed 14 February 2018]. 
19 Provincial Regulation (Perda 1/2017). Rencana Pembangunan Jangka Menengah Daerah 
(RPJMD 2016-2021) is available at: http://jdih.kalteng.go.id/uploads/2-2017-09-28-151448.pdf 
[accessed 20 March 2018]. This proposal would convert 4.6 million hectares of disputed state forest 
(‘holding zones’; see, Gnych and Wells, 2014) to APL. 
20 We do not specify all variation in the government levels and types of permits that companies 
require but aim to illustrate some of the complexities in old palm licensing procedures. 
21 National Regulation (Permen ATR 5/2015 Art 5) specifies that an oil palm company must 
acquire 50% of the location permit within a three-year period; otherwise, the land can be used for 
another purpose or given to another concession. 
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usually occurs before final approval, and in both districts, only one company had obtained leasehold 
(HGU) as secure legal tenure.22 HGU requires APL classification, yet many concessions overlap 
nationally designated forest area, depending on the spatial plan relied on at the time of issue. In the 
first oil palm concession in Kapuas (company 3), the plantation is in a protected area, where 
plantations are not permitted, and customary land rights are not formally recognised. National forestry 
rules allow some forest zones to be reclassified, and 135 out of 299 applications for ‘forest release’ 
to become APL were from Central Kalimantan. For all of Central Kalimantan, the legal status of 
hundreds of thousands of hectares of oil palm, either planted or allocated for plantations, was 
undetermined (Sekala, 2013).23 
 
One consultant working on these issues in Central Kalimantan described these spatial disputes as a 
messy thread (benang kusut) in which district governments were given an ‘empty cheque’ (nota 
kosong) to fill in by allocating mining and oil palm concessions permits to investors following 
decentralisation (November 2014). While this offered to generate revenue and promote regional 
development, no sovereign actor writes this ‘cheque’ (Latour, 2004). By this, we mean that legal 
uncertainties have created opportunities, or entry points, for investors wanting land. No single 
powerful actor creates, controls or benefits from the legal uncertainties, and those who do benefit do 
not necessarily hold rights, nor do the end land users necessarily control access, and they may 
ultimately be excluded. 
 

                                                
22 National Land Agency (BPN) must determine all the required steps are completed and there are 
no conflicting claims to the land to issue HGU. BPN functions have been incorporated into the 
Ministry of Agraria along with national spatial planning. 
23 National Regulation (PP 60/2012) on ‘forest release’ to become APL; revised under Regulation 
(PP 104/2015). Article 51 provides the technical decision for ‘irregular’ concessions, when there are 
differences between the provincial spatial plan (RTRW-P) and designated forest area. 
Constitutional Court Decision (138/PUU-XIII/2015) on the revised Plantation Law (UU 39/2014) 
clarified that HGU is required before a plantation is operational. Previously, it was not required 
based on the 2014 Law and regulations from Ministry of Agriculture. Poor law-making processes 
are recognised as impediments to plantation sector reform at the national level (Khatarina, 2018). 
Although a formal Business Permit (IUP) and HGU are both required, it is difficult for oil palm 
companies to obtain HGU due to ‘irregular’ concessions that do not conform to national regulations 
and maps, and due to processes of negotiation for land acquisition in which land disputes can 
emerge. 
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Figure 5.1. Study area and land use changes among which the negotiations occurred 
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Figure 5.2. Overlay map of oil palm, mining and logging concessions in Kapuas district in 2013–

2014 
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5.4.2. Multiple concessions, oil palm expansion and interactions with REDD+ 
 
The overlay map of logging, mining and oil palm concessions in Kapuas (Figure 5.2) shows the effect 
of competing investors seeking concession permits. Logging concessions in the north are nationally 
administered, whereas most mining and oil palm concessions originated at the district level. The 
mining permits are highly speculative, and few coal mining companies operate in this region. 
Establishment of oil palm plantations began in the south-east of the province in the early 1990s and 
expanded rapidly after decentralisation. Large agribusinesses are estimated to comprise around 85% 
of oil palm production (Glenday et al., 2015). Some villagers in our study sought to become 
independent oil palm smallholders by selling the fruit to nearby companies, however they cannot 
access credit or legal rights in state forest. The first oil palm concession in Kapuas (company 3) 
coincided with the national Plantation Law (18/2004). A further 14 oil palm permits were issued over 
the next four years, and district records showed a total of 32 permits in 2014. Most concessions are 
between 10,000–20,000 hectares, but the plantations may be smaller in area because the initial 
permits are indicative. By 2013, an estimated 23% of the area of Kapuas, close to 400,000 hectares, 
was covered by oil palm concessions in varied stages of development. Katingan has around 200,000 
hectares of oil palm concessions, 11% of the district (Sekala, 2013). Plantations are continuing to 
expand, and several recent permits are filling in the gaps between the concessions shown on the map 
(Figure 5.2). 

 
5.4.2.1. Villagers are left with diminishing land 
 
Accelerating oil palm expansion has coincided with increased environmental regulations, which are 
part of the spatial ordering of land and forest that REDD+ interacts with. Conservation NGOs have 
lobbied national and provincial governments to establish protected areas that exclude or limit land 
use by villagers. In both districts, REDD+ projects did not directly exclude villagers from access to 
land but were enmeshed in complex landscape realities. In Katingan, the for-profit REDD+ project, 
Katingan Peatland Restoration and Conservation Project (KPRCP) is nearby to oil palm concessions 
(companies 7 and 8) and Sebangau National Park (Figure 5.1).24 
 
In Kapuas, the seemingly empty or ‘unused’ section (that is, without concessions) in the middle part 
of the map (Figure 5.2) comprises intact forest and degraded peatlands. In 2003, the orangutan 
conservation program (BOS Mawas) lobbied for a conservation zone to protect a portion of intact 
forest as orangutan habitat (Myers et al., 2016). BOS Mawas is active in this section of Kapuas 
(Figure 5.1), as was the Australian government funded REDD+ demonstration project, Kalimantan 

                                                
24 Currently named Katingan-Mentaya Peatland Restoration and Conservation Project, in short 
Katingan-Mentaya Project. The project received final approval in late 2013 from the Minister of 
Forestry for the Ecosystem Restoration Concession (ERC or IUPHHK-RE), a 60-year forestry 
licence. The final decision reduced the concession to 108,225 hectares from an application of 
227,260 hectares (Afiff, 2015; Myers et al., 2016). Project information is available at: 
www.katinganmentaya.com; and project design document is available at: 
https://www.vcsprojectdatabase.org/#/project_details/1477 [accessed 18 December 2018]. 
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Forests and Climate Partnership (KFCP) that ended in June 2014. While the KFCP focused in the 
protected area, villagers experienced diminishing land, in APL, because of oil palm concessions 
(Figures 5.1 and 5.2). Two oil palm permits (companies 1 and 2) were issued during the timeframe 
of KFCP implementation, and one permit (company 2) overlapping the former KFCP project site 
abuts the district-administered Protected Forest Management Unit (KPHL).25 Some villagers worried 
about potential future conflict with forest authorities if they shift their livelihoods to less desirable 
locations in the KPHL. They described feeling ‘squeezed’ (terjepit) by continuing oil palm expansion 
and environmental land enclosures, with both processes diminishing their access to land. 

                                                
25 Localised Forest Management Units (KPH) are a national forestry initiative (Bae et al., 2014; 
Kim et al., 2015). The Protected Forest Management Unit (KPHL) was established in the protected 
area, during the timeframe of KFCP implementation. 
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Sources: (Ardiansyah et al., 2015; Handayani, 2010; Khatarina, 2018; Leony et al., 2015) 

Figure 5.3. Licensing procedures for oil palm concessions 
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5.4.3. Villagers have a weak negotiating position 
 
In the formation of a concession model, the Village Law (5/1979) replaced traditional institutions of 
local governance and customary (adat) leadership establishing during the Dutch colonial period 
(Henley and Davidson, 2008; Hooker, 1978). It standardised the village (desa) administrative unit as 
an arm of the central government. The term sosialisasi26 is still used throughout Indonesia, but the 
public consultation process it describes was completely one-directional during this period. The 
position of Village Head (Kepala Desa) was established through the 1979 Law that required those 
appointed to accept central government decisions, even if this meant the village giving up traditional 
land. Decentralisation promised some institutional reform at the village level (Henley and Davidson, 
2008) but did not strengthen the negotiating position of the village in a hierarchy of government 
relations. The revised Village Law (6/2014) returns autonomy to the village government and provides 
a budget directly from the central government. It signals further shifts in decentralisation policies, but 
the effects on village democracy and politics are still to be seen. 
 
Donor funded forest conservation aimed to support village development and protect the environment, 
but there were often disparities between villager priorities and the limited options offered by projects. 
This sometimes led them to focus on extracting resources, funds or other types of livelihoods inputs 
such as education or training. These did not align with project ‘benefits’. For example, in Kapuas, an 
environmental education program aimed to reduce logging and encourage villagers to adopt less 
extractive livelihood activities. But the form of education assistance the village wanted were funds to 
build a school. The villagers did not refuse the program, because it offered them some benefits, but 
they did not see externally-planned environmental education as helpful to give access or rights to 
alternative land or resources, nor provide their children future options beyond the village. 
 
One charismatic local leader expressed the dilemma: 
 

Our national identification card (KTP) lists our occupation as a farmer, and to be a farmer, 
you need land... If we don’t have land, then what else can we do to make a living? (March 
2015) 

 
As he elaborated in our interview, continuing extractive livelihoods such as logging and gold mining 
could not be remedied through environmental education, because continuing such activities was a 

                                                
26 Sosialisasi is a technical term that is hard to translate. ‘Socialisation’ is not wholly accurate, 
therefore we have opted for ‘public consultation’. During the Soeharto-era, the technical term was 
entirely one-directional to advise villagers of what had already been decided. In current forestry 
permits and other licensing procedures, including oil palm, sosialisasi ‘implies a one-way transfer 
of information from the developer to those developed, informing communities and other 
stakeholders of the projected development’ (Colchester and Chao, 2013, p. 403). Similar issues 
have been observed in REDD+ policy processes due to the limited scope for villagers to provide 
input on decision-making (Indrarto et al., 2012, p. 79). 
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consequence of their limited choices. Villagers often accepted immediate rewards because they saw 
this as a better option than receiving nothing. 
 
Another outcome of this arrangement is a tendency for villagers to offer provisional agreement or 
tentative collaboration, then wait to see what eventuated. At around the same time that KPRCP, the 
for-profit REDD+ project conducted public consultations (sosialisasi), having received final national 
(ERC) approval, oil palm negotiations (company 7) commenced to acquire the adjoining land.27 The 
investors (both oil palm and REDD+) required alliances with villagers and local elites (such as Sub-
District Heads (Camat) and Village Heads). We observed in a total of four villages during 
consultations, first at the sub-district level, then at the village level (observations in February 2014) 
that some villagers and local elites supported KPRCP while others were allied to the oil palm 
company, but many villagers provisionally supported both. REDD+ investors (as the company 
founders) sought to allay villagers’ concerns about reduced access to land,28 suggesting that unlike 
the national park, they would establish a formal agreement with each village and allow logging for 
local needs. KPRCP worked with a national NGO for third-party oversight, which exceeded the legal 
requirement.29 Formal written agreements (MoUs) were signed with 13 villages in May 2015, but 
their ability to keep this promise, particularly in specific areas useful to the villagers, partially depends 
on what happens in nearby plantations and the national park (Figure 5.1). 
 
5.4.4. What happens in villages after an oil palm permit is issued 
 
In the case of oil palm concessions, villagers opted to enter strategic negotiations that might lead to 
their loss of rights and future access to land. We have divided this section into four parts to examine 
their limited ability to refuse a concession, the division of land and profits, land tenure and property 
relations, and why villagers often accepted compensation for their land without clarity regarding what 
they were giving up. 
 
 

                                                
27 The original permit (company 7) was issued in 2010 during the timeframe of KPRCP applying 
for the Ecosystem Restoration Concession (ERC). The oil palm concession was excluded from the 
2013 ERC approval and subject to revision of the boundaries of a national moratorium on new 
forest concession licences. Media reports available at: https://news.mongabay.com/2015/10/maybe-
thats-why-theres-so-many-fires-was-a-peat-swamp-illegitimately-stripped-of-protected-status-in-
indonesia/; http://www.foresthints.news/peak-clearing-peat-forests-despite-palm-oil-moratorium; 
http://www.mongabay.co.id/2015/08/31/waduh-kawasan-moratorium-hutan-di-katingan-kalteng-
dibuka-untuk-sawit/ [accessed 11 December 2018]. 
28 Concerns about reduced access were based on villagers’ experience of being excluded from 
Sebangau National Park. In Kapuas, villagers expressed similar concerns about the KFCP REDD+ 
project due to prior negative experience of state-based forest conservation (see, Mulyani and 
Jepson, 2015). 
29 The conditions of the 60-year forestry licence (ERC) only require villagers to be informed 
through a public consultation (sosialisasi) at the sub-district level, and do not stipulate third-party 
oversight. 
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5.4.4.1. Villagers have limited options for refusal 
 
Usually, oil palm companies initiated negotiations with villagers and landholders to acquire the land 
after receiving the location permit (Figure 5.3), a critical nonhuman element (actor or actant) in the 
negotiations. Sometimes, beforehand, company representatives were sent out to speak to Sub-District 
Heads and Village Heads, customary leaders, local police and military officers, and potential land-
brokers. Local elites (acting as land-brokers) sought to strategically negotiate their future rewards. 
Neighbours or family sought to convince other villagers to accept compensation for their land. Some 
villagers reported that land-brokers and other predatory third-parties (preman lahan) had intimidated 
them and their family. Mutual mistrust was commonly reported. Company managers worried that 
villagers would try to cheat them, Village Heads were fearful of being blamed for wrongdoing, and 
many villagers described being cheated, manipulated or deceived, blaming others, or being blamed 
or suspected of wrongdoing. One district official put it, ‘if the locals don’t agree, it’s the job of the 
company to convince them’ (November 2013). Another district official observed that villagers ‘don’t 
have power; their position is very weak’ (November 2014). The companies controlled almost the 
entire process, from the public consultation (sosialisasi) to land transactions and, later, plantation 
management. One NGO described the villagers as participant observers (penonton): they entered 
strategic negotiations but lacked effective power in decision-making due to several factors that are 
discussed below. 
 
5.4.4.2. ‘Big land’ and the promise of money 
 
The maps and permits led to delineation and division of land to establish plantation infrastructure as 
companies sought to acquire as much land as possible within the allocated concession, while making 
exclusions to comply with environmental regulations. Many concessions incorporated several 
villages, and if villagers refused to participate, their land could be ‘enclaved’ (inclap), thereby 
removing it from the plantation. Companies were reported to sometimes opt to ‘enclave’ village land 
automatically, then develop the rest of concession, meaning that village land became progressively 
surrounded by one or more plantations. One district official observing oil palm’s expansionist 
tendencies suggested that ‘the problem with oil palm that needs big land is the promise of money’ 
(November 2013). The promise of money here refers to the division of land and profits using benefit-
sharing schemes. 
 
The benefit-sharing schemes began in the 1970s as a way for state-owned companies to establish 
partnerships (kemitraan) with villagers, but now also cover private enterprise. One such scheme (inti-
plasma) requires that companies register villagers to receive a minimum two hectares of land from 
the plantation (plasma), and another one hectare reserved to cultivate their own crops (Myers et al., 
2016). Levels of independence range from full company management to cooperative or individually-
managed plasma (Glenday et al., 2015). Whether villagers saw themselves as selling their land or 
accepting compensation in return for registering for plasma, it resulted in decreased land access. 
Company maps located the community plantation (plasma) at the periphery of the main company 
(inti) plantation (see, Dove, 2011, p. 29) in varied proximity to villages and indicating the suitability 
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of agricultural lands. Based on these, village land had shrunk from 70% under previous schemes to 
20% under the inti-plasma model (McCarthy et al., 2012b, 2012a). Several local NGOs cited 
problems such as poor labour conditions, accumulated debts for setup and running costs, and some 
companies setting low prices to purchase the fruit. Many villagers, having heard stories from relatives 
or nearby villages, anticipated this. Other villagers looked to corporations as a way out of poverty 
and considered that they had little option but to participate. In committing to a future relationship 
with the company, the potential for plasma profits and other promised benefits were included in their 
land transaction decisions. 
 
5.4.4.3. Claiming and contesting land ownership 
 
Customary land rights in the southern peatlands are communal and individual depending on the 
location and vary with cultural values and labour inputs (Galudra et al., 2011). Especially in the MRP 
region, these rights frequently overlap, clash or compete with other rights including the rights of 
investors to negotiate for the land. Since the 1980s, the National Land Agency30 has been charged 
with registering land titles and leases in non-forest land utilisation (APL), and a land title usually 
specifies a two-hectare plot.31 Only transmigrants were granted a registered land title (SHM) when 
they moved to a new settlement area.32 In state forest, long-term resident Dayak Ngaju villagers can 
obtain customary land documents (SKT-A), but not a registered land title. They mainly rely on 
unregistered land documents (SP and SPT) as proof of ownership, or have no such document. In APL, 
these land documents (Table 5.2) are a first step toward national land registration, but legal hurdles 
and costs meant that registration seldom occurred even at the district level. Unlike the government 
maps and permits in relation to corporations, villagers had trouble to extend and translate such 
documents to obtain legal recognition and control of land. 
 
The unregistered land documents, another nonhuman element for claiming and contesting land 
ownership, performed three functions. Firstly, they ‘fixed’ a landholding; for example, an old 
document (Segel or Pakularing) showing 10 hectares could be converted into five unregistered 
documents (SP or SPT) specifying a two-hectare plot. Secondly, they bounded and detached the 
landholding from neighbouring crops. Former communal swidden lands have often been replaced 
with rubber and sometimes oil palm crops. Individual landholdings, such as these, can be inherited, 
and often were divided equally among siblings. These documents allowed for transfer or sale to other 
parties. Thirdly, they provides a way to document ‘unwritten proof’ that can be ignored and destroyed 
such as what has occurred during the MRP (McCarthy, 2013). Unwritten proof (neighbour testimony, 

                                                
30 National Land Agency; now under Ministry of Agraria. 
31 Typically, the 1960 BAL restricts individual land ownership to less than 20 hectares and varies 
depending on the location. Article 17 of the BAL only provides the general rules; a more specific 
regulation for maximum individual land ownership for agricultural land is Law (56/Prp/1960). 
Specification of two-hectare plot is according to National Regulation (PP 224/1961 and PP 
24/1997) on land distribution and land registration. 
32 National Law (UU 3/1972) on Transmigration. 
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physical layout, planting rubber or fruit trees) was inscribed into a document (signed and stamped by 
local officials), which villagers considered to give them a stronger legal claim. 
 
 
Table 5.2. Types of land documents used in oil palm negotiations 
 
Land document Description 

Surat Hak Milik (SHM) Formal property right registered with the National 
Land Authority (BPN). 

Surat Pernyataana Tanah (SPT) or Surat 
Keterangan Tanah (SKT)b 

Unregistered property right signed by the Sub-
District Head. 

Surat Pernyataana Tanah (SP) Unregistered property right signed by the Village 
Head. 

Surat Keterangan Tanah Adat (SKT-A)c Customary land right signed by the customary 
leader (Damang) at the sub-district level.  

Segel Old document prior to 1960 BAL of unlimited 
hectares held by an individual or group. 

Pakularing Old document from the Dutch colonial era. 

a Many villagers referred to SP/SPT to SP/SPT in terms of land ownership (kepemilikan) but the documents 
more accurately identify a landholding (lahan penguasaan or penggunaan). 

b Different formats of SPT/SKT are based on national regulation (PP 24/1997) but their specific local 
meaning and purpose varied; the current format is based on Ministry of Agraria circular letter (SE 
1756/2016) on land registration.   

c Indonesian company, PT RMU founded in 2007 but lengthy application and approval process for ERC. 
 
 
One way that villagers were ‘enacted’ in negotiations over land was by having (or not having) a land 
document. Villagers incurred costs (at around USD 25) to obtain the most basic document (SP), or if 
they could not afford payment, they gave up a portion of land to Village Heads.33 One Village Head, 
who had refused several offers by investors, observed: 

I would be in a good position if I supported the investors. I could just help in preparing the 
land for the company and convince the villagers to support the plantation. Then, I could ask 
for payments from the company… and from the villagers to verify their land documents. 
(March 2015) 

                                                
33 National Regulation (PP 13/2010) specifies a percentage amount adding a fixed amount usually 
around Rupiah 250,000 (less than 25 USD) for the first land registration, but reported informal fees 
varied for measurement and verification, and for the elected official to sign the document (see, 
Earth Innovation Institute, 2015 on this issue, as well as for information on customary land 
documents or SKT-A). 
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Villagers often used the documents like bargaining chips to increase the amount of compensation. 
Oil palm companies made lots of small payments (around USD 80–250 or sometimes higher) per 
document to acquire thousands of hectares of land. They determined the price based on the strategic 
location and land suitability, or sometimes the price depended on what an individual could 
successfully negotiate. Compensation (ganti rugi) was paid for development of the land such as the 
number of rubber or fruit trees (tanam tumbuh) planted or at production stage, and this payment was 
added to the price. Despite restrictions on sale, some companies reportedly paid higher compensation 
to those holding customary land documents (SKT-A), because the historical claim was considered 
stronger than for the transmigrants who held a registered title (SHM). One district official noted that 
the state should only intercede if there is a conflict; otherwise, it is up to a company determine the 
avenues for land acquisition, and for villagers to decide whether to sell their land, using the 
documents, and under what circumstances (March 2014). 
 
Once a location permit was issued, or rumoured, villagers scrambled to claim land. One villager 
expressed that ‘we don’t have time to think because the changes are happening so fast’ (November 
2014). The need for documents (proof of their land ownership) added to their sense of urgency that 
many villagers felt: 
 

I think if the landholders don’t have any documents, they just need to process this as soon as 
possible… when the plantation is established, it will be hectic because multiple people will 
claim each plot of land. (March 2015) 

 
Rather than directly converting physical evidence into a document format, the unregistered 
documents held together the resource assemblage (‘palm oil’) being created. These documents, which 
‘fixed’ and formally bounded the land, were prone to overlap and manipulation. Village governments 
were usually unable to undertake adequate ground checks, or maintain maps or village records. It was 
common for villagers to report land being claimed, to sell to companies, using ‘flying documents’ 
(SP-terbang) that were not directly tied to a piece of land. Two Village Heads reported feeling 
pressured to sign the documents. Some villagers obtained documents to prevent their land being 
claimed by others, or they accepted the compensation on offer because they were afraid that someone 
else would claim their land to sell to the company if they refused. Two company managers described 
the land as mostly fallow and unproductive (lahan tidur) after the MRP (March 2014); villagers 
considered it as their own. They applied different rationales for claiming the same parcel of land 
based on former labour inputs. 
 
Infighting and a mess of documents could mask procedural violations and land grabs (reported in 
company 5), but company managers found it difficult to identify legitimate claimants. It was a source 
of frustration for them when villagers claimed land multiple times within their concession. At least 
one company opted to buy up all the documents to settle claims. Refusal to do so became a source of 
great upset for villagers if their land had been claimed and sold by others. A manager from a highly-
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respected company lamented, ‘the land conflicts will never end until the world does’ (November 
2014). 
 
5.4.4.4. Acceptance of compensation is often the only option 
 
Villagers could feel unfairly treated but still accept compensation because they saw no alternative to 
a negotiated outcome. Villagers reported land grabbing (company 5) having first become aware of 
the concession after land clearing had commenced. The company enrolled local police to intimidate 
them when they tried to protest, and most had accepted the compensation. Sub-District and Village 
Heads were reported to be receiving monthly payments from the company—a not uncommon 
practice—that blurred the lines between their own and the company’s interests when brokering 
negotiations. We obtained copies of a suspected forged document and a legal agreement signed by a 
Village Head allowing village land to be included in the company (inti) plantation. Like the maps, 
permits and land documents used in negotiations, these documents held together unstable groupings 
of human and nonhuman elements to establish plantation rules and infrastructure. A small group of 
villagers maintained a makeshift blockade to prevent the company from harvesting fruit on their land. 
They reported that they never consented to be moved and recounted multiple attempts on the part of 
the company to get them to accept compensation (March 2014). The blockade was a strategy in 
seeking higher compensation since it was not possible (or desirable) to have their land returned in the 
middle of the company (inti) plantation. 
 
In a nearby site (company 2 – overlapping the former KFCP REDD+ project), land clearing and 
planting happened very quickly in 2014. By 2015, land disputes had emerged. Villagers alleged that 
the field coordinators charged with verifying the land documents (SPT) used their position to claim 
hundreds of hectares of land that did not belong to them. It was alleged that that the company selected 
the field coordinators among villagers who supported the plantation (February 2015). A further 
allegation was made that the coordinators manipulated the price: 
 

I was so angry after we sold our land for Rupiah 2 million [less than USD 200] per SPT. Our 
Village Head was involved in counting the money, and company staff photographed us 
holding the money. Later, [the coordinators] asked us to return some of the money, so I only 
received Rupiah 800,000 [around USD 60]. I cried because of that. We didn’t have many 
options because the coordinators who processed our documents said that the money was cut 
to pay for the plasma… If we disagreed, then the company wouldn’t register us for plasma. 
We don’t have an agreement yet for plasma. I don’t know much about plasma, but it will be 
established using land behind our village. In the future, we will benefit by selling the fruit to 
the company. (April 2015) 

 
Acceptance here meant putting hopes in future profits from plasma despite the lack of formal 
agreement. Another villager, whose neighbours had already sold their land, described doing so 
because he felt squeezed and retaining his land would be futile (November 2014). Again, we draw 
attention to the historical-legal disadvantage to villages. As more concessions were allocated, the 
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growth of plantation infrastructure, insecurity and inconvenience from a loss of access and amenities 
made it likely that villagers would accept compensation, even if they initially refused. These 
nonhuman elements (photos, money, land documents, as well as in plantation infrastructure, are 
important for understanding the outcomes. 
 
5.4.5. What happens when villagers contest the outcomes 
 
Even after the documents were exchanged, compensation paid, and the plantation established, these 
negotiations are ongoing and contested. In Kapuas, two local activists affiliated with Indigenous 
rights movements reported procedural violations and legal impunity of government officials and 
investors, forcing or convincing villagers to accept land losses (December 2013; final interview in 
November 2015). They identified the violations, conducted meetings, wrote letters, fed information 
to journalists and researchers (including us), organised protests, and connected villagers to advocacy 
networks. Such actions fed into a cycle of government response and review of the permits. We 
observed this in government decision letters (Surat Keputusan) on permits, an administrative sanction 
(company 5), and a stop-work order applying to all plantations without legal tenure (HGU). Multiple 
workshops and taskforces to reduce land conflict and improve oil palm sustainability coincided with 
other workshops and meetings supporting REDD+ and forest conservation, among NGO meetings 
supporting Indigenous land claims. Workshops and taskforces distributed the responsibility to act 
among the government levels, industry and other actors, but had little visible effect on the ground.  
 
Land disputes could be hidden or latent in plantation management. Sub-District and Village Heads 
were often unable or reluctant to escalate a dispute to district government, and conversely, there was 
a tendency for higher ranking government officials to avoid a decision that fell outside of their direct 
authority. National officials conveyed that it was important to educate villagers that a registered land 
title (SHM) provided them the best evidence to file a legal complaint in the event of a dispute 
(December 2014). Yet transmigrants were easily convinced to hand over their registered titles, and 
few villagers understood the company’s legal obligations to them. Once they had signed a notarised 
agreement or had been photographed holding money, these non-human elements bound them in a 
contractual relation to the company. As they did not have written evidence of what had been 
promised, this gave them few options to challenge the process in the courts.34 
 
In the first oil palm concession in Kapuas (company 3), used for illustration in the Method section, 
two actions triggered violence. Firstly, the palm trees were mature enough to harvest, and company 
managers broke their promise not to harvest the fruit until the dispute was resolved. Secondly, district 
government appointed the regional customary body (Dewan Adat Dayak – DAD) to mediate the 
dispute. Following several unanswered requests to company directors and investors in Jakarta to 

                                                
34 There have been some successful court cases of land documents being revoked (Earth Innovation 
Institute, 2015, p. 65). Claims against companies often can involve family conflict, when not all 
owners of the land are identified prior to land purchase (Khatarina, 2018). This reflects some of the 
issues identified in this study arising from the different rationales applied for claiming land. 
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attend a meeting, DAD ruled for the land to be returned by a set date, but the company ignored the 
ruling. One villager speculated: 
 

I can tell you that there is a game being played here, a game that involves everybody… It is 
difficult to stop the companies that don’t follow the procedures because the people who play 
this game, they start from the lower level moving up to the Military Generals and Ministers 
at the national level... The only thing left for us is to be united. This conflict has been going 
for ten years with no resolution. It’s better if we just take our own actions. We will bring our 
machetes and block all the company plantations and force them to stop their operations. 
(March 2014) 

 
The villagers concluded that the only option left to them was to block the passage of the fruit, a 
decision that led to the violent encounter between them and security guards transporting the fruit on 
the boat. Such actions reveal the limits of a legal process in which villagers saw relentless games 
being played. These games had enabled some villagers to gain an advantage but left them with 
diminishing land, while shifting the profits between the district and Jakarta, and overseas. Forest 
conservation and REDD+ projects add to the complexity of the situation for villagers. 
 
5.5. Discussion 
 
Our findings for the southern peatlands of Central Kalimantan are consistent with descriptions of 
Indonesia’s frontiers in rapid transition, competition and conflict over land, particularly associated 
with oil palm expansion after decentralisation (Galudra et al., 2011; McCarthy, 2013; Resosudarmo 
et al., 2014b). Drawing on ANT, we observed how historical landscape transformations are products 
of emergent and unstable groupings of human and nonhuman elements (Bennett, 2010; Law, 2004; 
Mol, 2010). Other frontier scholarship in Indonesia and South East Asia points to a similar mosaic of 
land uses and claims (e.g. Barney, 2009; Eilenberg, 2015; Kunz et al., 2017). We observed 
considerable gaming between actors to achieve their desired outcomes that was reactive and 
opportunistic. There was no orderly contractual negotiation between the parties. Lack of monitoring 
and enforcement are consistent with legal studies observing that much non-compliance goes 
unnoticed at the district level, while central government does not monitor performance (Khatarina, 
2018). The processes for engaging with villagers were disorderly and chaotic, with potential to end 
in land disputes and violence. Villagers, if organised, could maintain pressure on certain actors or the 
state and push back against what they consider to be unfavourable conditions or unfulfilled promises, 
from a weak negotiating position. We have extended previous understanding of resource frontiers, 
and of REDD+, by showing how REDD+ projects were enmeshed in complex landscape realities, 
and how villagers experience multiple land use changes and diminishing access to land. Below, we 
expand on the role of the land documents in oil palm negotiations, reflect on what is lost to villagers 
through frontier expansion, and draw implications for internationally devised schemes. 
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5.5.1. The role of land documents 
 
Observed frictions and legal uncertainties in Central Kalimantan are consistent with other studies of 
land tenure and property relations in resource frontiers (Blomley, 2003; Li, 2014b). Other studies 
have observed that spatial planning, as a central government tool, creates frictions at local levels 
(Rasmussen and Lund, 2018), and that legal uncertainties enable ‘different constituencies to argue 
that right is on their side’ (Hall et al., 2011, p. 12). Our analysis of land documents is consistent with 
observations that statutory and customary systems can be either ignored or strengthened, but they can 
also merge as actors borrow from each, and craft their own rules (Kunz et al., 2017) as each party is 
expected to ‘provide their own proof to justify the land use’ (Earth Innovation Institute, 2015, p. 43). 
We extend insights about the definition, use and acceptance of ‘proof’ in negotiations over land by a 
focus on the characteristics of legal objects that we discuss in the following paragraph. 
 
We considered how ‘inanimate’ elements, such as maps, permits, and land titles, can be sources of 
action that have trajectories, propensities and tendencies (Bennett, 2010; Latour, 2005, 2004). We 
found that the success of each document was defined by the competence that it was endowed with, 
the trials it underwent, the performance it was allowed to display, the associations it revealed, the 
sanctions it received, and the wider context in which it circulated (cf. Latour, 1996 on scientific texts). 
The concept of a hybrid from ANT (Blaser, 2013; Latour, 1993; Law, 2004) helps to illuminate these 
issues of proof. A hybrid signifies those elements that are unnamed or excluded to make way for large 
plantations, or to enclose land for forest conservation, from a previously mixed landscape. The 
concept is relevant to thinking about legal pluralism in Indonesia (Henley and Davidson, 2008) on 
matters of land. Similar to Helen Verran’s arguments (1998, p. 251) on negotiations over leasehold 
and native title in Australia, we observed a translation being made using the land documents that 
worked ‘in both directions mediating between people and the land compared to titles which are taken 
to represent ownership of empty space’. National forestry maps and spatial plans render historical 
control of land, that provides the basis for Indigenous land claims, invisible to state or company 
interests (Bedner, 2016; McCarthy, 2013). In comparison, unregistered land documents mediate 
relationships between people and land, but these are not generally translated to maps and plans. One 
study distinguished between sporadic titling, where a single landholder applies for the title, and 
systematic titling, where usually a large number of contiguous plots are registered at the same time 
(USAID, 2010). The unregistered land documents in our study, which fitted the description of 
sporadic titling, are not translated to maps and plans. These documents added land disputes and delays 
for oil palm companies to obtain leasehold (HGU). 
 
Despite recent Constitutional Court decisions, villagers continue to face hurdles seeking legal 
recognition of their customary rights (Bedner, 2016; Butt, 2014; Khatarina, 2018).35 As prior land 
titling programs have shown (Krishna et al., 2017; Lindsey, 1998; Warren and Lucas, 2013), the 
individualisation of land titling does not recognise the nature and complexity of relationships between 
                                                
35 For example, Constitutional Court Decision (35/PUU-X/2012) on Forestry Law (UU 41/1999) 
requires the state to recognise and respect customary land rights, but like the plantations laws 
depends on law-making processes at the national level. 
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people and land. Our analysis identifies that a focus on legal certainty and asset recognition, such as 
land titling, may help some villagers, however it is not likely to have a big effect on land distribution 
and capital accumulation for large concessions. Consistent with Tania Li’s (2014b) comments on 
‘lokasi’, we found that the location permit for an oil palm concession, which costs money to access, 
inscribed new boundaries and property relations. The burden of proof fell to the villagers when 
supplying the land documents. The effects were often contradictory: better ‘proof’, in a 
legal/contractual and transactional sense, actually jeopardised their access to land because the 
mechanism for exchange favoured the investors using the corporation as a defined legal entity. By 
analysing how ‘palm oil’ as a new resource assemblage became entangled with Indigenous land 
claims, a key finding is that villagers lost either way; that is, no ‘proof’ would not have prevented the 
land being commodified as the location permit, installing new property relations, followed successive 
interventions and land use changes over several decades. Making previously unwritten evidence 
legible through the land documents did not improve their negotiating position, but it was better than 
no document that presented opportunities for others to claim their land. 
 
5.5.2. What is lost to villagers through frontier expansion 
 
Large land deals and claims to land within such deals are not inherently ‘good’ or ‘bad’, but they 
have varied exclusionary effects (Astuti and McGregor, 2017; Borras and Franco, 2013; Hall et al., 
2015). We observed this complexity in the effort investors in the KPRCP REDD+ project made to 
ensure third-party oversight within a forestry licensing system that does not recognise customary land 
rights within their concession. Some villagers desired commodification of land as a way out of 
poverty and saw their historical control of land as a basis for capitalist land relations, not as 
antithetical to these, while others resisted incorporation of their land into large plantations. Oil palm 
companies experienced difficulties navigating the licensing procedures and identifying legitimate 
claimants, but they appeared to be the ultimate winners in division of land and profits. This is 
consistent with other studies (e.g. Afrizal and Anderson, 2016; Eilenberg, 2014; McCarthy et al., 
2012a) indicating how villagers lack effective control of land. We contribute to understanding their 
weak negotiating positions by indicating the nature of formation of the concession model, and the 
networked processes in which they were enrolled without adequate time and information to make 
decisions. 
 
Something is always lost, necessarily, to create something new, such as an oil palm plantation (Hall 
et al., 2011, p. 199). It is the vast injustice of this loss that here is at issue, and particularly, as observed 
in other locations in Kalimantan, when remote villages become surrounded by multiple large oil palm 
plantations (Li, 2014b). The concept of differend (différend) from Lyotard (1988) helps to express 
this injustice. One example of a differend is an application to the courts: the plaintiff must phrase his 
or her claim in economic terms for compensation or damages, and in doing so, the claim must conform 
to the rules. A wrong or injustice for one of the parties results when no rule of judgment is applicable 
to resolve a conflict between them. As villagers gambled on a future stake in palm oil production, 
they were required to phrase their claims for compensation without any clarity about the terms and 
future rewards. What Lyotard’s concept brings to the fore is the way one system (capitalism) equates 
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the villagers’ loss into compensation and future profits. This is not a translation of two linked systems, 
but the imposition of one system (what we have loosely defined in a concession model) onto another 
system (what exists for the villagers). There is no agreed mechanism for adjudication. This system 
requires cheaply available land for such large plantations to exist, and our study has shown how this 
happens through the entire negotiations to make a resource frontier. We add to studies expressing a 
concern for justice in capitalism (Holifield, 2009) and globalisation in forest conservation and 
environmental schemes (Forsyth and Sikor, 2013; Sikor, 2013; Sikor et al., 2014; Walker, 2009) by 
articulating how villagers in our study were progressively exposed to a loss of rights and diminishing 
land. 
 
5.5.3. Externally-planned initiatives are entangled in messy negotiations 
 
As Central Kalimantan’s frontier fills in, land and territory are progressively allocated to specific 
types of land use. This results in a way of relating to land that is much more delineated and controlled 
(often with multiple attempts to control) compared to that operating in the lowland peat-swamp forest 
that preceded the MRP. Villagers in both districts were physically caught between competing interests 
in what has elsewhere been described as ‘a fiercely contested battleground’ (Eilenberg, 2015). Any 
attempt to intervene, by any one of the actors, was entangled in messy negotiations. Such dynamics 
underscore the abiding need for nuanced interpretations of development (Bebbington, 2000), and 
specifically, how villagers enter into strategic negotiations and calculate their options for the 
remaining land (Borras and Franco, 2013; Dressler and Guieb, 2015). It is important to question, 
reflecting on our analysis, the extent to which the scenario described can even be called a 
‘negotiation’, and we emphasise the need to strengthen village decision-making. 
 
Partial closure of the frontier has resulted from the establishment of protected areas relating to 
modalities of spatial ordering and state control of land (Peluso and Vandergeest, 2001). Significant 
ecological disturbances including repeated fires (Harrison et al., 2009; Hoscilo et al., 2011; Page et 
al., 2011) are dealt with in contested landscape arrangements by increasing environmental 
regulations. Dual processes of oil palm expansion and environmental land enclosures force local 
adaptation and strategising. A similar ‘pincer effect’ of diminishing access to land has been observed 
in other parts of Indonesia due to different causes (Li, 2014a, p. 20). Our analysis identifies how oil 
palm expansion heightens potential future conflict with forest authorities by diminishing community 
agricultural land associated with historical forms of swidden cultivation and smallholder production 
(Dove, 2011). Expanding oil palm plantations may result in higher regional incomes but unequal 
division of land and profits, and results in the loss of social and cultural aspects of agriculture 
(Dressler et al., 2017). These findings call into question any immediate ‘benefits’ for villagers often 
claimed by REDD+ proponents. Efforts to implement global environmental objectives in frontier 
landscapes become enmeshed in frontier processes and represent yet another powerful force for 
villagers to contend with. 
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5.6. Conclusion 
 
The peat landscapes of Central Kalimantan have been transformed by successive interventions, from 
failed national land development for rice growing to decentralised oil palm concessions, and 
internationally funded forest conservation and REDD+ projects. These multiple drivers of land use 
change interact and affect relationships between people and land embodied in statutory and customary 
systems. Our study focussed on ‘negotiation’, demonstrating the complexity of frontier processes. 
We analysed the legal framework, paying attention to how ‘inanimate’ nonhuman elements such as 
legal documents are sources of action in negotiations over land. The idea that unfolding frontier 
realties are performed in a variety of practices (cf. Mol, 1999) adds to understanding complexity in 
frontier landscapes (Fold and Hirsch, 2009; Rasmussen and Lund, 2018) in which land use moves 
beyond the knowledge and control of human actors (Bennett, 2010; Law, 2004). We did not fully 
explore the physical landscape such as nonhuman elements of water, soil, vegetation, and fire in peat 
ecologies, and how these interact with legal objects and actors. ANT approaches to nonhuman agency 
offer potential direction for research exploring such interactions in physical and legal landscapes. 
 
A ‘messy thread’ connected the formation of a concession model to the growth of Indonesia’s 
plantations and the relentless games in negotiations over land. There is no sovereign actor nor any 
‘hidden motives of profit and domination’ (Li, 2007a, p. 9). Following this ‘thread’ is important for 
understanding historical legacies and unfolding frontier realities. Our study presents a new direction 
for future research in this field by following this ‘thread’ at multiple interconnected sites and 
interactions within networked processes and practices of negotiation. The location permit was 
identified as a critical entry point for oil palm investors into this system and therefore represents a 
potential starting point for targeted reform. This could include consideration of the communication 
and feedback mechanisms between different government levels to equip those living in villages to 
make informed decisions prior to the allocation of a permit. Simply slowing down the process might 
provide time and information to villagers. However, the fluidity of such negotiations is a product of 
a legal framework and licensing procedures that promote continuing land investments. Providing a 
mechanism for villagers to document their claims (such as a land title) is not the solution, and often 
makes it easier for companies to acquire the land. Any reform must address the higher level objectives 
of the land allocation and planning system, how investors enter this system using permits, and the 
accumulated historical-legal disadvantage to villagers in capital accumulation for large concessions. 
 
We have sought to trace landscape transformations and glimpse at a future being created through how 
these negotiations have unfolded. What is happening is a problem of justice because the imposition 
of one system onto another distributes advantages to investors while leaving villagers with 
diminishing land. As plantations continue to expand into tropical peatlands, remote villages are being 
wedged between multiple concessions, forest conservation and REDD+ projects. It is likely that this 
situation applies to other ‘resource frontiers’ that do not have stable land use, particularly involving 
large-scale land development. Implementing global environmental objectives had mixed 
consequences for villagers in our study. At an international level, REDD+ is experimental in design 
(Tehan et al., 2017), but often this ‘experiment’ is repeated through international forestry policies and 
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projects that reflect the aspirations of those providing the funding and expertise, rather those whose 
land and livelihoods are at stake. Observed top-down approaches to REDD+ in Central Kalimantan 
(Sanders et al., 2017) are repeated in other parts of the world (Ribot, 2018). Rather than applying a 
seemingly rational ‘outside’ perspective, any reform must begin with understanding the messiness of 
the local situation, and the processes used to work through existing modalities of land use change. 
Long-term critical engagement is needed. Reform or intervention to achieve desired national or global 
objectives must proceed from the perspective of the needs and rights of those currently using land. 
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6. Guinea pig or pioneer: translating global environmental objectives  
           through to local actions in Central Kalimantan, Indonesia’s REDD+ pilot  
           province 
 
This chapter addresses how subnational implementation of REDD+ intersects with the overall land 
use change processes underway in the southern peatlands of Central Kalimantan that were discussed 
in Chapter 5. This chapter has been written as a self-contained research publication. It is presented 
mostly unchanged from the version published in Global Environmental Change (Sanders et al., 2017). 
As noted in the Preface, this chapter incorporates both data collected specifically for the purpose of 
this PhD (74 data points mainly from Round 1 of fieldwork, see, Tables 4.3 and 4.9) and additional 
data collected by HH (50 data points). Where interviews are quoted, I identify the dataset used (AS 
or HH at the end of the quotation). 
 
Abstract 
 
Many difficulties have arisen from top-down approaches to the design and implementation of global 
environmental initiatives. The concept of translation and other analytical features of Actor-Network 
Theory (ANT) can offer a way of conceptualising these difficulties and their practical effects. By 
translation, we refer to what happens in-between the formulation of international goals and the results 
of implementation, and more specifically, relations and negotiations within this broader process. We 
examine several aspects of translation in the case of Reducing Emissions from Deforestation and 
Forest Degradation (REDD+), a prominent global environmental initiative. Using an ethnographic 
approach, we explore local responses in Central Kalimantan province, Indonesia, to REDD+ ideas 
and goals that originate at international and national levels. Following selection in 2010 as the official 
REDD+ pilot province, Central Kalimantan became a site for the convergence of actors and projects 
with varied sources of funding. The study identifies a central tension that emerged between an initial 
vision of Central Kalimantan as a pioneer, and local concerns about being used an experimental 
subject or ‘guinea pig’ for the testing of externally designed schemes. Results show that greater 
flexibility in the design of programs and initiatives is needed, to provide space for local inputs. 
Implementation should pay attention to how local actors are included in planning processes that 
inform decision-making at higher jurisdictional levels. To bring about intended changes in land use, 
programs like REDD+ need to extend beyond a focus on short-term projects and targets, to instead 
emphasise long-term investments and forms of collective action that support learning. 
 

6.1. Introduction 
 
Practical outcomes from the implementation of global environmental initiatives vary considerably 
and at times thinly resemble the original goals and plans (Carrier and West, 2009). The concept of 
translation, by which we refer here to what happens in-between the formulation of international goals 
and the results of implementation, is useful for analysing these differences. Empirical studies of such 
initiatives recognise translation as a process of multiple dimensions, events, and activities involving 
a range of actors with diverse goals and varied influence over decision-making (e.g. Jansen, 2008; 
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Newell, 2008; Pasgaard, 2015). These studies also highlight difficulties arising from top-down 
approaches that neglect local particularities at the design stage (Jansen, 2008; van Helden, 2009). The 
concept of translation and other analytical features of Actor-Network Theory (ANT) can offer a way 
of conceptualising these difficulties and their practical effects (Callon, 1986; Latour, 2005, 1987; 
Law, 1992). According to ANT, to translate is, among other things, to modify or change a meaning 
or goal from an original or earlier source (Law, 1999). This is neither good nor bad, but a consequence 
of negotiations and compromises required for working with, and through, others. A more detailed 
look at translation using ANT can help inform policymaking by teasing out issues of local variability 
and the details of relations and negotiations within the translation process. 
 
We explore these details in the case of Reducing Emissions from Deforestation and Forest 
Degradation (REDD+), a prominent global environmental initiative under the United Nations 
Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC). REDD+ aims to encourage multiple sources 
of investment and deliver benefits for forests and climate through payments for environmental 
services in developing countries (Angelsen and McNeill, 2012; see also, Wunder, 2005). While the 
top-down nature of REDD+ could potentially reverse forest decentralisation trends in developing 
countries (Agrawal et al., 2011; Angelsen et al., 2009; Phelps et al., 2010), REDD+ has shifted from 
an early focus on national strategies and stand-alone projects towards far more complicated 
governance arrangements (Korhonen-Kurki et al., 2012; Peel et al., 2012; Skutsch and Van Laake, 
2008; Sunderlin et al., 2015). These shifts can partly be viewed as an effect of translation, and a recent 
study describes REDD+ as ‘a heterogeneous regime of disjointed practices’: 

Rather than see REDD+ as a top-down process involving hierarchically nested governance 
arrangements, we see it as constituted by a complex interplay of actors and practices across 
scales. While REDD+ may provide opportunities for international actors to reshape forest 
governance, it also affords space for national and subnational actors to realise their own 
interests. (McGregor et al., 2015a, p. 140) 

We are similarly concerned with how subnational and local actors have room to manoeuvre in 
navigating this space (Bebbington, 2000). So far, their specific roles and contributions within wider 
REDD+ processes, and their influence on decision-making at higher levels, are relatively 
underexplored in empirical studies on REDD+ (eg. Gallemore et al., 2014; Howell, 2015, 2014; 
McGregor et al., 2015a; Myers et al., 2016; Rantala et al., 2014; Ravikumar et al., 2015b). Also, 
despite an extensive literature on ANT, few studies directly apply the concept of translation from 
ANT to study REDD+ (with the exception of Pasgaard, 2015) and other topics in environmental 
governance (see also, Holifield, 2009; Horowitz, 2012; Rutland and Aylett, 2008). Addressing this 
gap, we ask, how do different actors understand and interpret REDD+ ideas and goals, and each other, 
as they seek to influence subnational processes and practical outcomes on the ground? Actors refer 
here to foreign donors, international agencies, different parts and levels of government and civil 
society, and communities in villages where projects are implemented, among others interested or 
directly involved in REDD+. We focus on Central Kalimantan province as a key site for REDD+ 
translation in Indonesia, following its selection as the official REDD+ pilot province in 2010. This 
province provides a particularly rich case study of difficulties arising from top-down approaches, as 
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relevant to future REDD+ practice and environmental governance more generally. 

6.2. In-between plans and practical effects: the ‘problem’ of translation 
 
The problem of translation in environmental governance scholarship is seldom explicitly defined (e.g. 
Jansen, 2008; Newell, 2008), and many studies engage with similar issues and themes without 
referring to ‘translation’. A variety of theoretical perspectives are used. Political ecology approaches 
examine the specific contexts and power relations among the actors involved in negotiations (e.g. 
McGregor et al., 2015a; Newell, 2008; Newell and Bumpus, 2012). Network analysis approaches 
study the actors and their relations within wider policy development processes (Gallemore et al., 
2014; Moeliono et al., 2013; Reinecke et al., 2014). Both discourse analysis (den Besten et al., 2014; 
Di Gregorio et al., 2015; Vijge, 2015; Vijge et al., 2016), and the concept of ‘frames’ (Jansen, 2008; 
see also, Leach et al., 2010), explore what gets prioritised, or excluded from policy debates. Another 
approach is ‘boundary work’, which examines how actors with different worldviews and 
competencies relate to each other in negotiations (Clark et al., 2016; Leimona et al., 2015; see also, 
Wæraas and Nielsen, 2015). These studies identify issues of local variability, participation, and 
accountability within multi-level environmental governance situations. Building on these studies, 
there are advantages in using the concept of translation from ANT for exploring different aspects of 
the translation process in concrete detail (Callon, 1986; Latour, 1987, 1986; Law, 1984). 
 
Recent comparative studies on REDD+ point to considerable variation in national strategies and 
disparities in the practical effects and achievements of project implementation (Dunlop and Corbera, 
2016; Fischer et al., 2016; Sunderlin et al., 2015). Although REDD+ debates encompass broad-
ranging concerns (e.g. poverty reduction and rights), there is less overall focus on the underlying 
causes and drivers of deforestation (Di Gregorio et al., 2015). Similar variability is evident in earlier 
Payment for Environmental Services (PES) initiatives with comparable logic and aims. For example, 
in the case of Mexico’s national PES program, the market-based ideals preferred by foreign donors 
over time were merged with national government concerns for poverty alleviation and later 
implemented through community forestry initiatives (Shapiro-Garza, 2013), while in Nicaragua a less 
strongly state-articulated PES approach evolved (Van Hecken et al., 2015). Comparative studies on 
decentralisation reforms in developing countries also reveal locally variable results within complex 
negotiations of power and access to resources (Batterbury and Fernando, 2006; Ribot et al., 2006). 
These empirical findings point to a key aspect of the translation problem—namely, that the principles 
or model being applied do not exist in practice: ‘the actors who implement, obstruct or manipulate it 
are central to [its] construction’ (Larson and Lewis-Mendoza, 2012, p. 186). When policy and 
economic reform is viewed a technical problem whose practical outcomes can be understood by 
analysing the model itself, this can obscure the dimensions of power and politics that are contextual 
to the model’s construction, which require nuanced interpretations (Carrier and West, 2009). 
 
Although multiple actors engage with such processes, they do not participate in equal ways (Sikor, 
2013). Also, it is important to be mindful not only of what counts as ‘local’ on the side of 
implementation, but who defines or counts this, and how and why, with what assumptions, and what 
practical effects (Holmgren, 2013; Lane and Morrison, 2006; Li, 2002). For example, how 
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‘community’ is defined can ignore issues of inequality and diversity in the way that local populations 
and entities are embedded in wider contexts (Ojha et al., 2016). Empirical studies on REDD+ show 
how local actors can experience limitations in negotiating their interests, and how conflicts among 
actors, including competition within the state, and among NGOs, can be difficult to resolve (Beymer-
Farris and Bassett, 2012; Howell, 2015; Mulyani and Jepson, 2015; Pasgaard, 2015; Wilson Rowe, 
2015). Therefore, it is important to distinguish between actor roles, and how different actors relate to 
each other within a broad process of social change and decentralised natural resources governance in 
Indonesia (Bebbington et al., 2006; Hadiz and Robison, 2013; McCarthy, 2004; Palmer and Engel, 
2007; Resosudarmo, 2004). 
Effective, democratic participation in decision-making can help to improve REDD+ legitimacy and 
social outcomes (Agrawal et al., 2011; Chhatre et al., 2012). However, the quality of participation 
partly depends on wide influence of politics, and the relative openness and flexibility of state 
institutions (Latour, 2004; see also, Dryzek, 2010; Fultner, 2011 on deliberative democracy). A 
primary argument against openness and flexibility in REDD+ design is corruption (e.g. Bofin et al., 
2011; Corbera et al., 2010; Dermawan et al., 2011). This presents a dilemma for the top-down actors 
(e.g. foreign donors and international agencies) in how they build coalitions in support of proposed 
reforms, and distinguish among actors, including among NGOs on accountability (Bebbington, 2004, 
1997; Boulding, 2012; Ebrahim, 2003). We might ask whether, and in what ways, the top-down actors 
see that there is a dilemma? Normative assumptions about the legal and political systems of 
developing countries lack specificity and limit opportunities for learning (Aspinall and van Klinken, 
2010; Lindsey, 2002). A narrow focus on rules, and attempts to control or remove risks and 
uncertainties, can undercut local support (Jansen, 2008; Van Hecken et al., 2015). However, we still 
do not know enough about the details of how top-down approaches and assumptions impede local 
actors from negotiating the outcomes to which they are aspiring. There is a need for modes of analysis 
that can shed light on these complex issues. 
 
6.2.2. Approaching translation from Actor-Network Theory (ANT)  
 
Actor-Network Theory (ANT) is described as a set of sensibilities, rather than a consistent theory or 
method (Law, 2004; Mol, 2010). ANT seeks to open up questions, rather than make predictions or 
impose explanations (Latour, 1999; Law, 1999), and we build on approaches to ANT that show its 
contributions to existing lines of research inquiry (e.g. Buzelin, 2005; Holifield, 2009; Rutland and 
Aylett, 2008). The concept of translation in ANT refers to ‘successive strategies of interpretation and 
displacement’, through which ideas ‘do not simply spread in society but have to create their own 
space by a concomitant process of network formation’ (Buzelin, 2005, p. 197). The concept of a 
network refers to ‘a series of transformations’ and translations (Latour, 1999, p. 20). A central 
concern of ANT is analysing how actions are performed, and how people and things are positioned 
and performed into relations with particular attributes (Law, 1999, 2004; Mol, 1999). ANT uses the 
term ‘actant’ to analyse how humans and non-humans interact, and how both living and non-living 
energies shape actions and relations within a network. This does not assign ‘non-humans’ (e.g. objects 
or artefacts) an equal place to humans, but recognises doubts about how human agency is constituted 
(Latour, 2005, 2004, 1999). 
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Michel Callon (1986, 1980) defines translation in several stages: beginning with ‘problematisation’, 
in which the driving actors (as the network protagonists) define the identities and roles of the actors 
that they want to include within the network of relations they are building. This is a ‘double 
movement’, through which they establish themselves as an obligatory passage point (OPP), roughly 
meaning that they render themselves as indispensable to the network. This is followed by efforts to 
direct, control, persuade, attract and convince others to join (known as ‘interessement’), leading to 
the enrolment of actors and entities to perform allocated roles in relation to others in the network, by 
establishing their identities and the links between them. If successful, this leads to mobilisation when 
the enrolled actors move from being mediators to intermediaries who communicate and behave in 
certain ways in support of the main goal/s of the network. Intermediaries can be relied on to faithfully 
transport information and perform their roles, while mediators change and transform information, 
and they behave in competitive and unpredictable ways (Latour, 2005, pp. 38–42). This dual process 
of translation and network formation is constantly changing and prone to breaking apart; for example, 
if the enrolled actors refuse their roles or offer contrasting solutions to the problem at hand. 
  
Although REDD+ is a ‘top-down’ intervention, ANT holds that all action is relational and no 
sovereign actor or central figure is identifiable. Dominant actors like the state, in order to achieve 
their goals, still need to work with, and through others, requiring negotiation and compromise even 
when the playing field is uneven. Goal achievement is not straightforward, as Leah Horowitz (2012) 
shows in the context of mining in New Caledonia, referring to ‘translation alignment’ as the process 
of making competing translations compatible for the purpose of building alliances: 
 

Goal achievement relies upon alliance with influential others, which can be accomplished 
only through aligning translations enough to achieve adequate compatibility. However, this 
alignment, in order to succeed, inevitably requires compromise of those very goals. This 
tension between a desire to achieve one’s aims, and the necessity of working with those who 
do not share them, makes alliances, and the power they entail, tenuous, fluctuating, and at 
constant risk of collapse. (Horowitz, 2012) 

 
By adapting Callon’s definition of translation, Horowitz more directly considers the effects of power 
inequalities, showing how risks and compromises were weighted towards local actors who gained 
influence or advantage by aligning their goals with others. In a study of a REDD+ pilot project in 
Cambodia, Maya Pasgaard (2015) uses the concept of translation to analyse how the main project 
actors, by selectively working through local constituencies, translated program objectives in self-
reinforcing ways. The allied actors had divergent goals but a shared interest in the continuation of the 
project, therefore translating practical outcomes upwards to reach donors in ways that minimised 
complications, while facilitating downward translation of policy rhetoric and goals. 
 
As these empirical studies demonstrate, ANT offers intellectual tools for analysing relations, 
including how actors with diverse goals and competence, relate to each other within a network. The 
process-oriented features of ANT (Buzelin, 2005) are useful for examining the strategies, methods 
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and tactics used in negotiations for achieving compromise, and generating consensus or further 
debates (Rutland and Aylett, 2008). This informs the analysis by directing our attention to questions 
of what REDD+ does and how it works—and who and what gets associated with it—in ways that 
challenge or further entrench existing inequalities (Holifield, 2009). 
 
6.3. Research design and methods 
  
The research integrates ethnographic techniques with a multi-level framework to study REDD+ 
(Saito-Jensen, 2015). Qualitative data were collected in two separate ethnographic studies that were 
not designed to be complementary, but share several design features due to a shared interest in 
studying subnational processes for REDD+ implementation in Central Kalimantan. The case study 
emerged from discussions among the co-authors during the main period of fieldwork in 2013-2014. 
Bringing together parts of the datasets enabled detailed analysis of the issues, and our aim throughout 
is ‘to re-present others and their diverse practices in good faith’ (Winthereik and Verran, 2012, p. 38; 
see also, Latour, 1999, p. 19). 
 
The study area in Central Kalimantan comprises the provincial capital of Palangka Raya (where 
provincial government, local NGOs and academics are situated), nearby districts (smaller 
administrative units with delegated authority and responsibilities for natural resources), and several 
pilot projects and villages in the Mega Rice Project (MRP) area (Figure 6.1). The Katingan Peatland 
Restoration and Conservation Project (KPRCP) is a for-profit project that has REDD+ features. This 
project is also located in the study area, however we focus on pilot projects using donor funds in the 
results as these were most advanced during the period of fieldwork. 
 
The results drew on parts of approximately 120 interviews and other fieldwork from the two studies. 
Research methods comprised interviews, focus groups, and participant observations. Respondents 
were selected based on their geographical location, institutional position, and knowledge of or direct 
involvement in REDD+. In the villages, we sought to interview a cross-section of people, including 
women. We began interviews in Palangka Raya for site selection, with follow-up interviews over 
about a two-year period, including with national government and international agencies in Jakarta. 
Data collection was fairly evenly distributed between field sites, and district, provincial, and national 
levels. The first data-set includes district-level interviews in Kapuas, and two large bilateral pilot 
projects (Table 6.1). The second data-set focuses on 12 small pilot projects under the Indonesia-
Norway Partnership (Table 6.2). 
 
In interviews, we asked respondents questions about their views on REDD+ goals and effectiveness, 
and drivers of deforestation; and on their communication and participation in decision-making. For 
government respondents at all levels, we asked about decentralisation powers and land use decision-
making that included REDD+. For community respondents, we asked about the site histories and land 
use practices; and the consultation process and results of the projects, including perceptions of 
fairness. For civil society respondents (e.g. local NGOs and academics), we asked about their 
involvement in REDD+, and other affiliations and networks. 
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Figure 6.1. Location map of projects and sites in the MRP area 
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In the results, we categorise local NGOs under either an ‘advocacy’ group as mainly engaged in 
political activism, or a ‘community engagement’ group as mainly focused on working with 
communities at local levels. This is done for the purpose of making comparisons. Local NGOs do not 
identify themselves in this way, and their objectives and activities in practice overlap. We also refer 
to the ‘top-down’ actors from international and national levels, and ‘local’ actors from Central 
Kalimantan, mainly to highlight contrasts, but otherwise differentiate by specific respondent type. 
 
6.4. Context for REDD+ in Indonesia 
 
6.4.1. National and subnational developments 
 
Ahead of the 13th Conference of Parties (COP 13) held in Bali in December 2007, the Indonesia 
Forest Climate Alliance (IFCA) proposed a stepwise approach to early readiness (Agung et al., 2014). 
Numerous working groups, alliances, and partnerships were formed in Indonesia in the following 
years, and the former President Susilo Bambang Yudhoyono (SBY) announced ambitious mitigation 
targets in 2009. These targets were recently updated to 29% below business-as-usual (BAU) and 41% 
conditional on international support by 2030, and the majority rely on reducing land-based carbon 
emissions. Civil society concerns about community welfare, democratic participation, land tenure, 
forest governance, and Indigenous rights were incorporated into national policy development 
processes, reflecting the involvement of NGOs in wider REDD+ debates (Astuti and McGregor, 
2015; Howell, 2015, 2014; Indonesian REDD+ Task Force, 2012). Foreign donors and international 
agencies have sought to influence REDD+ through multilateral channels under the UN and World 
Bank, and through bilateral partnerships, including with Australia and the United States (Table 6.1), 
and Norway (Table 6.2). The Indonesia-Norway Partnership pledges up to USD 1 billion conditional 
on several measures, including a moratorium on new forest (oil palm) concession licences, and the 
establishment of an independent national REDD+ institution and a pilot province. By comparison, 
private investment in REDD+ has been fairly limited, with two for-profit REDD+ projects approved 
in Central Kalimantan by the end of 2013. 
 
UN decisions put an emphasis on national-scale accountability (Voigt, 2016), in which subnational 
policies and projects are ‘nested’ under a country-specific national program and targets. Indonesia’s 
2012 National REDD+ Strategy (STRANAS) sets out a multi-stakeholder and multi-level approach 
with implementation in three phases. The timelines were extended several times, moving from 
‘preparation’ or ‘readiness’ (‘phase 1’) to results-based finance by 2020. The Office for REDD+ 
Coordination in Indonesia (UNORCID) opened in Jakarta in November 2011, and recently closed. 
UNORCID was based on a five-year term, and several UN agencies were added to the original 
agreement. This included the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) as the interim funds 
manager during phase 1. By December 2013, responsibilities for REDD+ under the national REDD+ 
Task Force were officially vested with the National REDD+ Agency (Decree 62/2013), which was 
later disbanded in early 2015 (Decree 16/2015). Despite some progress on issues of land reform, 
including the moratorium under the Norway-Indonesia Partnership, the challenges of building reform 
coalitions in the context of decentralised natural resources governance in Indonesia are well-identified 
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in the REDD+ literature (Agung et al., 2014; Brockhaus et al., 2012; Indrarto et al., 2012; Luttrell et 
al., 2014; Wibowo and Giessen, 2015). 
 
Under the Indonesia-Norway Partnership, an independent national selection committee approved 
Central Kalimantan’s bid to become the official REDD+ pilot province in December 2010. The 
preparation of the REDD+ Regional Strategy and Action Plan (STRADA) commenced in June 2011 
(Provincial Government of Central Kalimantan, 2012). UNORCID established a temporary office in 
Palangka Raya, which closed in early 2016. The office of the Joint Secretariat (SEKBER), also 
established in Palangka Raya, comprised the provincial Regional Committee for REDD+ (KOMDA) 
and the national REDD+ Task Force (later taken over by National REDD+ Agency) with UNDP as 
the funds manager. Despite the potential of KOMDA to improve multi-level communication and 
coordination on REDD+ (Gallemore et al., 2014), it is unlikely that a permanent provincial-level 
REDD+ institution will be established to replace KOMDA; and the SEKBER office closed in 2015 
following the disbandment of the National REDD+ Agency. 
 
In Central Kalimantan, district government involvement in REDD+ has mostly been limited to 
specific REDD+ projects, with one larger landscape-defined project (IFACS) working across several 
district and municipal governments. Local NGOs based mainly at the provincial level have been 
involved through advocacy work or specific project activities, and in the early stage of development 
of STRADA. Although studies of REDD+ in other locations provide examples of community-led 
decision-making (Howson and Kindon, 2015; see also, Myers et al., 2016), local populations in the 
study area have directly participated in REDD+ where projects were implemented in their villages. 
 
6.4.2. Land use context and pilot projects 

Changing government policies and authority shape control of resources and land use politics in 
Indonesia. Following political and democratic transition in the late 1990s, decentralisation reforms 
granted district governments broad-ranging powers to issue land use permits for mining and 
plantations, but control of designated forest areas remains vested in the national government 
(Ardiansyah et al., 2015; McCarthy, 2004; Resosudarmo et al., 2014b). In Central Kalimantan, 
commercial logging began during the 1960-70s under centrally-administered concessions (Brookfield 
and Byron, 1990; Gaveau et al., 2014), but in the last decade since decentralisation industrial-scale 
oil palm plantations, followed by coal mining in the north, replaced commercial logging as the main 
causes of deforestation (Myers et al., 2016). 

The pilot projects (Tables 6.1 and 6.2) concentrated the Mega Rice Project (MRP) and surrounding 
area (Figure 6.1) due to the carbon density of the peatland, and problems of degradation and fire 
(Sekala, 2013). The MRP was a large rice cultivation project in the 1990s implemented at the end of 
the Soeharto-era, covering more than 1 million hectares. The project was abandoned, resulting in 
large-scale deforestation, peatland degradation and repeated fires (Harrison et al., 2009; Hoscilo et 
al., 2011). Demographic changes, ongoing spatial redefinitions, and disrupted traditional swidden 
agriculture systems in combination with recent oil palm plantations have generated land conflicts, 
altered customary practices and livelihoods, and ultimately resulted in significant injustice for local 
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and Indigenous Dayak populations (Galudra et al., 2011; McCarthy, 2013, 2004; Suyanto et al., 
2009). The MRP area is, therefore, a particularly challenging and contested location for trialling 
approaches to REDD+. 

 
Table 6.1. Large bilateral pilot projects 

Project description Area 
(ha) 

Implementing 
organisations 

Main 
source of 
funds 

Budget Timeframes 

Kalimantan Forests and 
Climate Partnership (KFCP) 
was the largest REDD+ 
demonstration project in 
Indonesia. It trialled methods 
for peatland rehabilitation and 
reforestation, supported the 
establishment of local and 
forestry institutions, 
developed village-level 
agreements and a payments 
mechanism, and provided 
livelihoods supports in 9 
villages. 

120,000 Indonesia Australia 
Forest Carbon 
Partnership 
(IAFCP) Facility 
(AusAID, currently 
DFAT) under a 
Bilateral 
Partnership 
Agreement with 
Ministry of 
Forestry as the 
national executing 
agency and 
IDSS/Aurecon for 
technical support 

Australian 
government  

AUD 
37.47 
million 
 

2009 – 2014 
 

Katingan Landscape, 
Indonesia Forest and Climate 
Support (IFACS) was a 
package of projects 
comprising several large 
landscapes across Indonesia. 
IFACS referred to Low 
Carbon Emissions 
Development Strategies 
(LEDS) under the bilateral 
objective of improving the 
management of forest 
ecosystems. It supported 
improved governance and 
resource management, 
working with several district 
and municipal governments, 
and provided grants to local 
NGOs for project activities. 

1.7 
million 

USAID under a 
Bilateral 
Assistance 
Agreement with 
Tetra Tech ARD 
for technical 
support 

US 
government 

USD 
40 
million 

2010 – 2015a 

a A new project called Lestari was announced in 2015 to replace IFACS. 
 

Sources: (Atmadja et al., 2014; Indonesia Australia Partnership, 2009; Tetra Tech ARD, 2015) 
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Table 6.2. Pilot projects under the Indonesia-Norway Partnership. 
 
Project description Implementing 

organisations 
Budgeta Timeframes 

1. Green Livelihoods Access 
for Central Kalimantan’s 
Inclusive Environmental 
Response to Climate Change 
(GLACIER) provided 
infrastructure, capacity 
building and livelihoods in 5 
villages, including Bereng 
Bengkel  

International Labour 
Organization (ILO) 

USD 1,398,517 August 2012-September 
2013  
 

2. Construction of a bamboo 
climate communications 
centre, Pusat Informasi 
Lestari, and training in 
Buntoi village 

United Nations Office 
for Project Services 
(UNOPS) 

USD 867,279  
 

August 2012-June 2013 
 

3. Climate-Smart Agriculture 
with focus on fire prevention 
through agricultural 
innovation in 4 villages 

Food and Agriculture 
Organisation of the 
United Nations (FAO) 

USD 362,887 October 2012-July 2013  
 

4. Utilisation of the UNOPS 
building for community 
outreach, information-sharing 
and training in Buntoi village 

United Nations 
Educational, Scientific 
and Cultural 
Organisation 
(UNESCO) 

USD 161,130  August 2012-June 2013 

5. Provision of livelihoods 
supports for fish and rubber 
production based on 
traditional knowledge and 
practices in 5 villages, 
including Bereng Bengkel 
village 

Jaringan Action 
Research Indonesia 
(JARI) 

IDR 832,361,024 
(USD 60,843) 

July-December 2012  
 

6. Sustainable peatland 
management through 
intercropping techniques in 
Jabiren village 

Balai Pengkajian 
Teknologi Pertanian 
Kalimantan Tengah 
(BPTP) 

IDR 795,000,000 
(USD 58,112) 

November 2012-June 
2013  
 

7. Provision of livelihoods 
supports for women’s rattan 
weaving groups in 6 villages 

Lembaga Pengabdian 
Kepada Masyarakat, 
University of Palangka 
Raya (LPKM) 
 

IDR 789,464,050  
(USD 57,707) 

November 2012-April 
2013  
 

8. Microfinance and 
sustainable entrepreneurship 
in 6 villages 

Lembaga Dayak 
Panarung (LDP) 

IDR 689,249,984 
(USD 50,382) 

July 2012-February 
2013  
 

9. Agroforestry and Agriculture Faculty IDR 523,748,500  November 2012-May 
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community empowerment in 
3 villages 

(FAPERTA), 
University of Palangka 
Raya 

(USD 38,284) 2013  
 

10. Hydrological restoration 
and fire prevention based on 
traditional knowledge and 
practices in 2 villages 

Pusat Penelitian 
Lingkungan Hidup-
Lembaga Penelitian 
(PPHL), University of 
Palangka Raya 

IDR 359,400,000 
(USD 26,271) 

November 2012-May 
2013  
 

11. Training for mushroom 
cultivation in Mentaren 
village 

BKAD Kahayan Hilir 
 

IDR 109,686,000  
(USD 8,018) 

July 2012-February 
2013  
 

12. Training for rattan 
weaving and market access in 
Henda village 

BKAD Jabiren Raya 
 

IDR 107,925,000  
(USD 7,889) 

July 2012-January 2013  
 

a Where conversion to USD is shown, this is approximate based on currency exchange rates at the time of 
writing rather than historical exchange rates. Total budget from the Norwegian Government during phase 
1 was USD 30 million. 
 

Sources: (REDD+ Joint Secretariat, 2013; United Nations Development Programme, 2013) 
 
 
6.5.    Results 
 
The results section is divided into two parts. The first part is mainly about the actors and networks, 
and how they relate to each other at international to national, and provincial levels. The second part 
extends these considerations, further stepping down to the village level, and analysing concrete 
activities within the translation process. We use this structure to draw on different aspects of ANT 
loosely fitting with the timeframes of REDD+ across several years. 
 
6.5.1. Articulating ‘local’ positions in REDD+ translations 

We begin the first part of the results with the preparation of the Regional Strategy and Action Plan 
for REDD+ (STRADA) as a key moment in defining what REDD+ might mean for Central 
Kalimantan. Drawing on Callon’s definition of translation, we explore difficulties arising from the 
provincial government’s attempt to enrol itself through the national REDD+ program. Following this, 
we analyse how ‘community’ was strategically defined in relation to REDD+ goals, and the tenuous 
enrolment of local NGOs in the top-down actor-network. 

6.5.1.1. Early formations: REDD+ is reversing history? 
 
Analysing STRADA offers a strategic view of the main actors at the provincial level and context for 
land use. The preparation began in June 2011, following Central Kalimantan’s selection as the official 
pilot province, when the former Governor appointed a team comprising several local academics, staff 
from the provincial Environment Department and Governor’s Office, and local NGOs. With initially 
little formal guidance, the team members, through informal meetings, sought to make sense of 
REDD+ and what it might mean for Central Kalimantan. Behaving as mediators in changing and 
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transforming information, they articulated their own pioneering vision for REDD+ based on 
Indigenous Dayak people’s relationship to the forest. The following excerpt is from an interview with 
two of the team members: 
 

Central Kalimantan has a long history and through this history Dayak people have a strong 
relation to forests; their environment has been one with their lives. This changes with the 
destruction of the environment beginning from 1965 with [commercial] forest concessions. It 
is our culture to pay attention people’s belonging to the forest and environment, and their 
ownership of land—forest is as part of our life… REDD+ is about people – Dayak people’s 
relationship to forest – and this as paramount. First, we need to control the human aspects 
[of deforestation] with humans at the centre of REDD+. If the concessions are influencing the 
local people, then REDD+ will not work… Local Dayak people live very close to the 
environment, whereas the ideology of capitalism and large concessions and plantations are 
from the outsiders. This is why REDD+ is reversing the history of Central Kalimantan. 
STRADA should be implemented in accordance with local wisdom with local control. 
STRADA has strong values in terms of local wisdom, but this has changed because the policy 
at the national level is talking more about carbon and carbon stock, and these kinds of 
technical issues, which are hard for local people to understand, and give the concessions 
more opportunities to influence the local people because they can run faster, and finally 
REDD+ is left behind. (provincial government officials, Palangka Raya, IDs 14 and 15 AS) 

 
The notion of REDD+ as ‘reversing’ the history of capitalist expansion responds to prior experience 
of externally-designed schemes, particularly in the MRP area. Offering contrast with scientific 
knowledge and the technical aspects of REDD+, STRADA argues that for REDD+ to be successful, 
it needs to follow ‘local wisdom’ (in Indonesian, kearifan lokal refers to local expertise and traditional 
knowledge and practices). The STRADA document, particularly in the reference to local wisdom, 
illustrates the entanglement of REDD+ goals with local priorities and an articulation of Dayak cultural 
identity through Indigenous struggles for greater autonomy and recognition in Central Kalimantan: 
 

Additionally, an aspect that is no less important than the objectives aimed by the 
implementation of the program activities is to ensure and improve the dignity and welfare of 
the people in Central Kalimantan. This is in line with the ideals of the fighters of the 
Indigenous Dayak of Central Kalimantan when they fought five decades ago to establish 
Central Kalimantan as a separate province… There is strong evidence that the Dayak 
Indigenous community has implemented for hundreds of years what could be called the 
REDD+ framework and this is still visible today. (Provincial Government of Central 
Kalimantan, 2012, p. 7) 

A concern for local ownership and control of REDD+ processes, prevalent in interviews especially 
at the provincial level, is reflected in the STRADA document that aims limit the role of the 
international actors and the national government to supporting actions that would ‘involve local 
people and institutions and create ownership of the development program and their role’ (Provincial 
Government of Central Kalimantan, 2012, p. 7). 
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Using STRADA, we can see how the inter-definition of actors was particularly complicated: in ANT, 
this refers to the enrolment of new actors by establishing their identities and the links between them, 
without a sovereign actor controlling this. By the time Central Kalimantan was selected as the official 
pilot province, national and international NGOs had already reshaped the content and goals of 
REDD+ under the national program. International actors (e.g. from the UN and foreign donors) with 
offices in Jakarta, and later in Palangka Raya, sought to define their role as ‘basic’ supporters of 
REDD+ by advancing available knowledge and transferring financial resources and skills to the 
national government and subnational jurisdictions (drawing on Callon, 1986). Supporters of REDD+ 
within the national government sought to establish themselves as in-charge while inviting 
collaborations that relied on foreign donors for financial and technical support. This ran counter to 
the aspirations of the provincial government, with local civil society inputs, to reshape REDD+ goals, 
and to establish themselves within this process as an obligatory passage point (OPP)—as 
indispensable to the top-down network of relations. 
 
Ultimately, the vision of REDD+ contained in STRADA had limited influence on wider land use 
decision-making, and what happened on the ground. The STRADA team changed a couple of times 
and the document took several years to finalise, and several public consultations at the provincial 
level by the second team of writers were mainly to fulfil formal requirements. Waning enthusiasm 
for REDD+ among supporters at the provincial level was evident in their complaints, during 
interviews, that they were not properly consulted, and the top-down actors did not treat them as equal 
partners. Their complaints mirror those of local NGOs, and the district government in Kapuas, that 
the top-down actors tended to arrange ‘the proposal by themselves’ and later on seek local inputs 
(local academic, Palangka Raya, ID 12 AS). 
 
6.5.1.2. Putting community at the centre of REDD+ debates 
 
Talk of community was prevalent in interviews and REDD+ meetings and events at the provincial 
level, and the language used to discuss REDD+ at the national level: 

It is impossible to not talk about development as part of REDD+. We have found that REDD+ 
should address the main issue of deforestation, not just with the environment, but also with 
the communities, the people living in the forest, because they are the ones who maintain and 
value the forest. But they are poor. The regions are normally not rich, they are poor regions, 
so REDD+ is about community development, and REDD+ is about poverty alleviation. And 
then, we come to the definition of what REDD+ should be; of course REDD+ is about 
addressing carbon and reducing emissions from deforestation and land degradation. But for 
this to happen, the preconditions are actually to address poverty as the cause of deforestation. 
Of course, poverty is linked to how countries govern themselves, the governance and 
institutional issues. You have to start by seeing the people in this. (senior national government 
official, Jakarta, ID 137 HH). 

 
The phrase ‘seeing the people in this’ refers to local populations in a loose way. In the analysis, we 
identified several definitions of ‘community’: as contributing to environmental problems (mixed 
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government respondents and international agencies); as socially and economically disadvantaged in 
need to external assistance and/or improvement (mixed respondents); and holders of local wisdom 
aligned with the rights of Indigenous peoples and the natural world to be preserved and respected 
through REDD+ (mixed local government respondents, academics, and NGOs especially prominent 
Indigenous rights movement, Aliansi Masyarakat Adat Nusantara, AMAN). 
 
In interviews, we asked (mainly provincial level) respondents to identify the main causes and actors 
responsible for deforestation in Central Kalimantan, and what they viewed as important in the main 
goal/s of REDD+. They routinely identified commercial activities, principally oil palm plantations 
and coal mining as driving deforestation, and the most powerful actors as coming from national or 
district governments, and foreign corporations. But they also mainly spoke about the importance of 
REDD+ goals in terms of community welfare and Indigenous rights. The STRADA document 
illustrates this tension; it identifies policy and commercial causes of deforestation, but maintains that 
Central Kalimantan ‘as the first pilot province for REDD+ implementation in Indonesia is based on 
the principle of community’ (p. 58). This principle associates ‘community’, here referring to 
Indigenous peoples, with the natural world through their traditional land management practices, in 
contrast to the enrolment of entities like peat (as storing carbon) to be managed through the 
application of scientific and expert knowledge in the context of REDD+. 
 
Strategic simplifications of ‘community’ (Li, 2002) offered a way of enrolling new actors and getting 
them to work together. By aligning the interests of a wide variety of the stakeholders who needed to 
be enrolled for REDD+ to be successful in Indonesia, and avoiding explicit description of specific, 
underlying causes and drivers of deforestation, this enabled compromise in the formation and 
maintenance of a broader coalition in support for REDD+ in Central Kalimantan. At the same time, 
it also provided differentiation in what counts as ‘local’ within collaborations. As ANT points out, it 
does not follow that those doing the defining necessarily have hidden strategic reasons for those 
definitions (Lee and Stenner, 1999, p. 97); tensions and contraditions were evident in what was 
prioritised and associated in multiple policy objectives under the national program, through to local 
actions that prioritised community welfare at the village level.  
 
6.5.1.3. The partially-aligned positions of local NGOs 

Shifts in the content of the national REDD+ program, by accommodating the goals of a broader 
coalition of actors, supported the enrolment of some, but not all, local NGOs in Central Kalimantan. 
How local NGOs positioned themselves, including who they worked with and the funding they 
obtained, partly depended on their networks and objectives, and their prior experience working with 
communities and on Indigenous rights and/or environmental issues. 
 
We classified local NGOs formed under either an ‘advocacy’ group that included Wahana 
Lingkungan Hidup (provincial office of the environmental network WALHI), Mitra LH, Save our 
Borneo (SOB), and in Kapuas district, Yayasan Petak Danum (YPD); or a ‘community engagement’ 
group that included POKKER SHK, Lembaga Dayak Panarung (LDP), Yayasan Cakrawala Indonesia 
(YCI), and Jaringan Action Research Indonesia (JARI). JARI is part of a national NGO, but fairly 
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autonomous with an established presence in the province. Kemitraan is another example of a national 
NGO that supported REDD+ by working with multiple levels of government, and local NGOs in 
Central Kalimantan. The advocacy group of NGOs were mainly engaged in political activism and 
rejected REDD+ ideas. Whereas the community engagement group of NGOs focused on providing 
services and support to communities, and this group used the available REDD+ funds to continue 
with, or commence, on-site activities, such as microfinance, livelihoods development, and 
participatory mapping. 
 
AMAN as a prominent Indigenous rights movement advanced its position on Indigenous rights by 
establishing itself as a representative of Indigenous people in national REDD+ debates. This position 
distinguishes between different categories of ‘local’ by aligning REDD+ with what is indigenous 
(e.g. masyarakat adat) (Howell, 2015, 2014). At the provincial level, a representative of AMAN was 
a contributor to STRADA, meaning that the broader position of AMAN on Indigenous rights is 
reflected in the document. Senior figures within AMAN, and other local NGOs, previously worked 
together within WALHI and during prior student activism in the 1990s. As a prominent 
environmental network, WALHI maintains, through their national office, international affiliations 
and an autonomous but well-connected office in Palangka Raya. Whereas AMAN is based on 
membership, WALHI mainly relied on its networks to fund or promote campaigns that variously 
opposed REDD+ projects (e.g. WALHI and AMAN criticised KFCP). Although rejecting REDD+, 
WALHI campaigned to strengthen some measures, such as the moratorium on new forest (oil palm) 
concession licences, and members of WALHI comprised local NGOs from the community 
engagement group. 
 
These features of NGO collaborations were effective for political activism, but mostly not formally 
coordinated with REDD+ processes (e.g. linked to the UN). Larger organisations and projects, in 
commencing work in Central Kalimantan, mostly looked for specific NGOs with similar interests, 
but, in turn, mostly did not engage with their networks in a coordinated way. Horowitz (2012) refers 
‘translation alignment’ as important for building alliances. The compromises made within these 
alliances were not evenly weighted in the rules and expectations, which was reflected in conflicts 
over the construction of problems and solutions on offer, and the volatility of the networks formed 
around REDD+, especially the parts involving local NGOs, many of whom were prominent critics of 
REDD+. 
 
6.5.2. Negotiating REDD+ practices through to the village level 

In the second part of the results, we analyse the details of how REDD+ practices shaped what was 
translated and who was involved. We focus on meetings and reporting as prominent in the data and 
important to the way translation occurred, and we end with a village consultation process for a 
collaboration between two UN agencies in Buntoi village (Figure 6.1) to highlight shifts and gaps 
between international goals and practical outcomes. 
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6.5.2.1. Meeting venues, languages, and the logistics of REDD+ 
 
By ‘logistics’, we refer to the concrete, practical and material aspects of REDD+: what is assembled 
and lined up through the various elements and instruments, and the format for discussion and 
negotiations. In Palangka Raya, REDD+ was materially located in temporary offices (e.g. 
UNORCID, SEKBER, KFCP, IFACS, ILO) that employed professional staff. The offices were 
opened roughly between 2011-2013, and closed by early 2016. During this timeframe, larger REDD+ 
meetings and workshops, particularly those with foreign attendees, were usually held at one of the 
two 4 star hotels. Comparably, meetings and workshops organised by local NGOs were held in their 
offices, or at cheaper and less formal venues. The packaging and ordering of REDD+, evident in the 
PowerPoint presentations at the larger events, put REDD+ into graphs and charts with timelines and 
deliverables, and (now redundant) financial architectures. These presentations relied on, and 
expressed particular forms of competence, by enlisting the support of a ‘whole assembly of allies’, 
including the graphs and charts, and foreign speakers offering their expertise (Latour, 1987).  
 
Although local NGOs were usually invited, they did not always attend the larger events, and 
provincial and district governments usually sent delegates with reasonably senior positions (e.g. 
Heads of Department). We observed on several occasions how local attendees were limited in 
expressing their views by the format of the meetings and presentations, especially when they lacked 
the expected forms of competence. For KFCP, a lack of learning from local wisdom was a key 
grievance expressed by local NGOs, and this referred, in part, to how the packaging and ordering of 
REDD+ excluded them or required them to behave in ways that they did not agree with. Conversely, 
it was difficult for the top-down actors, drawing on their experience and competence, to interpret, 
from these complaints, how they could incorporate and apply local wisdom in a concrete way. 
 
Another issue was barriers to literal translations. Few local actors were fluent in English language, 
and language can, in this sense, be viewed as an actant in shaping actions and relations. Problems 
arose, for example, when foreign speakers were organised for meetings or events at the provincial 
level, but headpieces were reserved for official attendees, leaving local NGOs to make their own 
(mostly incorrect) interpretations about what was being discussed. Most foreigners relied on 
headpieces or interpreters who, we observed on several occasions, did not always understand the 
context or terminology, making it difficult for them to communicate directly with local actors. These 
difficulties increased at the ground level, where all projects extensive community consultations, with 
KFCP as the most extensive beginning in 2010. In village meetings, we observed difficulties for 
community members to seek clarification and fully express their views using formal Indonesian as 
local Dayak languages are mainly spoken in the villages. Project staff (IFACS and KFCP) recounted 
their difficulties explaining REDD+ terminology (e.g. abstract concepts borrowed and adapted from 
English like carbon/karbon are not easily adapted into local languages) and the technical aspects (e.g. 
reasons for selection of tree species), again showing difficulties on all sides, and limitations on local 
actors to understand the components of REDD+ and fully express their views. 
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6.5.2.2. Resisting expectations and upward accountability to donors 
 
Accountability mechanisms prioritising upward accountability to donors had effects on local 
participation, particularly for local NGOs. In practice, a main assumption in the design of project 
rules appeared to be that local actors (e.g. from government or civil society) should behave in the 
same way as the top-down actors and desire to acquire the knowledge and skills on offer. Local actors, 
in turn, resisted top-down rules and expectations especially when they viewed that their practical 
experience and knowledge were not respected. 
 
Local NGOs directed a particular hostility towards UNDP as the funds manager of the 12 pilot 
projects (Table 6.2). The Governor made the initial call for proposals, which was then managed by 
UNDP through the SEKBER office in Palangka Raya. UNDP reviewed over 30 local proposals, 
accepting eight of these proposals. Although having no prior experience working in Central 
Kalimantan, four UN agencies (UNOPS, UNESCO, ILO, FAO) were allocated the largest proportion 
of funds (Table 6.2). The UN agencies were better equipped to meet UNDP rules with financial 
resources to hire professional staff. The six local organisations that we interviewed reported 
difficulties working with UNDP; they were unfamiliar with how to prepare reports, keep track of 
spending, collect evidence (e.g. signatures and receipts), and other procedural tasks. It was difficult 
for them to accomplish their plans before contract completion and reporting deadlines, and some 
respondents voiced strong complaints: 
 

I don’t want to apply to UNDP again. Even if they offered for us to continue with this project, 
we don’t want to accept it because it is too difficult and too much work. It is not only us, but 
all the local organisations that worked on the pilot projects found it difficult because of the 
large bureaucracy. It seems as if they don’t trust us to manage the money, and then, most of 
our time is wasted on the bureaucracy, for terms of reference, financial reporting, and all the 
reports that they require. It seems as though we are working for UNDP rather than 
independently. I had three activities that I wanted to do on the ground, but I couldn’t do all 
of them because most of my time was spent on bureaucratic processes with UNDP. (local 
organisation, Palangka Raya, R 122 HH) 
 

Their complaints were partly acknowledged: 

It’s understandable how frustrated they [local NGOs] are. They hear that this wonderful 
country [Norway] gives a billion dollars, but they don’t see anything or they see just pennies. 
But then they should see it in the long run, it’s always a lot easier to complain—always—but 
what do they need to do to overcome the challenges? I think it would be good to have a 
workshop on this, but if you invite the UN agencies to talk about this, the ones who complain—
they don’t attend—they don’t want to show up. But how are you going to improve your 
capacity if you don’t want to participate? (UN representative, Palangka Raya, ID 9 AS) 

 
As Callon (1986) points out, the enrolled actors will refuse designated roles, or seek other alternatives 
if they feel sidelined or dissatisfied, and this was evident in NGO refusals to attend training 
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workshops, and the use of social media, and their networks and affiliations to exchange information 
and voice complaints. Tensions in how accountability is practised were evident (Ebrahim, 2003; 
Kilby, 2006). A consultant with long experience working in the province described subtle yet 
important differences between the stated intentions of the top-down actors (referring to IFACS and 
KFCP) to facilitate a process through which local actors were meaningfully involved, and their 
tendency to want to direct actions and control behaviours that later on met with local resistance. The 
same respondent observed that not all NGOs were interested advocates of conservation or community 
development: some were highly committed, while others were asserting themselves as local actors to 
a right they felt they had as locals to benefit from REDD+. This assertion did not at all times come 
with an equal sense of responsibility to achieving outcomes beyond infrequent trips to the villages 
and working through the village leaders (consultant, Palangka Raya, ID 4 AS).  
 
Local NGOs offered a tacit, or sometimes explicit, rejection of the assumptions made about them, 
and the assumed purpose of the pilot projects. Positioning themselves as the long-term actors, they 
explained that they would be answerable for any problems long after the projects had ended: 
 

UNDP only has a project orientation, which is about how to implement the project and spend 
the money. But we have responsibility even though the project has ended and the money is 
finished to keep these activities running for the communities who have been involved. (local 
NGO, Palangka Raya, ID 125 HH) 

 
This emphasis on long-term and downward accountability contrasted to arguments that the phase 1 
projects could deliver ‘quick-wins’. This was evident in interviews with the top-down actors, 
especially from international levels, who described their involvement in the pilot projects as ‘playing 
in the laboratory’ of REDD+ and ‘testing what works and picking the best initiatives and building on 
those’ (Norwegian government and UN representatives, Jakarta, IDs 201 and 127 HH).  
 
6.5.2.3. Shifts and gaps between international goals and practical outcomes 
 
A collaboration between UN agencies for the construction of a bamboo climate communications 
centre (Table 6.2) illustrates shifts and gaps between international goals and practical outcomes, and 
how top-down actors can inadvertently impose their expectations. Located in Buntoi village (Figure 
6.1), the project/s were designed to ‘combat illegal logging, preserve existing forests and organic 
wetlands, and provide communities with alternative livelihoods’ (UNOPS, 2014). UNOPS led the 
design and construction of the building, and UNESCO undertook communications and training for 
its utilisation as a meeting venue and potential site for eco-tourism. An Indonesian architecture firm 
based in Bali specialising in bamboo design and construction was contracted (Studio WNA, 2013). 
Bamboo, concrete, and recycled materials were used for construction with installation of solar panels 
on the roof and high speed internet. Although fast-growing, the bamboo and other materials used in 
the design were imported from central Jakarta along with 800 bamboo seedlings for the residents to 
plant as a future source of building materials. 
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In interviews, UNOPS explained that the purpose of the building was to provide a site for ‘grassroots 
discussion’ about conservation and REDD+, and the reason for introducing the bamboo as a 
sustainable building material was to reduce communities’ dependence on wood. References to 
awareness-raising and ‘sustainable livelihoods’, community participation and empowerment, 
mirrored national debates and the language of the national REDD+ program. Senior staff described 
the project as ‘driven by the communities for the communities’, incorporating the language of respect 
for local wisdom and rights into the discussion (UN representative, Jakarta, ID 127 HH). A headline 
from the UNOPS website reads, ‘‘Climate change pioneers’ is hardly what the fishermen and rubber 
tappers of Buntoi envisaged they would one day become.’ (UNOPS, 2014). But it is not at all clear 
that that this is how the residents of Buntoi viewed themselves. In interviews, they described the 
consultation process, which involved several meetings, leading up their acceptance of the project: 
 

The UN agencies gave us the information, explaining about the building construction and 
materials. They told us that they wanted to build the information centre from bamboo because 
it was environmentally friendly. After this, as a community, we had a separate discussion, and 
then we became confused because according to our culture, we have never used bamboo for 
the construction of houses. Usually, we build houses from timber. So in the beginning, we 
didn’t understand, and we thought that maybe the UN agencies just wanted to make fools of 
us and waste money, spending all of the money on bamboo, which is not durable based on our 
understanding of local conditions… Then we had another meeting with the UN agencies, and 
they kept explaining their concept to make us understand. We didn’t directly accept it. After 
this, we thought about it some more and had another separate discussion, and then a further 
meeting with the UN agencies. We explained to them that in the forest, Dayak people often 
use ramin for building construction as it is the most durable type of timber. They explained to 
us again about the benefits of bamboo, that it is environmentally friendly… Finally, after we 
had another discussion and meeting, we agreed to build the information centre using bamboo. 
(community respondent, Buntoi village, ID 114 HH) 

 
Their difficulties and conflicting understandings were not, at all times, visible to the top-down actors: 
 

Many of us including the Village Head don’t understand about REDD+. The organisations 
that come to our village use so many terminologies that are really difficult to understand… 
Many UN agencies and government officials come here to talk about REDD+, and we don’t 
understand what they are talking about because they do not adapt their way of speaking to 
our conditions. They don’t see that we are not able to understand what they are talking about. 
(community respondent, Buntoi village, R 116 HH) 

 
In turn, the four UN agencies (Table 6.2) described difficulties in working directly with the 
communities due to a lack of familiarity with the local context, and within the short timeframes, 
getting their support and involvement, therefore also relying on local NGOs to support 
implementation. 
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Experiences in Buntoi village were echoed in other villages to various extents. While the Buntoi 
project/s were completed in less than 12 months, KFCP ended up undertaking more than two years 
of village consultations from an initially-estimated few months. For KFCP, a cross-section of 
community members were involved in all aspects of village-level decision-making, however they 
were not involved in the initial design, and complicated organisational arrangements meant that the 
project was slow in responding to issues on the ground. Through the lengthy consultative process, 
aspects of learning were evident in the initial stages (Mulyani and Jepson, 2015), and in our fieldwork 
after the project ended; for example, in several villages, community respondents, referring to their 
experience of KFCP, reported that they expected to be consulted directly, rather than the outside 
actors working through the village leaders, and written consent obtained for any activity utilising 
village land. 
 
In all of the villages, we asked respondents about the consultation process, and why they consented 
to the projects: a common answer was that they consented in order to receive jobs or other livelihoods 
benefits even if they were at times unclear or disagreed with certain aspects. Occasionally, 
respondents directly referred to the assumptions made about them, in a couple of instances referring 
to themselves as the ‘black sheep’ being blamed for the deforestation and fires. Their pragmatism 
contrasted with the language used to represent them. 
 
Describing a scientific laboratory as constituted by various elements and instruments, and struggles, 
Latour (1987, pp. 79–84) refers to ‘whoever and whatever is represented’ as an actant. He further 
adds that ‘both people able to talk and things unable to talk have spokesmen’, and we can extend this 
observation that people (defined in different ways as community) can have many spokesmen, and 
spokeswomen, but limited agency in defining their options. In several villages that were accessible 
only via river, the sight of speedboats transporting the project staff (and many others like government 
officials, NGOs and researchers) seemed a metaphor for how ‘REDD+’ arrived from elsewhere in 
the format of already-designed projects, through which they were the end-users and beneficiaries, but 
not the main implementers and co-producers. 
 
For the residents of Buntoi, the project design up to the selection of building materials was something 
brought to them, rather than what they actively shaped. They consented to the design and contributed 
to the building construction, but with no prior experience working with the bamboo, and limited 
knowledge of the future direction of REDD+ or practical effects once the project ended. Thus, they 
tended to view themselves, in relation to the project, as experimental subjects or ‘guinea pigs’, rather 
than ‘pioneers’: 
 

We don’t want them to choose this village to be a pilot for their program, just a pilot, a test, 
meaning that whenever it fails, we will feel the impacts, but they just say ‘good-bye’. We don’t 
want to be a guinea pig for their tests. We don’t want to suffer later if REDD+ fails. 
(community respondent, Buntoi village, ID 114 HH) 
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The conflicting understandings and rationales for the selection of building materials, through the 
consultation process, illustrate how they were unable to influence the design despite its clash with 
their traditions. Considering bamboo as an actant highlights, through its use in the project, limited 
local ownership and control of REDD+ processes, especially at the village level. The building was 
officially opened in September 2013, and has since been used for several purposes as designed. The 
point here made is that the process of defining and shaping this, as what we refer to as ‘translation’, 
was unequal in the relations and alliances forged a consequence of negotiations and compromises 
required for working with, and through, others. 
 
6.6.    Discussion 

In threading the story of REDD+ translation in Central Kalimantan over a critical few years following 
its selection as the official pilot province, we began with the preparation of STRADA and ended with 
a collaboration between two UN agencies for the construction of a climate communications centre 
from imported bamboo materials. The application of ANT concepts revealed several insights, 
identifying shifts in the content and goals of REDD+ under national program, and how the translation 
process was messy and difficult to control in view of the networks created by the top-down actors. 
The question of ‘what’ was being translated downwards from international and national levels was 
oftentimes hard to determine because different actors had different interpretations, and they 
approached REDD+ as a way to further their existing goals. What was translated upwards was 
similarly complex and contested, through the various alliances, and the mechanisms for reporting and 
accountability to donors. In the discussion, we focus on three main points as these relate to the 
question of what it is to be an actor, problems with top-down approaches, and what ANT reveals the 
relationship between practical outcomes and international goals. 
 
6.6.1.   What is it to be an actor? 
 
ANT aims to disrupt our thinking on what it is to be an actor. It does not define the term ‘actor’, but 
plays with it and offers ‘different lessons about what an “actor” might be’ (Mol, 2010, p. 257). This 
contributes to nuanced interpretations of how local actors ‘use, transform or reject the produced 
subject position’ in ways that are contradictory with original plans (Bebbington, 2000; Holmgren, 
2013, p. 376; Li, 2007a; Welker, 2012). It also contributes to the analysis of limitations; ANT views 
subjectivity as unevenly distributed, and partially gained or lost by working with, and through others. 
This does not entail that ‘someone somewhere is deliberately and mindfully engaged in co-ordination 
work’ (Mol, 2010, p. 264, 1999). This was evident in the myriad struggles and alliances, including 
local NGO complaints about top-down rules, where, Horowitz (2012) points out, it is important to 
consider the effects of power inequalities on the alliances formed. It was also evident in how 
‘community’ was represented, and spoken for, in contrast the diversity of opinions and pragmatism 
that characterised the responses of communities who directly participated in the projects. 
 
ANT posits that the reality we live with is one performed and shaped within a variety of practices: 
meaning that reality itself is multiple as it is differently practised (Mol, 1999). The implications of 
this are quite radical insofar as conflicting accounts do not simply offer different perspectives on the 
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same situation, but struggles to define ‘what belongs to the real, the conditions of possibility we live 
with’ (Mol, 1999, pp. 74–75). These conditions depend on prior relations, and they are mediated 
through modes of defining and manipulating, including removing or incorporating alternative 
constructions (Lee and Stenner, 1999). In practical terms, this offers insights into official accounts 
that iron out complications (Pasgaard, 2015), and relatedly, NGO campaigns and criticisms of 
REDD+, and particularly criticisms of KFCP (e.g. Howell, 2015; Lounela, 2015). In each of the 
accounts, struggles are observed, and who speaks for what, and whom, is not straightforward. 
 
6.6.2.   Problems with top-down approaches 
 
ANT cautions against divisions or distinctions between a clean ‘science’ and ‘a messy and irrational 
‘politics’’ (Gorur, 2011b, 2011a). The research findings open up questions of how scientific and 
traditional knowledge are constructed and performed in situations where integration can prove 
difficult or may be an unrealistic goal (Gallemore et al., 2014; Klenk and Meehan, 2015). The findings 
further challenge the separation of politics from the ‘control’ side of the translation problem. By this, 
we refer to the packaging and ordering of REDD+ through timelines and deliverables, how 
performance was measured, and the meanings and realities that it shaped. The following observation 
on transdisciplinary science is relevant to difficulties arising from top-down approaches to REDD+ 
design and implementation: 
 

Making transdisciplinarity work is not only about getting the team and object of concern 
‘right’, but also about attending to how knowledge and power are often unequally available, 
differentially composed, and fundamental to developing alternative pathways of 
understanding and response. (Klenk and Meehan, 2015, p. 166; see also, Bracken and 
Oughton, 2006) 

While we can think about translation as something that is necessary, or unavoidable, it is at the same 
time important to ask how it could be differently approached. In the case of UNDP, the desire to 
control risks and ensure accountability to donors came at the expense of longer-term strategies 
(Ebrahim, 2003; Kilby, 2006). An underlying assumption, which the results challenge, is that it is 
possible to get the formula right, the right ingredients, and combination of actors and elements. 
Rather, space is needed in negotiations for local actors to ‘define and judge’ concepts for themselves 
(Paschen and Beilin, 2015). As Latour (2005) points out, even simple conversation is not a good 
predictor of outputs or effects; it can be interpreted differently and used by the interlocutors in 
different ways with varied results. In this respect: ‘Latour outlines a different way in which ANT 
could enhance democracy: by slowing down the process of resolving controversies about what the 
world is made of’ (Holifield, 2009, p. 654). As well as slowing things down, we argue that there is a 
need for ‘an opening up and a questioning’ that acknowledges the fragility of relations (Gorur, 2011b) 
and the difficulties experienced on all sides of the translation problem. 
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6.6.3.   Articulating the relationship between vision and practice 
 
Analysing the details of the process rather than the result can help ‘to account for the hybrid character 
of the latter’ (Buzelin, 2005, p. 196). This is about not reading forward or backward into the analysis 
the particular vision or model being proposed (Carrier and West, 2009). Just as there is no sovereign 
actor or central point in the negotiations, there is no ‘model’ in terms of generalisable principles, or 
a-prioi ‘thing-in-itself’. In other words, there is no such thing as ‘REDD+’ as separate from how it is 
negotiated and performed, through policy and implementation: this is what brings ‘REDD+’ into 
existence. This observation is relevant to questions of how and why different combinations of land 
use policy instruments produce varied results (Lambin et al., 2014), and how and why resource 
governance regimes evolve and change over time (Pahl-Wostl, 2009). It is relevant also problems of 
effectiveness in drawing out issues of local variability, and tracing the details of relations and 
negotiations within the translation process. This was evident in the pilot projects, which focused on 
community welfare rather than commercial land users (as consistent with Holmgren, 2013), revealing 
tensions, and the apparent contradictions, in the centrality of ‘community’ in REDD+ debates, 
compared to government policies and commercial activities like oil palm plantations that were driving 
deforestation in Central Kalimantan. 
 
6.7.    Conclusion 
 
In sum, the dynamics of REDD+ in Central Kalimantan rendered the process of forging a strong 
actor-network difficult. Identifying challenges faced at all levels, these findings are overall consistent 
with other studies highlighting shifts and gaps between international goals and practical outcomes, 
and problems with top-down approaches (eg. Jansen, 2008; Newell, 2008; Pasgaard, 2015). We 
conclude that pilot projects aiming to deliver quick-wins are ill-equipped to deal with these complex 
issues; they need greater flexibility in the design, and stronger engagement with the internal politics 
and practices of negotiations (Wilson Rowe, 2015). In putting together the story of REDD+ in Central 
Kalimantan over a few critical years, we raise the question of interpretation of its status as the official 
REDD+ pilot province. A key part of the story appears to be that local actors tended to see themselves 
as subjects of controlled lab experiments, or guinea pigs, rather than as having agency and control of 
their options—as pioneers chartering the local terrain of REDD+ on behalf of Indonesia and the 
world. They consequently resisted the application of top-down rules, plans that did not make sense 
for them, and their exclusion from REDD+ design and decisions informing higher jurisdictional 
levels. 
 
Following the catastrophic 2015 peatland fires in Indonesia, there have been multiple proposed 
solutions (Carmenta et al., 2015), and ambitious new timelines and national targets for peatland 
restoration (Witoelar, 2016). With these recent developments in mind, we highlight the importance 
of learning in environmental governance (Armitage, 2008; Armitage et al., 2008; Reed et al., 2010). 
Successes observed in other countries are not outcomes of singular efforts, but negotiated through 
‘lengthy social processes to build linkages and foster learning’ (Armitage, 2008, pp. 11–12). As a 
basis for transformative, collective action, this requires ‘the actors in their networks relate to each 
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other through information exchange and consolidate their learning as they go, even if or even when 
it challenges accepted ways of doing things’ (Beilin et al., 2013). In the results, we referred to ‘top-
down’ and ‘local’ actors, but on many occasions during the fieldwork we had cause to reflect on the 
difficulties of the ‘middle’ actors (e.g. government officials, project staff) who were expected to 
implement things, and meet the timelines and targets announced by high-level leadership. Attention 
to the processes of reflection, and learning in the culture of the institutions or projects is, therefore, 
important. This should be built into the initial design and points of assembling the network, allowing 
more time for negotiations, and also making it explicit that there should be a learning process 
throughout, and what this looks like, and who it benefits, on all sides of the translation problem. 
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7. Learning through practice? Learning from the REDD+ demonstration  
          project, Kalimantan Forests and Climate Partnership (KFCP) in  
          Indonesia 
 
This chapter builds on the analysis of translation in the previous chapter to focus on the detail of 
implementation of a specific large REDD+ demonstration project, the KFCP.  This chapter has been 
written as a self-contained research publication and presented mostly unchanged from the version 
accepted in Land Use Policy in October 2019. The original manuscript included components 
informed by ANT, building on the previous two chapters. These components are included in the 
following synthesis, which also connects the analysis of learning to negotiation and translation, which 
otherwise are dealt with in discrete chapters. 
 
Abstract 
 
Despite a growing recognition of the importance of social learning in governing and managing land 
use, the understanding and practice of ‘learning’ has received limited attention from researchers. In 
global environmental programs and projects aimed at supporting sustainable land use in developing 
countries, learning is often promoted but without explicit learning goals. The focus may be on 
capacity building and community participation, and on testing policy tools, rather than on 
collaborative social learning. In this study, we looked behind the rhetoric of learning in the 
Kalimantan Forests and Climate Partnership (KFCP), a large demonstration project for Reducing 
Emissions from Deforestation and Forest Degradation (REDD+) in Indonesia. The novelty of such 
mechanisms, linked to international forest carbon outcomes, means that ‘learning lessons’ provides 
a rationale for REDD+ pilot activities. We used a qualitative approach to examine the nature and type 
of learning that occurred in the KFCP. While the stated project aims were to support policy 
experimentation and apply learning, the project design was highly technical, and project decision-
making did not explicitly encourage joint problem solving. Despite the project’s shortcomings, we 
identified that learning did occur by the end of the project in ways that were different to the initial 
goals. Our findings suggest that flexibility and openness in project design and implementation can 
enable different local actors to define shared learning agendas in ways that are meaningful for them. 
Designing and implementing environmental projects, and learning goals within them, should attend 
to the needs and aspirations of those who will have to live with their long-term consequences. 
Learning should be integrated into international environmental programs and projects at all levels, 
including for policy and funding bodies, rather than focusing on local capacity building and similar 
project ‘benefits’. Interviewees’ eagerness to learn suggests that building approaches to social 
learning into program design has the potential to yield opportunities for learning beyond REDD+ to 
other forms of policy experimentation and governance innovations. 
 
7.1.    Introduction 
 
Collective or social learning is considered desirable in environmental governance and in adaptive 
collaborative management of complex land use systems, partly as a way to grapple with complexities 
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and work with risk and unpredictability (Leeuwis, 2004; Röling, 2002). Although desirable, social 
learning can be hard to define (Baird et al., 2014) and difficult to achieve, typically occurring through 
an iterative and collaborative process of problem solving and critical reflection (Berkes, 2009; Keen 
et al., 2005). Different learning types and levels have been identified, but how learning is practised, 
and what people understand by ‘learning’, is highly varied (Armitage et al., 2008; Reed et al., 2010). 
Learning is essential in international efforts to address tropical deforestation and climate change, 
which have implications for land use policies in developing countries. This is particularly the case in 
Reducing Emissions from Deforestation and Forest Degradation (REDD+). REDD+ is a developing 
package of international policies and programs to support sustainable land use in developing countries 
under the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) (La Viña et al., 
2016). As such, REDD+ departs from direct regulatory forms of governance and development 
finance. Over the last decade, it has entailed policy experimentation and implementation of pilot 
activities to learn how international funding and programs can reduce greenhouse gas emissions 
(Korhonen-Kurki et al., 2017; Tehan et al., 2017). A key focus of REDD+ literature has been on 
‘learning lessons’ from pilot activities, often projects engaging with local communities, and requiring 
collaborative relationships at multiple levels (e.g. Angelsen et al., 2017; Jagger et al., 2009). The 
understanding and practice of ‘learning’ through such relationships has received less attention. To 
unpack assumptions about learning in REDD+ and increase the extent to which learning goals are 
achieved, more attention is needed on analysing the detailed processes of learning within global 
environmental programs and projects that seek to influence local land use. 
 
International efforts to improve environmental governance and support sustainable land use in 
developing countries are often undertaken through programs and projects funded by multi-lateral or 
bilateral agencies. Implementation often occurs through a mix of governments at multiple levels, 
donors, expert advisors, and local actors, which necessitates collaborative management arrangements. 
Adaptive collaborative management, designed to foster social learning, is most commonly studied in 
discrete local (community) projects (Colfer, 2005; Evans et al., 2014, forthcoming), rather than in 
large programs and projects of global interest. While the diversity of backgrounds and perspectives 
involved in REDD+ creates a potential for social learning, studies of pilot activities reveal challenges 
for collaboration and problem solving in these project settings (Myers et al., 2018; Nantongo, 2017; 
Pasgaard, 2015; Sanders et al., 2017). Previous research on policy and governance reform agendas 
has identified a need for political support and dedicated financial resources to encourage social 
learning, as an alternative to conventional technocratic policy experimentation (Bos et al., 2013). 
Studies in adaptive governance and social-ecological systems have identified that learning is enabled 
by appropriate goal setting (Beierle, 2005), flexibility (Pahl-Wostl, 2009), knowledge transfer, 
leadership (Folke et al., 2005), and project timeframes (Baral et al., 2007). While these features 
potentially enable learning, they are difficult to build into REDD+ pilots. Pilot activities seek to 
deliver project benefits and training to local recipients, like some development projects. Additionally, 
these activities require mechanisms for measuring and valuing forest carbon and other forms of 
accounting and payment mechanisms (Arora-Jonsson et al., 2016; Mahanty et al., 2013; Mathur et 
al., 2014; Milne et al., 2018), often with complicated multi-level governance arrangements, limited 
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or uncertain timeframes for implementation and involvement of local and Indigenous communities, 
therefore suggesting particular challenges for social learning. 
 
Adaptive management and social learning are often put forward as desirable within complex 
environmental initiatives, but without explicit learning goals or indicators for assessing performance, 
or scope for the intended beneficiaries (often local communities) to define the terms of their own 
participation. This has been observed in REDD+ studies (e.g. Myers et al., 2018; Pasgaard, 2015; 
Sanders et al., 2017) that echo findings of empirical research on environmental governance and 
international development literature (e.g. Carrier and West, 2009; Li, 2007a; Mosse, 2004; Ojha et 
al., 2016; Pasgaard and Nielsen, 2016; West, 2006). In these studies, externally-defined ‘blueprint’, 
or ‘top-down’, interventions are commonly criticised for ignoring local realities and politics 
(Kemerink-Seyoum et al., 2018; Ojha et al., 2016). A key argument is that it is important to 
investigate how project relationships are established and negotiated in practices at local levels. These 
project relationships are often far messier and complicated than observed in international aspirations 
and project design documents (Carrier and West, 2009; Mosse, 2004). While related issues, such as 
power asymmetries and privileging of expert knowledge (Holmgren, 2013; Ribot, 2018) have been 
identified, little research has specifically examined learning processes in REDD+ pilots. Informed by 
broader insights into learning, we analyse how learning was approached and occurred in a large 
REDD+ demonstration project in Indonesia. Given the experimental nature of REDD+ in learning 
how to reduce emissions, a demonstration project makes a valuable case to study learning in a 
relatively new environmental mechanism that seeks to influence local land use. 
  
Social learning is seldom explicitly identified as a topic or gap within REDD+ literature (e.g. Mbatu, 
2016). Learning has been discussed in project documentation and in the REDD+ literature primarily 
as policy experimentation and governance innovations (Angelsen et al., 2017; Jagger et al., 2009; 
Korhonen-Kurki et al., 2017; Tehan et al., 2017). Implementing REDD+ within selected countries 
through learning pilots, often short-term and donor-funded projects, has usually meant ‘seeing what 
works’, not social learning. Many barriers and limitations on social learning have been indirectly, 
rather than explicitly, identified related to multi-level coordination, vested interests and power 
relations, and constraints on local participation in REDD+ projects (Korhonen-Kurki et al., 2012; 
Larson et al., 2018; Ravikumar et al., 2018). Many authors have identified lessons from ‘first 
generation’ projects and other implementation that could inform REDD+ design and policymaking 
(Caplow et al., 2011; Jagger et al., 2009; Murdiyarso et al., 2012; Mustalahti et al., 2012; Mustalahti 
and Rakotonarivo, 2014; Myers et al., 2016). Another focus has been on identifying lessons in other 
arenas, such as community forestry, forest governance and land tenure reforms as being relevant to 
REDD+ (Atela et al., 2015; Blom et al., 2010; Cronkleton et al., 2011; Kanowski et al., 2011; Larson, 
2011; Saunders et al., 2008). Despite this large literature on ‘learning lessons’ from REDD+, a 
detailed examination of learning in REDD+ is lacking at any level, including in specific projects (with 
some exceptions; e.g. Mulyani and Jepson, 2015). These studies have generally not explicitly 
addressed the learning that occurs during project implementation, or what happens after a project has 
ended. Addressing this gap in empirical research on REDD+, we focussed on learning in the 
Kalimantan Forests and Climate Partnership (KFCP), which was a high-profile ‘first-generation’ 
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REDD+ demonstration project. 
 
The KFCP was part of the Indonesia-Australia Forest and Carbon Partnership (IAFCP) as a bilateral 
government initiative. It was a large, complex and relatively expensive undertaking with the 
Australian government investing in excess of AUD 40 million over several years. The KFCP sought 
to test, trial and demonstrate approaches to improving forest management and reducing emissions in 
Indonesia’s tropical peatlands (Indonesia Australia Partnership, 2009). The project has been widely 
reviewed from different perspectives and its design and implementation heavily criticised. Some 
authors have critiqued the original public announcement, in 2007, as setting up unrealistic 
expectations of what could be achieved (Olbrei and Howes, 2012). The Australian Government 
decision to end the project, by June 2014, was critiqued for abandoning the performance-based 
elements of REDD+ (Davies, 2015). Case studies have explored community participation and justice 
concerns (Lounela, 2015) and social learning in the initial village-level negotiations for the project 
(Mulyani and Jepson, 2015). NGO politics, and the leveraging of community views in opposition to 
the KFCP, have also been raised but not deeply discussed (Atmadja et al., 2014). These studies, along 
with the KFCP documentation and project design (Indonesia Australia Partnership, 2009), provide 
background and point to some initial perspectives on learning. While indicating some underlying 
assumptions about learning and challenges faced during project implementation, the nature of 
relationships among different actors and government levels has not fully been considered, nor has the 
‘learning’ associated with the project been explored in the wider project setting, in Central 
Kalimantan province, at provincial and district levels, as well as in participating villages. 
Understanding these project relationships is important for approaching land use change, and for 
international efforts to intervene to achieve policy outcomes in complex and contested resource 
environments. 
 
Our study addressed two specific questions. Firstly, how did KFCP design and decision-making affect 
learning processes and outcomes? Secondly, what did learning mean for different actors? Our overall 
approach is grounded in a desire to understand learning processes in novel and emerging 
environmental programs and projects requiring local implementation. By focusing on learning, we 
hope to encourage reflection on policy and governance reform agendas and international efforts to 
support sustainable land use in developing countries. 
 
7.2.    Approaching learning in global environmental programs and major projects 
 
Social learning is essential in policy and governance experimentation for achieving desired 
innovation and changes, and conversely such experimentation has potential to create the conditions 
for social learning to occur (Bos et al., 2013). Collaborative social learning in REDD+ is subject to 
multi-level, multi-sector and multi-stakeholder processes (Korhonen-Kurki et al., 2012; Larson et al., 
2018; Ravikumar et al., 2018). It is complicated in the forms of governance being promoted, including 
those that incorporate payment for environmental services (PES) and other market elements within a 
rationale of piloting activities to learn how to reduce emissions. REDD+ learning pilots differ, for 
example, from international development projects, which may have established project cycles for 
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monitoring and evaluation. A learning pilot is a form of experimentation within global forest and 
climate governance. It has political implications and entails complex interactions with local power 
relations and livelihoods in diverse sites and countries (Milne et al., 2018). 
 
Different approaches to social learning, policy experimentation, and learning through project cycles 
have origins in international legal scholarship (Armeni, 2015; Hoffmann, 2011; Overdevest and 
Zeitlin, 2014), monitoring and evaluation of development projects (Mosse, 2004; Phillips and 
Edwards, 2000; Saito-Jensen and Pasgaard, 2014), and adaptive environmental governance (Folke et 
al., 2005; Holling, 1978; Walters, 1986). Experimentalist governance, in international law, is 
concerned with ‘flexible, dynamic pathways’. Rather than legal prescriptions, such experimentation 
depends on the dynamics of interactions of actors and processes at multiple levels (Tehan et al., 2017, 
pp. 339–345). One recent study identifies how processes for REDD+ implementation opened up new 
political arenas for reform in Indonesia (Afiff, 2016). Another study of REDD+ in Indonesia 
highlights that policy experiments are unpredictable and not linear (Korhonen-Kurki et al., 2017). In 
that study, REDD+ was found to depart from direct regulatory forms of governance and 
implementation has proceeded under conditions of ‘institutional uncertainty’. To harness learning 
opportunities, many authors have called for REDD+ processes to be flexible, rather than applying a 
‘one-size-fits-all-approach’ (Nantongo, 2017; Pasgaard, 2015; Sanders et al., 2017). They emphasise 
that political organising over time can support multi-level collaborations (Ravikumar et al., 2018) 
and resonate with key elements of learning, as we elaborate below. 
 
7.2.1. Learning concepts and levels of learning 
 
We identified several learning concepts. Experiential learning explores how people learn in practice 
and the transformation of knowledge through their applied experience in an iterative cycle of: 
concrete experience; reflective observation; abstract conceptualisation (concluding); and active 
experimentation (Kolb, 1984; Kolb et al., 2001). This kind of learning has been described as ‘learning 
by doing’ (Leeuwis, 2004) and very loosely fits the stated desire to ‘learn-by-doing’ in REDD+ and 
its climate policy antecedents. A distinction is made in experiential learning in which ‘conclusions 
drawn by people themselves on the basis of their own experiences tend to have a greater impact than 
insights formulated by others on the basis of experiences that learners cannot identify with’ (Leeuwis, 
2004, p. 149). We consider that social learning incorporates experiential learning in forms of 
collective action (Röling, 2002) through collaboration, problem solving and reflection (Berkes, 2009; 
Keen et al., 2005; Leeuwis, 2004). Social learning is both a condition and outcome of collaborative 
relationships and interactions between different types of knowledge (Berkes, 2009; Reed et al., 2010). 
Many authors have recognised imbalances of power and knowledge, the role of risk and ethical 
ambiguities faced by different actors, and their varied willingness to collaborate to pursue goals that 
may be conflicting (Armitage, 2008; Armitage et al., 2008; Reed et al., 2010). They have also 
identified that successful learning, leading to policy and governance innovations, is negotiated 
through lengthy social processes that often do not have a clear ending (Armitage, 2008; Armitage et 
al., 2008). 
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Research has further distinguished single-loop learning that corrects errors in routine, double-loop 
learning that examines values and policies, and triple-loop learning that affects the design of norms 
and protocols (Armitage et al., 2008; Reed et al., 2010; Röling, 2002). For example, in a classroom 
setting, if, ‘only a teacher can articulate or ‘present’ a problem (the task) and determine/suggest the 
tools (strategies/approaches) to be used’, it is difficult for students to pose questions and offer 
strategies (Stone et al., 2012, p. 77; see also, Hodkinson et al., 2007). This hierarchy between the 
teacher and students offers limited scope for critical reflection and problem solving. It indicates 
single-loop learning, such as what might occur in a relationship between the ‘expert’ and ‘project 
recipient’ if knowledge transfer is assumed to move downward in only one direction. Triple-loop 
learning, by comparison, is potentially transformative for individuals (Evans et al., forthcoming), and 
can reach beyond an individual to generate new forms of collective action and problem solving 
(Armitage et al., 2008). It can occur ‘when we share our experiences, ideas and environment with 
others’ (Keen et al., 2005, p. 9). Triple-loop learning is considered important for governance 
innovations, and it has also been described as ‘learning about learning’ that emphasises the reflection 
stage in the discovery and questioning of social practice (Leeuwis, 2004). 
 
All learning is situated in specific relationships and conditions. One way of conceptualising change 
is as proceeding in ‘a stepwise fashion moving from single to double to triple loop learning’ (Pahl-
Wostl, 2009). Incorporating the concept of experiential learning outlined above, along with literature 
on adaptive governance, applying learning should not imply a chronology such that one step 
necessarily leads to the other. Single-loop learning does not necessarily lead to problem solving and 
critical reflection. It is important to consider the role of experiential learning, and the conditions for 
learning to occur, in whether those engaging in learning practices are supported, or constrained in 
higher level learning. It is important to add that even, in a classroom, if a teacher imposes a specific 
task, ‘the students, through resistance or cooperation, may in fact transform the task into something 
other than what the teacher had originally envisioned’ (Stone et al., 2012, p. 76). In other words, 
learning is dynamic and involves negotiation, which may be more important to learning outcomes 
than the task or project deliverables.  
 
7.2.2. Key elements of learning in adaptive environmental governance 

 
Many elements contribute to learning in environmental governance and adaptive collaborative 
management of complex land use systems: goal setting, adaptability and flexibility, knowledge 
transfer, appropriate leadership, project timeframes and duration, interaction between bottom-up and 
top-down approaches, and stakeholder participation and inclusion at all levels (Elbakidze et al., 2015; 
Pahl-Wostl, 2009). Appropriate and deliberative processes are needed to encourage social learning 
(Schusler et al., 2003). Informal networks can also play a crucial role in social learning through 
knowledge integration and flexibility (Pahl-Wostl, 2009). Bridging organisations can encourage 
collaboration and interaction between different actors and kinds of knowledge in complex project 
settings (Berkes, 2009; Leys and Vanclay, 2011). Network building and negotiations are considered 
‘integrative’ when they encourage problem solving to generate shared goals and meaning (Leeuwis, 
2004, p. 169). Simplistic, technical or externally-defined goals can limit flexibility and learning 
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opportunities (Dale, 2003; Leeuwis, 2004) often by using tools and indicators for assessing 
performance such as program logic (Ebrahim, 2003; Sage et al., 2013). Such goals may not be about 
learning at all, but about controlling information and convincing others to accept already-made 
decisions. Social learning requires shared goals and cannot be defined as having a single goal or goals 
isolated from each other (Reed et al., 2010; Van Assche et al., 2013). Broad social goals that transcend 
the immediate interests of those involved in a decision can enhance social learning by fostering trust 
and reducing conflict (Beierle, 2005).  
 
Monitoring and evaluation in development projects identify a need for dialogical and nuanced 
approaches at all stages of the project cycle from design to implementation and assessment (Dart and 
Davies, 2003; Phillips and Edwards, 2000). These approaches are important for learning outcomes. 
Flexibility within project design and timeframes is important to develop trust and shared 
understanding (Bos et al., 2013) and transition toward a longer term focus (Baral et al., 2007). For 
example, helping farmers to adapt to change is not captured by a narrowly-defined technical-
economic approach that may limit learning opportunities (de los Ríos et al., 2016). The group setting 
is important in whether those involved feel safe and comfortable, and share a willingness to 
collaborate, respect each other’s differences and empower each other (Elbakidze et al., 2015). Within 
literature on adaptive governance, social learning occurs through inclusive leadership and 
encouraging participation (Folke et al., 2005). Appropriate leadership can provide guidance and 
steering, facilitate others to take responsibility and appropriate action, and encourage conflict 
resolution and dialogue (Carmeli and Sheaffer, 2008; Leeuwis, 2004; Senge, 1990). 
 
Participant-centred or ‘bottom-up’ frameworks are found in adaptive collaborative management 
involving local communities (Colfer, 2005; Evans et al., 2014, forthcoming). Such frameworks 
potentially accommodate different learning styles and perspectives, but require attention to barriers 
to effective engagement and stakeholder participation. ‘Barriers’ are not only about the experience of 
learning recipients, but depend on specific relationships and conditions. For example, an assumption 
that ‘people cannot do it themselves’ implies learning deficits (Leeuwis, 2004, p. 16). In this scenario, 
one-sided knowledge transfer devalues non-science perspectives and Indigenous knowledge 
traditions (Blaser, 2013, 2009; Davidson-Hunt and Michael O’Flaherty, 2007; Natcher et al., 2005). 
‘Outside’ experts often provide what is ‘missing’ in capacity building and training, rather than 
treating local participants as rights-holders and co-contributors (Li, 2007a; Ribot, 2018). It is 
therefore essential to carefully reflect on assumptions about learning and how different actors are 
positioned and interact in specific conditions and project relationships. 
 
7.3.    Research methods 

 
The case study incorporated ethnographic techniques within multi-level analysis of REDD+ (Saito-
Jensen, 2015). The focus of this study is in Central Kalimantan province, where opportunities for 
social learning were primarily seen in the implementation of the project. We used a qualitative 
approach to understand the experience and perspectives of different actors (Table 7.1) directly or 
indirectly involved in KFCP design and/or implementation. The study is based on approximately 10 
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months of fieldwork conducted in Indonesia between 2013 and 2015. In Central Kalimantan, we 
selected the KFCP for this study due to its high political profile, size and complexity. At the time of 
fieldwork, it was the most advanced REDD+ project in the province (see, Sanders et al., 2017). The 
study area comprised the project site of 120,000 hectares in Kapuas district. A total of seven villages 
participated in the KFCP, and we focused on five villages based on their land use and social 
characteristics. The villages are Mantangai Hulu and Kalumpang in the southern section, Katunjung 
and Tumbang Mangkutup in the middle section, and Petak Puti in the northern section immediately 
above the project site (Figure 7.1). 
 
 
Table 7.1. Summary of field data used to study learning in the KFCP project. 
 
Actor type Total respondents Total interviews / 

field data entries 

Project 11 25 

Government 12 16 

Expert 9 8 

NGO 13 14 

Villager 39 42 

 84 105 

 
 
Qualitative social research methods used were participant interviews, observations, and document 
analysis. While we sought the perspectives of senior project actors involved in the project design, 
explicitly, we focussed in Central Kalimantan. Some interviews were conducted at the national level. 
We did not conduct interviews with the Australian Government, and this side of the bilateral 
partnership has already been documented (Davies, 2015). Interviewees included government 
officials, project managers and field staff, local academics, NGOs and activists, and villagers. Some 
interviews were repeated and/or combined with observations at project workshops and meetings, and 
in villages (Table 7.1). In each village, we sought to interview a cross-section of people who had 
different roles and experience of the KFCP, including village and customary leaders. Separate 
interviews were conducted with women who were active in project implementation. Fieldwork was 
fairly evenly spread across the five villages shown on the map (Figure 7.1) with an average of three 
visits to each section lasting approximately one week, and shorter trips for observation of project 
activities. NVivo qualitative data analysis software (QSR International Pty. Ltd., 2015) was used to 
organise the data for thematic analysis. During the analysis, we compared views across and between 
actor types (Table 7.1) and triangulated these expressed views with participation observation of 
meetings and other project documentation. 
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Figure 7.1. Map of study area 
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7.4.    Case context 

The Australian Government invested significant financial resources in the Indonesia-Australia Forest 
and Carbon Partnership (IAFCP) (see, Atmadja et al., 2014; Barber et al., 2011; Davies, 2015). As a 
high-profile REDD+ demonstration project, the main goal was: 
 

[T]o demonstrate a credible, equitable, and effective approach to reducing greenhouse gas 
emissions from deforestation and forest degradation, including from the degradation of 
peatlands, that can inform a post-2012 global climate change agreement and enable 
Indonesia’s meaningful participation in future international carbon markets. (Indonesia 
Australia Partnership, 2009, p. 2) 

Learning objectives were not explicitly developed within the overall project design, but the design 
implied that learning would occur by piloting activities on the ground. Not all the intended project 
components were fully implemented (Table 7.2). 
 
 
Table 7.2. Project components 
 
Project components as designeda What was implementedb 

Blocking canals to raise the water table 
and rewet the peat will inhibit 
oxidation, including the incidence and 
spread of fire. 

Blocking the main canal did not proceed despite 
preparation that included a traditional ceremony 
(manyanggar) and payments to affected 
customary land owners. Handmade palisades 
used to block small canals (tatas) were 
destroyed to reopen logging routes after the 
project ended. 

Re-establishing tree cover in highly 
degraded areas by encouraging natural 
regeneration and re-planting will help 
raise soil moisture levels and humidity, 
thus further reducing fire risk especially 
in dry years. Introduction of inputs-
based payments to villagers as part of 
the reforestation program will progress 
to results-based payments for reducing 
peatland emissions. 

Seedlings were grown in nurseries and planted 
in trial sites in five villages covering around 
2000 hectares. Inputs-based payments used for 
the reforestation trials were discontinued in the 
final year of implementation. 

Livelihood interventions that provide 
incentives to adopt farming techniques 
or other livelihood options that do not 
require the use of fire in peatlands nor 

Livelihoods packages containing rubber 
seedlings and other livelihoods inputs were 
delivered to each household, and farmer training 
was provided in the final year. 



 
 
 
 

  156 

depend on illegal logging. 

Whole-of-dome approach: plan and 
implement emission reduction 
interventions in the peat swamp forests, 
such as canal blocking, rehabilitation of 
degraded forest (promote natural 
regeneration and replanting), fire 
prevention /suppression, clarify land 
use and use rights and develop 
alternative livelihoods to aid in fire 
prevention, training fire suppression 
crews, early warning system, education 
within the context of the entire peat 
swamp forest ecosystem formed by a 
single dome. 

Fire education and training, and several rounds 
of mapping were undertaken to clarify land use 
and rights. Several community forestry 
proposals (Hutan Desa) received national 
government approval. 
 
  

a Source: (Indonesia Australia Partnership, 2009, p. 17) 
b Source: field data and observations 
 
 
The IAFCP had a bilateral structure (Figure 7.2). The main partners in Indonesia were the National 
Forestry Department (MoF)36, the National Development Planning Agency (BAPPENAS), and the 
provincial and district governments. Project decision-making was dispersed by inter-agency relations 
in Australia and Jakarta (Barber et al., 2011; Davies, 2015). In Jakarta, expert consultants and a 
private consultancy company, Aurecon-IDSS, were contracted. In Central Kalimantan, project offices 
were established at provincial and district levels. Kapuas District Government was nominated as a 
key partner. A working group, established at the district level, was indirectly linked to the Steering 
Committee at the national level (Figure 7.2). The field teams had responsibility for operational 
decisions. The teams were drawn from the NGOs, CARE International for community outreach and 
the Mawas Conservation Program (BOS Mawas) for monitoring and research. BOS Mawas is a long 
running program focusing on forest conservation for orangutan habitat (Figure 7.1). Prior to the 
KFCP, both NGOs were involved in the Dutch Government-funded Central Kalimantan Peatland 
Project (CKPP) prior to the KFCP (Myers et al., 2018). Local NGOs were mentioned in project 
documentation (Indonesia Australia Partnership, 2009) as potentially supporting the village-level 
processes through grants or supervision by the implementing partners, but neither option eventuated. 
 
The KFCP focused in tropical peatlands that store vast amounts of carbon underground. Land use 
change processes associated with degradation and fires release greenhouse gas emissions (Hoscilo et 

                                                
36 Currently, Ministry of Environment and Forestry. 
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al., 2011; Page et al., 2009, 2011). The project site, in Kapuas district, comprised intact tropical peat-
swamp forest in the northern section, and degraded peatlands in the southern section. The site is part 
of the former ‘Mega Rice Project’ region (Figure 7.1). In 1996, the MRP attempted to convert more 
than one million hectares of lowland peat-swamp forest into a rice-growing region. It divided the 
region into five ‘blocks’, cleared forest, and constructed large drainage canals, but the project was 
abandoned because the ecological conditions were not suitable for industrial rice cultivation. A rush 
of illegal logging followed. The removal of vegetation and drainage dried out the peat and made it 
susceptible to fires, leading to degradation of the southern section of the project site. The village 
settlements are scattered along the river, and the mainly Indigenous population, estimated at around 
10,000 people, identifies as ethnic Dayak Ngaju (Barber et al., 2011; Indonesia Australia Partnership, 
2009). Traditional land practices using fire are prohibited and swidden agriculture has declined. 
Livelihoods activities include logging and gold mining, rubber and smallholder crops, and fish ponds 
(beje) (see Atmadja et al., 2014; Suyanto et al., 2009). 
 
 

 
Source: (Barber et al., 2011) 

Figure 7.2. IAFCP bilateral structure 
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Many studies have revealed unanticipated social and environmental consequences of accelerated 
interventions in the MRP region (Galudra et al., 2011; McCarthy, 2013; Mulyani and Jepson, 2015). 
Competing pressures from other land uses, including forest conservation in the northern section, and 
nearby oil palm plantations and other land development in the southern section, were not fully 
anticipated. In this complex environment, the KFCP proved far more difficult to implement than 
specified in the project design (Barber et al., 2011). In the face of mounting criticism, the Australian 
Government decided, in early 2013, to prematurely terminate the project (Davies, 2015, p. 40). This 
decision led to project funding being cut but allowed for one further year of implementation. The 
IAFCP (including KFCP) officially ended in June 2014. 
 
7.5.    Results and discussion 
 
Building on theoretical considerations of learning in Section 2, we have organised the results around 
the five learning themes: goal setting and flexibility, knowledge transfer, appropriate leadership, 
applying learning, and project duration and risk. We consider how learning occurred in ways that 
were not anticipated in the intended goals, firstly, by examining the initial communications around 
the project design and implementation under the theme of goal setting and flexibility. Secondly, we 
examine what was implemented in the villages, and aspects of villager learning in the model of 
consent and training provided, under the theme of knowledge transfer. Thirdly, we examine project 
leadership in aspects of decision-making. Fourthly, we consider how learning was applied in a 
contested resource environment, and finally, limitations of avoiding risk and fast-tracking results. We 
found it helpful to incorporate discussion of these themes within the results, followed by a synthesis 
and conclusions. 
 
7.5.1.   Goal setting and flexibility 
 
7.5.1.1.    Project design, externally-defined goals and emphasis on technical processes 
 
After the KFCP was announced in 2007, international consultants were employed and research was 
undertaken to inform the design and implementation. The overall project design (Indonesia Australia 
Partnership, 2009) emphasised local participation with a significant focus on village negotiations, as 
we elaborate below. It identified facilitating dialogue among levels of government, building local 
ownership, and flexibility and adaptability, which are important elements of learning. However, the 
reliance on teams of consultants (national and international) contributed to perception, widely shared 
among government officials, academics, and NGOs in Central Kalimantan, as well as the community 
participants, that there was insufficient opportunity for them to contribute to designing the project 
components. While project documentation articulated in detailed technical processes related to 
reducing peatland emissions, the monitoring system, and the payments mechanism, much less 
attention was paid to network building at provincial and district levels and strategies to establish local 
ownership. 
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A willingness to collaborate is needed for social learning (Elbakidze et al., 2015), and in the KFCP, 
a collaborative process was never established in dialogue with local partners to learn from, and 
involve them in a search for solutions. While there was some consideration of local NGO involvement 
in the design, it was not given priority. The district government was a key partner, but had little 
influence on how the project was established. District officials in Kapuas expressed support for the 
KFCP, but indicated that they had not been treated as a full partner. A provincial level interviewee 
in-charge of REDD+ coordination in Central Kalimantan reported that the experience of the KFCP 
made some district officials feel ‘frustrated’ and less interested in REDD+ after the project ended 
(November 2014). This was echoed by several project staff: 
 

When we started, the KFCP got really bogged down with its relations with district 
government… it just seemed that the district government and KFCP never got to properly 
know each other. District government didn’t always have particularly realistic expectations, 
and the KFCP seemed pretty unresponsive and inflexible. (Project manager, February 2014) 
 
The way the IAFCP was set up was from the national level down, it was created at a very high 
level… it should have been designed for the district with KFCP as the pilot area for the district 
instead of the other way around. (Project manager, December 2014) 

 
The diversity of backgrounds and perspectives among district officials, project managers and other 
actors, had potential to provide a basis for social learning. However, disagreements emerged in the 
absence of a rigorous process to establish trust and a shared learning agenda (cf. Bos et al., 2013). 
The intended project recipients, including district government, not only villagers, had limited ability 
to influence the project design, which limited their ability to contribute to implementation and 
ultimately their learning. 
 
7.5.1.2.    Opposition from NGOs in Central Kalimantan 
 
Perceived unresponsiveness and inflexibility, combined with an early reliance on consultation teams 
for design and site selection, led to local opposition. Criticism of the project was strongest among 
local NGOs: 
 

The problem with the KFCP happened in almost every single project that has ever been 
established here. It is because people out there made their own targets, their own goals, but 
the application is here, under these conditions… I think that the KFCP deserved to fail 
because they created this project on their table, and they were not from here as well. Of course 
then it failed. (Local NGO / Consultant, February 2015) 

 
Local NGOs frequently criticised the KFCP for failing to respect and put trust in the community who 
participated in the project. Several also noted that project teams had not engaged and listened to them. 
In turn, project staff described the hostility directed at them and saw themselves not as having 
relations of power over local NGOs but as ‘pawns’ in NGO manoeuvrings (December 2014). This 



 
 
 
 

  160 

issue was made worse by the inflexible bilateral arrangements for decision-making, as it meant that 
potential bridging organisations (Berkes, 2009), such as district government and local NGOs, did not 
perceive that their knowledge was recognised within project design and implementation. A need for 
funding bodies, planners, and decision-makers to recognise and engage different expectations and 
forms of knowledge is consistent with other studies of top-down environmental management and 
many REDD+ projects (e.g. Kemerink-Seyoum et al., 2018; Myers et al., 2018). What is less well 
understood, using the KFCP study, is how a flexible design approach might have encouraged joint 
problem solving. Many local actors, including some NGOs, were initially interested to contribute to 
the project. Greater flexibility and focus in their involvement may have generated a shared 
understanding of project goals, and identification of learning objectives that better responded to the 
interests of all parties. 
 
7.5.2.   Knowledge transfer 
 
7.5.2.1.    Villager learning through negotiating participation in the KFCP 
 
The KFCP began before the establishment of international standards and safeguards for REDD+ 
projects. There was a significant focus on village negotiations in the Village Agreements (VAs) 
(Week et al., 2014) that formed the basis for implementation in participating villages (for further 
information, see, Atmadja et al., 2014; Barber et al., 2011; Mulyani and Jepson, 2015). There were 
two rounds of negotiations, at the beginning of the project, and for the final year, at the time 
Mantangai Hulu and Kalumpang villages in the southern section decided not continue with the 
project. The VA documents specified principles and outlined technical terms and grievance 
procedures. The first round provided a budget for each village to deliver agreed results, financial 
management and procurement of material and labour for the reforestation activities. The livelihoods 
packages were a focus in the second round (Table 7.2). Consent to the KFCP, based on each VA 
document, applied to the whole village. Many villagers reported that they initially mistrusted the 
KFCP, based on prior experience of interventions, which led to stipulation, in VA documents, that 
the ‘KFCP will never try to change the legal status of land without the consent of villagers through 
village meetings’ and will ‘respect and acknowledge customary laws’. The VA negotiations, 
involving the whole village, departed from a common practice, reported in earlier projects, of 
obtaining ‘consent’ through elected officials and village elites. As one project member noted, ‘there 
was this history of whoever turned up automatically did whatever they liked’ (December 2014). 
 
Social learning resulted from taking the time to hold repeated meetings during the VA negotiations, 
which created some trust and confidence among villagers. It encouraged dialogue, and another study 
of the project found that opportunities for villagers to share and respect different viewpoints led to 
social learning (Mulyani and Jepson, 2015). Through frequency and repetition of meetings, many 
villagers, especially women, reported increased confidence in learning how communicate their 
opinions: 
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Previously we [women] were too afraid to say our opinions and during KFCP more and more 
women became brave to raise their voice in meetings… The KFCP was fair because both men 
and women were allowed to participate in the project... Everyone was perceived equally by 
the project. If there were people who didn’t participate in the project, it was because they 
chose to not participate. (November 2014 – female in Katunjung village) 

 
All women interviewed saw their participation as equitable relative to men, however gender 
disparities affected their ability to contribute to meetings at the provincial or district level. Project 
staff reported that women did not always voice their opinion outside of the village, and in one reported 
instance a husband called his wife back to the village, falsely reporting their child was sick, but then 
took her place at the meeting. This illustrates constraints on projects seeking to engage women, and 
their learning, through such meetings. 
 
Many villagers reported that they were adequately consulted about the project, but did not fully 
understand their contractual obligations in the payments mechanism, as we outline below. Some 
villagers reported that their ability negotiate, during the VA process, was constrained by poverty and 
few alternative choices. Once each document had been signed, they and the KFCP were bound to the 
agreement. It can be inferred that villagers overall, did not have clear expectations about learning 
outputs/outcomes when they consented to the project. Difficulties in communicating or 
misunderstandings between villagers and project staff were commonly reported, and limited ability 
to request changes in budgets and other specified items was a source of frustration among many 
villagers. While the initial village negotiations provided a good starting point for future collaborations 
and social learning, the format of the VAs reduced flexibility and reciprocity in exchange of 
knowledge and ideas. The VA process was treated as gaining consent, but social learning and 
understanding the aspirations of people and what they are interested in learning needs flexibility in 
the form of the agreement. 
 
7.5.2.2.    Training and other skill development in villages 
 
In participating villages, there was a strong emphasis on educating villagers reduce peatland 
emissions from logging and burning, village development planning for improving self-management 
capacity, and vocational learning, such as farmer training. The payments mechanism in the 
reforestation trials (Table 7.2) led to both frustration and learning in villages. ‘Management’ teams 
were established in each village, the members of which were democratically-elected to supervise the 
work and manage the payments, and other villagers were appointed to oversee the management teams. 
Most villagers (including those who emphasised tangible benefits) disliked the way their performance 
was assessed, the frequency of the payment instalments (termin), and many complaints centred on 
the management system. From each work package, a retention payment (five per cent of the total 
monetary amount) was withheld until all specified activities were completed, then each village used 
this amount for local development purposes. Instances of corruption and elite capture were reported 
in two villages. Project staff responded by developing a monitoring tool, the number of payment 
instalments was reduced, information was placed on public notice boards, and a complaints box was 
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installed in each village. In Petak Puti, villagers described the KFCP as having helped them to learn 
about transparency in financial management (December 2014). In other villages, lingering frustration 
with the management system outweighed any income and perceived learning benefits. The payments 
mechanism implied a quid pro quo relationship in which the KFCP fulfilled its obligations specified 
in the VA documents (cf. West, 2006, pp. 220–221), whereas many villagers desired greater 
flexibility to negotiate the terms of their participation. 
 
As well as desiring greater flexibility and reciprocity, many villagers struggled to identify with some 
land management practices that the KFCP sought to introduce. For the nurseries, villagers were able 
to select from local species that grow in wet conditions. Outside experts (scientists) identified the 
species based on the assumption that the canal blocking would rewet the peatlands. Their selection 
and planting in orderly rows allowed for monitoring of the trial sites. This diverged from traditional 
land practices. Planting rubber and other cash crops for livelihoods purposes establishes customary 
land ownership, based on labour inputs. The lack of attention to this issue contributed to a land dispute 
in Kalumpang, where a group of villagers sought to establish an oil palm smallholding next to the 
reforestation site. In other villages, complaints centred the role of the management teams and ‘social 
jealousy’ over preferred roles. Also, planting trees on degraded peatlands was physically demanding, 
and many villagers perceived that the income provided was inadequate for this work. Villagers that 
opposed the KFCP reported that any benefits from training and income were small payback for their 
participation (a point made in Li, 2007a, p. 277). It was hard for women to participate in the tree 
planting if they had small children, but they participated in the nurseries because they could grow 
seedlings close to home. Most women who participated in the nurseries emphasised the tangible 
benefits of income and vocational learning: 
 

We have learned a lot from KFCP project. In the past, we didn’t have experience in making 
nurseries for producing seedlings, and now we know how to do this by ourselves. We also 
could weave rattan for the palisades [to block the small canals]. We can do everything as 
long as people just assist us for how to do it. We don’t need to learn too much theory, the most 
important for us is to practise it in the field. (November 2014 – female in Katunjung village) 

Two mining companies undertook restoration work in Sei Ahas and Katunjung villages using 
reforestation program methods, but not the payments mechanism, after the project ended. An ability 
to contribute to problem articulation and strategies is considered important for higher level learning 
(Hodkinson et al., 2007; Stone et al., 2012). While technical or vocational learning, and income and 
livelihoods inputs, were beneficial to many villagers, it did not fulfil desired reciprocity wherein 
villagers anticipated that they would enter into a continuing relationship with the project.  
 
7.5.2.3.    Applied experience and recognising villagers’ agency 
 
Rather than the project teams learning how to collaborate with villagers on a suitable format for 
KFCP, a key learning for villagers in how to negotiate agreements was not fully captured by an 
emphasis on consent. Initial specification regarding what things ideally should have been learned and 
who might have learned them, in the project design elements, would have provided a clearer 
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indication of how collaborative relationships might have developed in the KFCP villages. Many 
villagers reported, or gave examples of learning how to negotiate in village meetings, and with 
external actors, through their experience of engaging with the KFCP. Several villagers reported that 
multiple NGO visits had fuelled confusion about how the KFCP intended to use their land in the 
future, but they strategically engaged in project debates: 
 

We gained a lot of knowledge by having KFCP in the village. If outsiders (uluh luar) had 
negative opinions about KFCP, they saw it from their own perspectives rather than the 
perspectives of the people in the village who were directly involved. There were problems of 
course, but nothing that was too serious, and problems can always be addressed… I often 
intentionally reported the problems with KFCP to the media, so the project could fix the issues 
and people would pay attention to this. (March 2015 – male in Tumbang Mangkutup village). 

 
After the KFCP ended, a group from this village used the VA document to self-advocate in 
negotiations with nearby conservation actors, including BOS Mawas, to provide them with a written 
agreement and spell out the obligations and benefits to them in a tangible way. Applied experience 
and diversity enables a community to adapt and survive, and therefore this is more important for 
learning processes than creating new formal institutions and teaching by experts (Van Assche et al., 
2013). This applied experience is illustrated by villagers learning how to self-advocate and 
strategically engaging with external actors during implementation, and after the project ended. 
 
7.5.3.   Appropriate leadership 
 
7.5.3.1.    Too much control impaired communication and problem solving among project staff 
 
Higher level political expectations about the KFCP (Davies, 2015), combined with historically tightly 
organised decision-making in government bureaucracies, were averse to risk of project 
communications and implementation not going to plan. The bilateral structure (Figure 7.2) 
concentrated decisions in government bureaucracies, both in Jakarta and Canberra. This hindered the 
ability of field teams to respond adaptively to local needs and aspirations, and engage in joint problem 
solving with local actors. This view was consistently expressed in interviews with project staff, many 
of whom reported too much ‘control’ from the Australian Government. All those hired to work on 
the KFCP were not allowed to talk to the media without permission from the Australian Government 
(through AusAID in Jakarta). Attempts to reduce the risk that negative messages would get into the 
media closed off opportunities for dialogue and problem solving. One team member described the 
lack of response from senior project leaders to negative media coverage as ‘nothing—stone wall 
silence—and that I think had more of a negative implication than the stories themselves’ (February 
2014). 

Leadership, organisation and communication within the team are critical to the success of any project, 
as well as the establishment of dialogue and trust. The field teams faced competing pressures within 
the project, in the villages, among NGOs, district government, and others. Their roles, based on the 
contracted organisation and field specialisation, reduced collaboration among them. No manager had 
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clearly-defined overall responsibility for what happened in each village, and no team manager had 
responsibility for working with district government. Some operational rules were unclear, and several 
project staff reported having limited ability to make adjustments without higher level approval: 
 

There were 26 different bosses at any one time, the hierarchy, and because it was double 
government and both governments were involved, and then you have national, provincial, 
district governments, and then you have KFCP bosses, and then IAFCP bosses, and then 
Aurecon-IDSS bosses, and then you have Australian Government representatives and the 
Indonesian government, and then getting things, particularly things that are going to be 
received by community, or put into a media environment… It was just so bureaucratically 
difficult to move forward with things. (Project Manager, February 2014) 

 
Another staff member described, ‘no leadership, no single leadership’ at any level on the side of either 
the Australian or Indonesian Government (December 2014). In the final year of implementation, a 
new project director was appointed based in Central Kalimantan. This person reorganised the project 
office, clarified staff roles, conducted meetings with stakeholders, and resolved an issue of per diems 
that encouraged district officials to contribute to the project. These actions led to an increase in trust 
and respect between the project teams, district officials and villagers. For example, one villager 
described a visit from the director to his house to discuss his concerns. This visit did not overcome 
earlier disagreements, but this villager, and several other interviewees from district government, 
indicated that they felt listened to and respected. They reported that the KFCP had begun to listen to 
them. Project staff in Kapuas reported improved morale and an easing of tensions, which they 
attributed to improved leadership combined with reduced expectations from management at higher 
levels and an easing of tensions with NGOs following the announcement that the project would end. 
Our analysis affirms the importance of appropriate (Carmeli and Sheaffer, 2008; Leeuwis, 2004; 
Senge, 1990) and inclusive leadership (Folke et al., 2005) in complex environmental initiatives. It 
shows that qualities of leadership, in establishing trust and managing conflict, can enable dialogue 
and problem solving. Such qualities are important for creating the conditions for collaborative social 
learning, but require clearly established lines of communication, guidance and autonomy to 
encourage problem solving and conflict resolution at all stages of the project cycle. 
 
7.5.4.   Applying learning within complex environmental initiatives 
 
7.5.4.1.    Integrative negotiations and deliberative mapping processes 
 
While the design of KFCP recognised the historical and legal complexity of the site (Indonesia 
Australia Partnership, 2009), it sought to introduce a land management system, using the payments 
mechanism, into an environment where villagers do not have legal certainty over land tenure and 
customary rights. As a demonstration project, the KFCP did not have management authority for the 
site. Instead, there is an overlay of national forest zoning. Within that zoning, the project design 
specified support for the establishment of the Protected Forest Management Unit (KPHL) at the 
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district level.37 The KPHL created additional boundaries (Figure 7.1) and another layer of authority 
in a contested resource environment where land use is rapidly changing (Galudra et al., 2011; Sanders 
et al., 2019; Thorburn and Kull, 2015).38 A variety of mapping activities were conducted over several 
years to address villagers’ concerns about land tenure and customary rights. In several villages, 
community forestry proposals offered a track for national government legitimation of use rights 
within forest zoning. This benefitted some villagers as they navigated land disputes that were not 
directly related to the KFCP, but did it not provide them a track for state recognition of customary 
land claims (see, Sikor and Lund, 2009 on state authority and legitimation). In the final year, 
comprehensive mapping was undertaken. Known as ‘Village Land Use Planning’ (Pola Tata Guna 
Lahan Desa or PTGLD), this mapping fitted the integrated ‘whole-of-dome approach’ (Table 7.2), 
yet it was far more interventionist on land tenure and rights than had been envisaged at the beginning 
(Indonesia Australia Partnership, 2009). 
 
PTGLD is an example of adaptive collaborative learning in which project staff explicitly sought to 
engage key stakeholders for deliberation and conflict resolution. The KPHL manager was directly 
involved in the village-level deliberations and mapping exercises for PTGLD. Local NGOs and 
villagers, including some that earlier had criticised the project, worked as PTGLD facilitators. They 
learned technical (e.g. related to GIS) and tactical skills in how to negotiate and validate customary 
land claims. Project staff described their involvement in PTGLD in terms of personal connection to 
villagers, indicating a desire for the project to engage in joint problem solving. They described 
PTGLD as applying their learning about complex land processes by engaging local actors and 
working with bridging organisations (Berkes, 2009) such as local NGOs. They sought to mediate 
land conflicts and bring together villagers, and through the KPHL, to discuss forestry rules and land 
use not directly related to the KFCP design. Through PTGLD, they aspired to establish ‘integrative’ 
negotiations (Leeuwis, 2004, p. 169) for encouraging conflict resolution and strengthening the 
negotiating position of villagers in relation to the KPHL, and in relation to nearby oil palm 
plantations. The visibility of village land use on high quality satellite images enabled villagers to 
directly overlay national forestry maps and boundaries, and to deliberate on where and how the 
forestry rules applied them, and whether they considered these rules appropriate to their current and 
future land use. Most villagers saw the deliberative mapping as fitting their strategic interests but 
reported limited time to apply their learning through deliberations, and from the mapping results, 
before the project ended. 
 
7.5.4.2.    Constraints on process and participation 
 
Unlike the exhaustive consent process for the VAs, not everyone in each village was involved in the 
mapping. Selection of villagers based on their knowledge and interests meant that women had very 

                                                
37 Forest Management Units (Kesatuan Pengelolaan Hutan or KPHs) are a national forestry 
initiative (see, Bae et al., 2014; Kim et al., 2015 for further information).  
38 The legal framework and designated state authority have implications for the appropriate design 
of the project to address villagers’ concerns about rights over the resources and who 
has use/ownership rights over the land included in the project, and surrounding the project site. 
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little involvement, so their land use and livelihoods were not directly included in the mapping 
deliberations. There was insufficient time to ensure that all villagers understood and agreed with the 
mapping results, and then to consolidate and apply learning in each village. There was also 
insufficient time to build district government understanding and support for PTGLD, and therefore 
mapping results were not legally recognised at the district level. Given the weakly established 
collaborative relationship between the KFCP and KPHL, there was not a firm basis for trust and 
problem solving. The KPHL later rejected mapping results as not fitting with forestry rules, while 
acknowledging the importance to villagers: 

PTGLD is now part of the mindset of the community, so it’s hard for us to change that. We 
just try to make it simple, such as, if there is a program from forestry or plantations, we can 
involve the community in that. But the KFCP didn’t understand how to make it simple, so that 
it could be integrated and synchronised with other stakeholders. The maps need to be 
improved. (KPHL official, November 2014) 

The deliberative mapping diverged from a ‘simple’ top-down model of forest management, or 
program or project delivery in which villagers had little say in the delivery or goals. One villager, 
noting that PTGLD should have been conducted sooner, described it as a weakness in the initial 
design of KFCP that first prioritised trialling the reforestation activities using payments (May 2014). 
Several project staff similarly reported that this mapping should have occurred prior to the 
revegetation trials and payments. Many authors have argued that land tenure reform is essential for 
REDD+ equity and effectiveness (Larson, 2011; Resosudarmo et al., 2014a; Sunderlin et al., 2014). 
Important learning dimensions are not closely articulated in such arguments. PTGLD indicated the 
need to allow time for changes and collaborative approaches to evolve and apply learning in a 
contested resource environment (rather than applying an uninformed external perspective on land 
reform; see, e.g. Kunz et al., 2017; Lindsey, 1998). Deliberation and problem solving over sensitive 
land issues are necessary, difficult and complicated. Such processes need time to evolve, because 
they need to recognise the different ways that people perceive, perform and relate to land. This was 
not possible within the final year of the project. 
 
7.5.5.   Project duration and risks 
 
7.5.5.1.    Fast-tracking results without continuing support to villagers 
 
Emerging from a high-level political agreement, there was pressure to fast-track project 
implementation. Anticipated sources of financial investment did not materialise and the performance-
based ‘REDD+’ elements, in the form of the payments mechanism, were discontinued, along with 
the canal blocking to rewet the peatlands. These changes, along with improved project leadership in 
the final year, enabled the focus on delivery of the livelihoods packages and deliberative mapping 
(PTGLD) with a reduced budget in the final year. A contingency fund was specified in the project 
design, and in the VA documents, to ensure continuing support to villagers. Following an 
unsuccessful attempt to establish a World Bank Trust Fund to manage AUD 8 million, this money 
was withdrawn. This removed the option of continuing financial support to villagers, including for 
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them to maintain the reforestation sites, which remained highly vulnerable to fire in the degraded 
peatlands. Many villagers reported that they returned to logging, and we observed that men left the 
villages in search of work after the project ended: 

 
We have experience from previous projects, we only worked as their labour and when the 
project finished, they just said “good bye” to us. As a result, we returned to logging, our old 
jobs. That was the reason why we didn’t want that to happen and tried to make KFCP 
understand that we didn’t want the same thing happen over and over again. (November 2014 
– male in Katunjung village) 

 
A major disappointment among project staff, district officials, and many villagers (in those that opted 
to participate in the final year), was not that the KFCP ended—but that it did so without the 
contingency fund, and without enough time to apply the learning achieved in the project. Insufficient 
time for transition and applied learning was discussed in final workshops held at the provincial level, 
and then in Jakarta: 
 

We can learn from [the KFCP] that REDD+ needs time and an integrated approach, clear 
communication and funding delivered over a long timeframe. This can be difficult to do in a 
project with a short timeframe of one or two years. (Jakarta, June 2014) 

 
The Australian Government decision to end the project without undertaking the canal blocking to 
rewet the peatlands, and removal of the contingency fund, affirmed for many villagers an experience 
of intervention in which they received temporary project benefits and training. 
 
7.5.5.2.    Requiring decision-makers to learn 
 
A key insight, emerging from the analysis of learning in this study, is that a narrow definition of 
‘success’ or ‘failure’ undermines opportunities for critical reflection in higher level learning. 
Learning from project successes and failures is important for future decisions about funding and 
design of programs and projects aimed at supporting sustainable land use. Many interviews with 
project staff identified tensions between an adversity to risk and desire for learning in the KFCP: 
 

The idea was that the KFCP was like a laboratory for testing ideas and what we learn is going 
to be taken right up to the international level… [The Australian Government in] Canberra 
wanted to have a lot of control, but they didn’t give us much… they didn’t spend a lot of time 
coming out to visit and keeping up on the ground, so they couldn’t make day-to-day decisions, 
or month-to-month decisions… 

 
I think one lesson is that if you want an innovative pilot project, you have to let go quite a bit 
and see how things go and be willing to accept failures, if that’s what they are, or mistakes. 
[The Australian Government] seemed very risk adverse to failures and mistakes, and didn’t 
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want to admit to them, which is not what you want if you’re testing new ideas. (Project 
Manager, December 2014) 

 
Prior research has shown that ‘failures’, both in development and environmental projects, are often 
managed as ‘rectifiable deficiencies in technique’ in practices of smoothing out contradictions and 
devising compromises (Li, 2007b, p. 277). In the KFCP, they were managed by quiet withdrawal 
from a flagship project. Therefore, the project’s continuation for another year, and any project 
achievements, became a footnote to the Australian Government decision to end the project. When the 
project ended, the accumulated knowledge of KFCP project staff was transferred into publications. 
Over 60 publications including a ‘Lessons Learned’ series were published. There were significant 
handover efforts to government and other stakeholders, and efforts to consolidate learning through 
meetings and workshops. Rather than ‘learning lessons’ from the KFCP, our analysis of learning 
points to an important question of who should be learning in these kinds of projects? One staff 
member indicated this question: 
 

Yes, there are opportunities for lessons, but it requires the decision-makers to learn… Far too 
often the lessons of the past are forgotten. And actually, it’s the relationships—even for 
KFCP—even though things haven’t worked out as planned, there’s a lot of social capital tied 
up in the project team and to lose that totally would be quite a loss, it takes time to be built 
up. (Project Manager, February 2014). 

  
Calculated risk taking, creativity, and innovation, require an understanding that failures associated 
with these actions are acceptable (Carmeli and Sheaffer, 2008). Such risk taking and creativity, in 
turn, depend on the messy and complicated nature of project relationships (Carrier and West, 2009; 
Mosse, 2004). Project relationships need to be progressively consolidated and reviewed. This 
consolidation, in a reflective stage, is needed for higher level learning (Leeuwis, 2004). It needs to be 
prioritised and include those providing the funding and expertise at higher levels; learning processes 
need to include and be directed at them. 
 
7.6.    Synthesis 
 
In this study, we observed how learning was experienced during implementation of a complex 
environmental initiative, the KFCP. While REDD+, as a relatively new environmental mechanism, 
is often discussed as requiring learning, this study has addressed how learning occurred in a large 
demonstration project. Given the particular characteristics of REDD+, including performance-based 
payment for environmental outcomes, multi-level and multi-stakeholder processes, and novel 
mechanisms, we identified collaborative social learning as particularly relevant, a form of learning 
that can be fostered through goal setting and flexibility, knowledge transfer, appropriate leadership 
and timeframes, and calculated risk taking. Consistent with other REDD+ studies (e.g. Myers et al., 
2018), some conflicts and disagreements in the KFCP emerged from the technical emphasis of project 
design. Other studies have affirmed the need for REDD+ processes to be flexible to account for local 
perceptions and build local ownership and legitimacy (Nantongo, 2017). Our focus on learning takes 
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a different perspective to other analyses of the issues in REDD+ projects of top-down approaches, 
technical design challenges, community participation, and free, prior and informed consent.  
 
 
It does so, firstly, by identifying practical insights into REDD+ design and implementation, such as 
the need for explicit learning goals, and secondly, by raising ethical questions about ‘piloting’ and 
‘learning’ in REDD+ projects. Applying theoretical considerations of learning has the potential to 
yield greater opportunities for learning beyond REDD+ to other forms of policy experimentation by 
recognising ethical ambiguities and desired reciprocity among those engaging in learning pilots. 
 
Overall, there was a sense that learning did occur despite project shortcomings. Some points in the 
process, such as the village negotiations at the beginning, and the deliberative mapping at the end, 
provided opportunities for collaborative social learning. Social learning occurred in these activities, 
but it was not fully realised. In the negotiation of Village Agreements, social learning occurred 
through involving villagers and helping them identify their priorities. In this process, other actors 
came to understand villager needs. Villagers also learnt from strategic engagement with the KFCP, 
and other actors, when implementation did not proceed as they had anticipated. This indicates a 
potential for the VAs to be developed as a collaborative process, not simply as a consent process that 
locks villagers into a contractual agreement with limited flexibility or reciprocity in engagement. This 
was similarly the case with district government and local NGO involvement, which underscores the 
need for long-term collaborative and reciprocal relationships with all actors. These relationships are 
difficult to establish, and maintain, using pilot activities that aim to ‘fast-track’ results. Many of those 
who engaged with the KFCP were interested in and eager to learn, on their own terms. A key insight 
is that the initial interest in REDD+ created a desire for engagement. While this provided an entry 
point for collaborative social learning, harnessing learning opportunities requires greater openness 
and flexibility in project design and implementation. One way to do this would be to specify learning 
objectives at the beginning, and allow time for initial negotiations to evolve. It took several years of 
implementation for collaborative and deliberative processes to emerge, through changes to project 
delivery and leadership in the final year. However, by that time the Australian Government had 
decided to end the project. While previous studies have pointed to a need for learning in REDD+ (e.g. 
Jagger et al., 2009; Milne et al., 2018), our observations of learning throughout KFCP 
implementation, and identification of points where there is potential for collaborative social learning 
are new contributions of this study. 
 
The KFCP can be understood as a ‘real-life’ experiment. Conducting ‘real-life’ experiments, through 
learning pilots, not only requires the consent of participants but their active contribution to knowledge 
creation. Important ethical questions about conducting such ‘real-life’ experiments have been 
identified in climate change adaptation (Warner et al., 2018) but not in REDD+ policy 
experimentation and governance innovations (e.g. Korhonen-Kurki et al., 2017). As shown in the 
Australian Government decision to end the project, such experiments risk perpetuating a cycle of 
interventions in which the downward transfer of knowledge, followed by the upward transfer of 
‘lessons’, do not fully engage with those who have to live with the long-term consequences of the 
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project. Reflecting on theoretical considerations of learning, we emphasise that ‘active 
experimentation’ is needed for transformation of knowledge through experiential learning (Kolb, 
1984; Kolb et al., 2001). Experiential and other forms of learning in REDD+ need to recognise 
competing priorities and knowledge claims. Boundaries enacted between outside experts and local 
actors impede the reciprocal exchange of ideas. Our analysis of learning affirms the need identified 
in other studies for more permeable boundaries between such ‘experts’ and local actors in developing 
responses to complex governance issues (Li, 2007a; Ribot, 2018; Wallis et al., 2013). We add insight 
into how permeability can be created by specifying learning objectives for different actors in 
government bureaucracies and hierarchy in environmental programs and projects. Making explicit 
any assumptions about who is meant to be learning can help to reveal hierarchical divisions, which 
may otherwise be less visible to those providing the knowledge and expertise. It is important to 
recognise the politics of knowledge at play as some actors are positioned as ‘experts’ marginalising 
other actors and forms of knowledge. Such projects need further critical engagement and 
understanding of the role of risk and ethical ambiguities faced by different actors (Armitage, 2008; 
Armitage et al., 2008; Reed et al., 2010). 
 
7.7.    Conclusion 
 
REDD+, and other novel forms of environmental governance, seek to influence land use in 
developing countries. They often start with a stated desire to ‘learn-by-doing’. Project documents 
emphasise sharing of knowledge, experiences, and lessons learned, however specify technical 
requirements, such as forest and carbon inventory, assessment of feasibility, conservation planning 
and desired land use practices. The learning that occurs is rarely closely examined. In this study, we 
went behind the rhetoric of learning in a large demonstration project, the KFCP, to identify what 
learning actually occurred. Analysing learning processes, in relation to the five themes, enabled us to 
identify where in the KFCP design there was potential for building in collaborative forms of learning. 
In particular, we identified the potential for learning in initial project setup, by recognising informal 
networks and supporting bridging organisations, undertaking integrative negotiations to generate 
sharing meaning and goals, and by calculated risk taking. Flexibility and openness are needed, and 
learning objectives need to be explicit in project design. An implication, based on these findings, is 
that framing social learning as an integral part of program design can enable it to be flexible and adapt 
to the land use context. Applying learning requires appropriate leadership and time, and greater 
reciprocity in exchange of knowledge and ideas. If taking an ethical approach to REDD+ policy 
experimentation, learning objectives, assumptions and responsibility for what happens during and 
after a project, need to be explicit in the design and implementation. Despite the project’s 
shortcomings, interviewees’ eagerness to learn suggests that building approaches to social learning 
into program design has the potential to yield opportunities for learning beyond REDD+ to other 
forms of policy experimentation and governance innovations. Our study findings indicate a need for 
stronger connections between social learning and policy processes across multiple levels of 
governance and decision-making. To this end, learning processes should be designed to include 
donors and higher-level decision makers, shifting the focus from ‘knowledge transfer’ and ‘testing’ 
to social learning in designing and implementing environmental projects 
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8. Discussion and conclusions 
 
This thesis has examined what happens when certain types of actors try to intervene and engage in 
complex land processes at the frontier to achieve global environmental goals. It offers new insights 
for programs such as REDD+ by addressing the complexity of interactions surrounding agricultural 
transition and landscape transformations occurring across South East Asia. Bringing together 
environmental governance and frontier studies with concepts from multi-level governance (MLG), I 
investigated how land use decisions are made within multi-level governance arrangements, including 
those related to REDD+ projects and oil palm expansion in Indonesia. By focusing on subnational 
implementation and levels of government, I addressed gaps in understanding of how internationally 
formulated objectives for REDD+ relate to existing land use systems. Approaching REDD+ from a 
multi-level perspective and integrating analysis of land use decision-making enabled me to expand 
the focus beyond REDD+ to analyse how land use is negotiated on the ground. I incorporated 
approaches from actor-network theory (ANT), among other poststructuralist modes of inquiry, to 
shed light on processes and interactions that transform forested landscapes, people and resources in 
the southern peatlands of Central Kalimantan. ANT provided a basis to explore the ways in which 
information and knowledge are produced, accepted or discarded; how practices produce our realities; 
and the overlap and interference between these different realities (Law, 2004; Mol, 2010). A key 
contribution, informed by ANT, in showing what emerges from these complexities is that those 
seeking to implement global environmental schemes, such as REDD+, need to engage politically and 
strategically, with processes of land use change at frontiers. 
 
This chapter provides a synthesis of findings from Chapters 5, 6 and 7. A practice-oriented and 
ethnographic approach led to identification of concepts of negotiation, translation, and learning, each 
contributing to understanding of multi-sector and multi-stakeholder processes in REDD+ (Korhonen-
Kurki et al., 2012; Larson et al., 2018; Ravikumar et al., 2018) in connection to scholarship on 
frontiers. Each chapter explored a main concept and addressed a subsidiary research question (Table 
8.1). Chapter 5 approached landscape transformations and how land use decisions are made in locally 
governed resource arrangements using the concept of negotiation. I presented this results chapter first 
to show the complexity of the land use situation preceding the implementation of REDD+. Chapters 
6 and 7 examined how internationally formulated objectives for REDD+ were implemented in Central 
Kalimantan using the concepts of translation and learning. Analysis of negotiation, translation, and 
learning, were dealt with in discrete chapters. In this final chapter, I address the objective of this study 
by considering how negotiation, translation, and learning are linked in interactive networked 
processes (Figure 8.1) for approaching governance interventions for implementing global 
environmental goals in frontier landscapes. I do this by integrating the discussion from the preceding 
chapters to answer the main research questions from Chapter 1: 
 

How are land use decisions made, including the implementation of REDD+, within interacting 
multi-level governance arrangements in the southern peatlands of Central Kalimantan 
province, Indonesia? 
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How do decision-making processes in these arrangements relate to multiple outcomes? 
 
This chapter is organised in six sections with the first being an overall synthesis that draws together 
the findings across the results chapters and reflects on how actor-network theory (ANT) informed the 
analysis. Sections two, three and four then draw out major themes and practical implications, linking 
together insights from the results. In section 8.2, I draw on the analysis of translation and negotiation 
(Chapters 5 and 6) to develop a new concept, the entry point, to articulate how global environmental 
schemes, such as REDD+, relate to existing land use systems. In section 8.3, I draw on the analysis 
of translation and learning (Chapters 6 and 7) to elaborate ethical ambiguities and the role of social 
learning in global governance and policy experimentation. In section 8.4, I connect the analysis of 
negotiation (Chapter 5) to the discussion of learning processes (Chapter 7) to argue that multiple 
strategies are needed for engaging in—and responding to—complex land processes at the frontier. 
This is followed by section 8.5 that develops concerns for ethics and justice. Here, I consider 
blockages and impediments to desired reforms. I articulate justice concerns—why some 
interventions, here in processes of translating REDD+ objectives, are promoted and not others—and 
the exclusionary effects of diminishing land for villagers in this study. In section 8.6, I consider 
options for future research and transferability of findings, and finally, the conclusions. 
 
Table 8.1. Summary of Chapter 5, 6, and 7. 
 
Negotiation – Chapter 5 Translation – Chapter 6 Learning – Chapter 7 
RQ. How do the actors 
involved in land use change 
relate to each other and 
interact in processes of 
negotiation at the frontier?  

RQ. How do different actors 
understand and interpret 
REDD+ ideas and goals, 
and each other, as they seek 
to influence subnational 
processes and practical 
outcomes on the ground? 

RQ. How did KFCP design 
and decision-making affect 
learning processes and 
outcomes, and what did 
learning mean for different 
actors? 

Discussion – key points Discussion – key points Discussion – key points 

The role of land documents 
 
 
 
Written ‘proof’ can 
disadvantage Indigenous 
land claims in negotiations 
over land. 

What is it to be an actor? 
 
 
 
An ability to act depends on 
a network of relationships 
that exceeds the control of 
human actors. 

Problems of 
experimentation: ‘testing’ 
versus ‘learning’ 
 
Hypothesis driven ‘testing’ 
restricts what is valued and 
assessed as learning. 
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What is lost to villagers 
through frontier expansion 
 
Large-scale land 
development generates 
environmental inequalities 
and injustices. 

Problems with top-down 
approaches 
 
Top-down approaches 
reduce flexibility and limit 
options at local levels. 
 

Hierarchical divisions affect 
learning 
 
Assumptions about one-
sided knowledge transfer 
limit social learning. 
 

Externally-planned 
interventions are entangled 
in messy negotiations 
 
REDD+ projects were 
enmeshed in complex 
landscape realities. 

Articulating the relationship 
between vision and practice 
 
 
There is no formula or 
model that can be applied 
from the top-down. 

Judging ‘failure’ too soon? 
 
 
 
Appropriate goals, 
leadership and time can 
encourage critical reflection 
and social learning. 

Answer to the RQ.  Answer to the RQ. Answer to the RQ. 
Different actors related to 
each other and interacted in 
processes of negotiation in 
ways that were volatile and 
strategic; villagers had a 
weak negotiating position 
and dealt with rapid and 
disorderly frontier 
processes, leading to 
diminishing land. 

Different actors understood 
and interpreted REDD+ 
ideas and goals, and each 
other, through their existing 
priorities and relationships; 
blockages arose from top-
down approaches, leading to 
mixed practical outcomes 
from implementation of 
donor funded programs and 
projects. 

KFCP design and decision-
making limited 
collaborative social 
learning, however problem 
solving and applied learning 
occurred in ways that were 
different to what the project 
initially set out to achieve. 

Conclusion Conclusion Conclusion 
Frontier land negotiations 
are fluid and continuing; it 
is not possible to implement 
pre-determined plans in a 
manner that avoids messy 
entanglement with land 
governance and politics. 
 
 

Translation is not optional; 
applying a top-down 
approach and external 
perspective does not 
encourage integrative 
negotiation and joint 
problem solving for 
approaching translation in 
an open-ended way. 

Specific learning objectives 
should promote reciprocity 
and collaboration, and direct 
the need for social learning 
to donors and implementers 
at higher levels, as well as 
to other participants and 
local levels. 
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8.1.    Overall synthesis 
 
The findings in Chapters 5, 6 and 7, each of which explored a single concept, are linked in that they 
all provide insights into competing priorities and interests around land use, and the experiences of 
villagers in contested land use situations. These chapters were prepared and revised as standalone 
publications at different time intervals, based on reviewer comments on individual manuscripts. 
Focusing on a single concept, in each chapter enabled in-depth exploration of subnational 
implementation of REDD+ intersecting with multi-level governance in Indonesia’s decentralised 
legal framework. It is important to observe that each concept includes elements of the other. The 
connections between each concept are shown in a diagram incorporating the findings (Figure 8.1) 
and are discussed in this section. Collectively, the findings indicate that processes of negotiation, 
translation, and learning are dynamic, continuing, and often unrelenting in large land development 
and environmental schemes. They reveal complications and difficulties for implementing global 
environmental goals through interacting multi-level governance arrangements, those relating to 
subnational implementation of REDD+, and those relating to land use decision-making in Indonesia. 
 
 

 
Figure 8.1. Conceptual framework incorporating the research findings 
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As set out in Chapter 2, this study did not begin from a set of assumptions about what ‘REDD+’ is, 
but shed light on linkages among actors and government levels through each concept of negotiation, 
translation, and learning. Synthesising all the findings involves combining across these horizontal 
and vertical linkages to shed light on how globally developed environmental objectives become 
entangled with processes of land use change at frontiers. The analysis in Chapter 5 shed light on how 
villagers are enrolled in multiple negotiations for land development and environmental initiatives, 
while, the findings of both Chapters 6 and 7 explored what happens between levels. The analysis in 
Chapter 6 illuminated how top-down approaches to REDD+ reduced flexibility and limited options 
at local levels. Assumptions about ‘knowledge transfer’ and ‘testing’ in REDD+ were elaborated in 
Chapter 7 with arguments about the need for specific learning objectives. Previous studies have 
argued that attention should be paid to power relations and politics in multi-level governance, and 
related concepts of polycentric environmental governance (e.g. Morrison et al., 2019; Ravikumar et 
al., 2018). Such studies found that examining different types of power is important for interpreting 
the effects or outcomes of global environmental policies and goals. The synthesised findings in this 
chapter extend this knowledge by showing how and where, and in what conditions, power is exercised 
in complex relationships within and beyond REDD+ objectives. I have also extended consideration 
of institutional and discursive practices and land politics in REDD+ studies. Previous Indonesian 
studies identified issues in national policy reform and REDD+ jurisdictional design (Afiff, 2016; 
Brockhaus et al., 2012; Gallemore et al., 2014; Irawan et al., 2019). In addition, I have shown how 
efforts to implement REDD+ occur within, and alongside of broader systems of land use change, 
such as related to decentralised forest governance and land allocation in subnational levels of 
government. The implications of combining an understanding of land use negotiations with study of 
REDD+ are expanded on further in the following discussion sections. Next, I provide a synthesis and 
elaborate connections between the research findings, which were articulated through each concept. 
 
Drawing on the arguments in Chapter 2 (in particular Taylor, 1983), the analysis of negotiation, 
translation, and learning in each chapter interrogated the practices and assumptions embedded in 
language and modes of relating to the world. The findings of Chapters 6 and 7 on translation and 
learning teased out assumptions relating to modes of piloting and testing of REDD+, which I elaborate 
in section 8.3. In Chapter 5, I distinguished between different forms of ‘negotiation’, which were 
legal/contractual, distributional, and integrative, with the latter being developed with a concern for 
social learning (Leeuwis, 2004) in Chapter 7. My focus on negotiation drew on analyses of property 
rights and powers to access, use, transfer, or exclude others from land that have been a focus of 
previous studies (Ribot and Peluso, 2003). I defined ‘negotiation’ as a process of conferring, 
discussing or bargaining to reach an agreement among relevant parties, noting that this process is 
often volatile and unpredictable. The ‘parties’ referred to those engaged in land use negotiations, such 
as for oil palm plantations in the vicinity of REDD+ projects. The finding of rapid and disorderly 
land use changes in the vicinity of REDD+ projects is consistent with observation of competing 
interests such as oil palm in other REDD+ locations (Astuti and McGregor, 2017; Eilenberg, 2015). 
The analysis of negotiation from Chapter 5, extended this prior observation of competing interests by 
showing how villagers respond and adapt to multiple disruptions, their accumulated disadvantage and 
strategising, and the difficulties for all actors to navigate such fluid negotiations. Together with 
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Chapters 5 and 6, these findings show in detail, how contested land use situations are difficult for 
those implementing REDD+ projects to interpret. 
 
Another important finding of Chapter 5 relates to the need for REDD+ research to pay attention to 
the perspectives of those engaging in forms of decision-making in frontier landscapes. This was 
developed in Chapters 6 and 7 by examining subnational implementation of REDD+ in relation to 
higher level objectives and decisions. While commonly mentioned in REDD+ literature, concepts of 
translation and learning were not clearly defined and lacking detailed empirical investigation (with 
some exceptions; e.g. Mulyani and Jepson, 2015; Pasgaard, 2015). Many authors have expressed a 
desire to learn through REDD+ pilots and apply ‘lessons’ from other arenas (e.g. Angelsen et al., 
2017; Jagger et al., 2009). Chapter 7 responded to these aspirations of learning to develop the findings 
of Chapter 6. In Chapter 6, I used the concept of translation from ANT to explore the problem of 
what happens in-between the formulation of international goals and the results of implementation, 
building on wider studies in international environmental governance (Carrier and West, 2009). From 
ANT, I drew on definitions referring to ‘successive strategies of interpretation and displacement’ 
(Buzelin, 2005, p. 197) to shed light on how REDD+ objectives were interpreted and understood 
differently among different actors, and at different government levels. The findings of Chapter 6 
highlighted a need to encourage integrative negotiation and joint problem solving for approaching 
translation in an open-ended way, which I then developed by examining how learning was 
approached in a large REDD+ demonstration project, the Kalimantan Forests and Climate Partnership 
(KFCP). In Chapter 7, I identified several learning concepts, in particular social learning occurring 
through collaboration, problem solving and reflection (Berkes, 2009; Keen et al., 2005; Leeuwis, 
2004). I connected learning across a range of literature, including adaptive collaborative management 
(Colfer, 2005; Evans et al., 2014) and environmental governance (Armitage et al., 2008; Reed et al., 
2010). This chapter extended previous understanding of REDD+ politics (e.g. Myers et al., 2018; 
Ravikumar et al., 2018) by articulating a need for appropriate goals, leadership, and time for building 
trust, in environmental programs and projects. Synthesising these findings, an important new insight 
is that specifying learning objectives can afford greater flexibility and opportunities to promote and 
strengthen multi-level linkages for implementing globally developed environmental objectives. 
However, rushed decisions and competition for land indicate a need for multiple strategies to foster 
learning and address the combination of land development and environmental initiatives, as I 
elaborate further in section 8.4. 
 
Integrating these findings with REDD+ considerations revealed that when villagers experience 
multiple disruptions and legal uncertainties, REDD+ becomes another powerful force for them to 
deal with. Historical landscape transformations and successive interventions were diminishing 
villagers’ access to land. For many, supporting ‘REDD+’ might lead to a ‘better’ surrounding 
environment but not necessarily better outcomes for income and livelihoods. This finding extends 
research on land and property relations (e.g. Hall et al., 2011) by articulating problems of justice in 
what is lost to villagers through competing land claims and realities that require adjudication. It 
contributes to existing literature exploring shifts in land and property relations at frontiers (e.g. 
Barney, 2009; Blomley, 2003; Li, 2014a; Rietberg and Hospes, 2018) by highlighting their relevance 
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to environmental initiatives. Many authors have highlighted political impediments to democratic 
governance and Indigenous recognition, and local agency to negotiate within historically unjust 
arrangements (Bebbington, 2000; Borras and Franco, 2013; Larson and Lewis-Mendoza, 2012; 
McCarthy et al., 2012b). By highlighting the relevance of land use decision-making to environmental 
initiatives, an important finding is the need to strengthen democratic governance and accountability 
relations, and villagers’ capabilities to refuse or accept land development, such as oil palm, among 
other large schemes. Likely, this is more important for realising environmental objectives than a focus 
on direct drivers of deforestation, such as training and livelihoods support to villagers, in relation to 
higher level objectives and decisions. 
 
The findings across Chapters 5, 6 and 7 reveal the experiences of villagers and other local people. 
Previous research on implementing REDD+ in Indonesia has focused on national policies and 
strategising of NGOs, and the multi-level dynamics of program and project implementation (e.g. 
Afiff, 2016; Astuti and McGregor, 2017; Howell, 2014). Recent studies from Central Kalimantan on 
REDD+ jurisdictional design (Irawan et al., 2019) and implementation of national reforms 
encompassing social (community) forestry (Resosudarmo et al., 2019) indicate legal and political 
issues. This study contributes to understanding these issues by addressing the need for reformist 
pathways to recognise diverging expectations of accountability, timelines and targets, and the specific 
strategies and aspirations that actors bring to the process. What I learned from studying land 
negotiations in Chapter 5, is that frontier processes look different ‘from below’ for villagers (among 
myriad actors engaging with REDD+) than ‘from above’, especially for those who have never visited 
such locations—or have done so only briefly for project assessments. Building on Chapter 5, the 
analysis of translation from Chapter 6, revealed alliances, strategising, efforts to define actor roles, 
and refusal of roles. It showed that struggles to define what belongs to a ‘REDD+’ project led to 
actions as diverse as mapping, farmer training, planting trees, and constructing a bamboo building as 
a climate communications centre in a village in the former ‘Mega Rice Project’ (MRP). 
Disagreements over funding and prioritisation of project accountability to donors had an effect of 
diminishing local interest and support for REDD+, especially among local NGOs. A desire of 
learning, shown in Chapter 7, indicated opportunities for collaboration, which are important to 
supporting reforms. I develop these arguments in section 8.2 using the concept of an entry point, and 
in section 8.5 on environmental justice. 
 
While the concept of negotiation was explored most fully in Chapter 5, it was also drawn upon in 
parts of Chapters 6 and 7. The findings across these chapters expand on concerns expressed for 
community participation and free, prior and informed consent in REDD+ (e.g. Chhatre et al., 2012; 
Howell, 2014). Differences in community consultation and outcomes were observed in formal and 
informal rules and relationships for plantation establishment compared, for example, to those for the 
KFCP Village Agreements. As described in Chapter 7, by centring on a ‘consent’ process, rather than 
prioritising collaborative opportunities, contractual elements of the VA documents limited the agency 
of villagers to contribute to the project. While indicating constraints on reciprocity and collaboration, 
the VA negotiations had higher trust and procedural legitimacy than observed in nearby oil palm 
plantations. It is important to recognise these contingencies and differences in ‘negotiation’. A main 
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argument, developed throughout the findings, is that we cannot study ‘REDD+’ in isolation, 
especially at project and village levels, from land issues and intersecting processes like the oil palm 
in the vicinity of REDD+ projects. While REDD+ becomes another powerful force for villagers to 
deal with, social learning through the VA negotiations, and other aspects of the KFCP 
implementation, supported some villagers in strategic negotiation processes relating to clarification 
of rights and responsibilities for forest conservation after the project ended. Focusing on REDD+ as 
a market mechanism, or alternatively as a ‘development project’, would have missed these 
overlapping forms of environmental governance and decision-making. I elaborate on these 
complexities in section 8.4 on multiple strategies. 
 
Combining the findings of Chapters 5, 6 and 7 suggests that negotiation and translation work together 
as dual processes of drawing world making projects together to reach a common ground, but this 
‘ground’ is unstable and shifting (see also, Blaser, 2010; Tsing, 2015). Different practices and forms 
of negotiation were inherent in translation, and vice versa. These practices were implicated in the 
land negotiations studied in Chapter 5, while the findings of Chapter 7 connected other practices of 
negotiation to social learning. Such interrelationships provide insight into how learning processes can 
be fostered for REDD+. As discussed in the findings of Chapter 7, learning in REDD+ should not 
mean imposing a vision and assumptions, such as focusing on immediate drivers of deforestation 
through capacity building and livelihoods interventions. A motivation for developing the concept of 
an entry point in section 8.2, is to identify how different actors gain entry into existing land use 
systems (‘frontiers’). Those enrolled in REDD+ projects, variously, the communities, NGOs, 
government officials, and others, are enrolled in other forms of decision-making, alliances, and 
continuing land negotiations. As I elaborate in section 8.3, a program logic of ‘testing’ and ‘piloting’ 
of REDD+ objectives is ill-equipped to adapt and respond to local realities, including the different 
entry points of oil palm and REDD+ investors. Showing how processes of negotiation, translation, 
and learning overlap and interfere with higher level objectives indicates a need to direct learning to 
higher levels, not only the immediate project level. I develop these arguments in section 8.3. 
International environmental governance and policy experimentation require flexibility and openness, 
and social learning in navigating and pursuing environmental reforms. I identify new ethical 
implications, which are explored further in section 8.3.1, and again elaborated through discussion of 
environmental justice in section 8.5. Arguments for greater reciprocity and social learning inform 
implications at the end of sections 8.2 and 8.3, and building on these implications, issues of time and 
expert knowledge at the end of sections 8.4 and 8.5. 
 
The findings, overall, offer insights into disconnects and discrepancies between international 
aspirations and agreements, with local implementation, which have been observed in a range of 
contexts (Bull et al., 2018; Humphreys, 2008; McGregor et al., 2015b; Milne et al., 2016), including 
studies on REDD+ in Central Kalimantan (Gallemore et al., 2015, 2014). They are consistent with 
arguments that global environmental policies and goals cannot be imposed on local actors and 
situations (Carrier and West, 2009; Mosse, 2004). They affirm a need for collaboration and problem 
solving, integration of knowledge and social learning in multi-level environmental governance 
(Armitage, 2008; Armitage et al., 2008). I have extended literature analysing features of REDD+ by 
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incorporating frontier studies, and the relational approach of ANT as I elaborate below. My 
examination of processes of translating and negotiating REDD+, and of social learning within these 
processes, connected globally developed environmental objectives through multiple layers of 
governance to local people’s land and livelihoods. I have shed light on how and why the objectives 
and agreements formulated at an international level play out in different, untidy, and complicated 
ways. A main new contribution of the thesis is placing international environmental governance in the 
context of processes of land use change occurring at frontiers. Another contribution, as I elaborate 
below, is found in practical implications, elaboration of problems of justice, and related questions of 
ethics in policy experimentation. Showing what emerges from complex relationships and interactions, 
in processes of negotiation, translation, and learning, is an important contribution of this study. 
 
8.1.1. Critical reflection and relevance of ANT 
 
As described in earlier chapters, actor-network theory (ANT) can be understood a set of critical 
sensibilities that is open-ended, exploratory and relational. The conceptual framework and methods 
drew on features of ANT that pose questions about how knowledge is produced and justified, rather 
than observing facts or truths (Callon, 1986; Latour, 1999, 1996). I situated ANT among modes of 
poststructuralist inquiry that avoid externalising perspectives and predefined categories of 
explanation (arguments in Holifield, 2009). This was important for engaging with concerns of power, 
ethics and justice. Features of ANT informed the analysis of negotiation, translation, and learning by 
looking at contextual interactions and relationships (Law, 2004, 1999; Mol, 2010, 1999). This was 
most explicit using the concept of translation in Chapter 6 for implementing globally developed 
environmental objectives, while it was less explicitly signalled in Chapter 7 to highlight the relevance 
of social learning to the journal’s interests in policy. Features of ANT informed the analysis of 
negotiation from Chapter 5, particularly in the legal documents, as I explain below. Using Callon’s 
definition (1986, 1980) and framing translation through ANT opened up ways to see negotiation as 
process that mediates translation. The overall findings contribute to anthropological and ethnographic 
studies recognising multiple realities and struggles, and epistemological and ontological differences 
(e.g. Bennett, 2010; Blaser, 2010; Tsing, 2015, 2005), including studies that are informed by ANT in 
environmental governance (in particular, McElwee, 2016). This is elaborated below, particularly in 
section 8.3 on policy experimentation, and in section 8.5 on environmental justice. Here, I reflect on 
how this particular application of ANT contributed to the findings in this thesis. 
 
A key new contribution to studies on REDD+, and frontier studies, resulted from observation 
relational human interactions. This related to the practice orientation in ANT to explore how 
knowledge (and ontologies) are practised and enacted, and come into being through action. Focusing 
on practice/action opened up questions about ‘what it is to be an actor?’ in the findings of Chapter 6. 
Specifically, I used the concept of an actant, from ANT, to describe relationships among human and 
nonhuman agencies, not only the human actors. Relational human interactions were observed in 
analysis of the bamboo in the UNOPS REDD+ project in Chapter 6. They were implicit in Chapter 
7, informing analysis of the contractual format of VA documents, and project elements such as the 
selection of tree species and planting. Another example was the creation of land documents (Table 
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5.2) in mediating relations among villagers, governmental officials, and plantations managers in land 
negotiations. Attention to the qualities of legal documents, and the qualities of tree species or bamboo, 
revealed their influences within forms of decision-making and environmental governance. This 
extended thinking on the discursive and material impacts of environmental governance (e.g. Dressler 
et al., 2018) and the role of law and property at frontiers (Blomley, 2003; Li, 2014b). It enabled 
exploration of how different realities overlap and interfere with each other (Law, 2004; Mol, 2010), 
such as in the selection of bamboo interacting with villagers in an externally defined REDD+ project. 
The situation of power, observed in these materialities, is consistent with studies incorporating 
approaches from ANT (e.g. Bennett, 2010; Holifield, 2009; McElwee, 2016). It expands observation 
of restrictions on community participation, including in studies on REDD+ (e.g. Mulyani and Jepson, 
2015; Pasgaard, 2015), and the importance of land tenure and rights in REDD+ (e.g. Larson, 2011; 
Larson et al., 2013) by showing how the characteristics of objects exert agency over humans. 
 
The particular application of ANT in this thesis was guided by a concern with social and 
environmental justice, and related to this, a concern with ethics in global environmental governance 
and novel mechanisms such as REDD+. Another motivating thread of analysis was to learn from the 
‘world-building capacities’ of the actors and sites, rather than make a-priori judgements (Latour, 
1999). An example, as I elaborate in section 8.3.1, was the play on ‘guinea pig or pioneer?’ in the 
title of Chapter 6. I did not seek to resolve the competing perspectives and REDD+ translations, but 
instead to show the way in which local agency was constrained in the format of meetings, or in the 
selection of tree species or bamboo in the REDD+ projects. Another example was the selection of 
learning concepts from Chapter 7, to interrogate the desire for learning in REDD+ (e.g. Caplow et 
al., 2011; Jagger et al., 2009). These findings, informed by ANT, underscore the importance of 
‘learning from’ rather than ‘extracting data’ and ‘speaking for’ the organisation of social and 
economic relationships at frontiers. They underscore the importance of specific empirical inquiry, 
and connecting different ideas and approaches to illuminate problems of justice, including in François 
Lyotard’s (1988) concept of a differend (différend) from Chapter 5, as I elaborate in section 8.5. 
 
In the following discussion, I present major themes of entry points, experimentation, and multiple 
strategies, for implementing global environmental goals in frontier landscapes. These themes 
emerged from the synthesis of Chapters 5, 6 and 7, as summarised in Figure 8.1. In each theme, I 
explore how multi-level environmental governance and related concepts, in processes of negotiation, 
translation, and learning, could be approached in ways that foster linkages and long-term 
collaboration necessary for achieving environmental reforms. Additionally, I explore blockages and 
impediments in policy design and approach to implementation, and environmental injustice in the 
business-as-usual trajectory observed in agricultural frontiers across South East Asia and elsewhere. 
The organisation of the discussion to consider implications, following each of these themes, departs 
from speculation about whether REDD+ will succeed or fail (DeShazo et al., 2016); if not REDD+, 
another intervention will likely proceed, for which issues of power and knowledge, and trust and 
legitimacy in forms of decision-making, will arise in responding and adapting to local realities. The 
implications, at the end of each major theme, articulate ways forward in paying attention to entry 
points, promoting social learning, engaging strategically in critical locations, and recognising the 
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limited role and influence of ‘outsiders’. These implications suggest that it is not possible to determine 
what specific form of decision-making or intervention is needed, and importantly whether it is 
appropriate to intervene, without learning from those engaging locally governed resource 
arrangements, and asking them what they want. 
 
8.2.    Identifying entry points for global environmental schemes in frontiers 
 
Based on the findings of Chapters 5 and 6, I developed the concept of an ‘entry point’ to describe 
how global environmental schemes, such as REDD+, enter existing complex systems, such as 
frontiers. In landscape approaches, a ‘common concern entry point’ focuses on achieving ‘easy-to-
research intermediate targets’ (Sayer et al., 2013, 2017) to encourage multi stakeholder processes, yet 
who defines such targets in relation to competing interests are important considerations for 
implementing REDD+. While recognising a need for continued learning and adaptive management, 
such targets can lead to a focus on project deliverables and minimise imbalanced power and 
knowledge among negotiating positions. Incorporating specific learning objectives (Chapter 7) might 
be a better strategy. Although there are some similarities, I use the concept of an entry point somewhat 
differently to signify problems of gaining access to networks. The concept is different, for example, 
to coordination as a technical process of organising actors and responsibilities; the concept poses 
questions about how such actors and responsibilities are organised. It helps articulate issues of power 
and knowledge in multi-level environmental governance, and related concepts such as that of 
polycentric governance. By identifying entry points, I am interested in how power is exercised in and 
through complex relationships. This can be expanded beyond how actors gain access and benefits 
through formal and informal rules and practices of decision-making (Larson and Petkova, 2011, p. 
87) to how different ways of being and knowing are enabled or constrained in governance 
interventions.  
 
REDD+ is an emerging form of non-state environmental governance. As described in Chapter 2, 
different actors and institutions have sought influence over REDD+ processes from ‘beyond’ state 
borders (Bernstein and Cashore, 2012). These influences were expressed in translation processes in 
Chapter 6. Through the concept of an entry point, I connect the findings on REDD+ translation to 
land use decision-making in fluid negotiations observed for establishing oil palm plantations (Figure 
5.3). As I elaborate below, an ‘entry point’ can refer to a decision to establish a REDD+ project, such 
as the bilateral decision to announce the KFCP, or final Ministerial approval of a concession licence 
(ERC) for the Katingan-Mentaya Peatland Restoration and Conservation Project (KPRCP), a for-
profit REDD+ project. It can also refer to a government decision to grant a permit for an oil palm 
concession, or to grant a community forestry permit. In Chapter 5, I identified the ‘location permit’ 
as a point of entry for oil palm investors to gain access to land. This occurred in ways that appeared 
to have little obvious connection to processes of REDD+ implementation, yet the actors enrolled in 
REDD+ projects, such as villagers or district government officials, were engaged in the oil palm 
among other land negotiations, either directly or indirectly. This was revealed by a focus on 
Indonesia’s decentralised legal framework and looked across multiple initiatives and field sites 
(Tables 4.1 and 4.2), such as the oil palm in proximity to REDD+ projects. 
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Land use change processes at frontiers exceed attempts to model, control, and intervene in a 
controlled and predictable manner. Entry points describe how different actors gain access to complex 
systems, such as frontiers. As described in Chapter 2, Tania Li’s (2014a) analytic of conjuncture 
teases out connections and tracks relations over time. Anna Tsing’s (2005) concept of ‘friction’ 
conveys unstable and unequal forms of collaboration that are generative of social meaning and 
practice. These ideas are relevant to thinking about entry points. In definition, an entry point is 
constituted in specific events, rules and practices. It refers to a confluence of strategies and networked 
processes occurring at identifiable moments in time. An entry point can be identified by tracking 
relations and connections in multi-level governance arrangements. Entry points are unstable, yet 
traceable in higher level decisions, legal and historical trajectories, and interventions. This instability 
and unpredictability was earlier expressed in the concept of emergence (‘constant becoming’) in 
which systems are not merely complicated, but also dynamic and interacting in ways that defy 
attempts to model them (Dittmer, 2014, p. 390). It is consistent with arguments, informing the 
findings on translation, that there is no recipe of REDD+ nor any other ‘model’ of environmental 
policy and governance (Armitage, 2008, p. 25). Identifying entry points is a technique for 
investigating how global interventions become entangled in the very processes they seek to alter and 
improve (as argued in Li, 2007a). The concept examines how different actors forge alliances and 
agreements, and it connects prior events and decisions to specific sites and locations where global 
interventions are targeted. 
 
To illustrate this, I develop two threads of discussion, first relating to decentralisation, and second 
relating to REDD+. I consider entry points within locally governed resource arrangements in the case 
of oil palm permits at the district level, and those outside existing systems, the latter being relevant 
to implementing globally developed environmental objectives. This somewhat crude distinction 
indicates differences in relationships and practices of decision-making. What is inside/outside is 
relational and co-constitutive of action. In making this distinction, I observe that ‘outside’ actors, 
such as international donors and NGOs, cannot use the same entry points as those ‘within’ existing 
systems with established relationships. Furthermore, as shown in Chapter 5, those enrolled in 
environmental initiatives, variously, local villagers, government officials, NGOs, are engaged in 
other land negotiations and projects, which need to be considered in pursuing environmental reforms.  
 
Decentralisation created entry points for new and different actors within existing systems, as 
described in the oil palm licensing. Entry points for agribusiness investors seeking oil palm 
concession permits in Kapuas district, beginning in 2004, were created by a confluence of national 
strategies and networked processes, through which, a large concession model of land development 
emerged (Chapter 5). Decentralisation was associated with a period of destabilisation. This has been 
explored in another PhD study (Kurniasih, 2016) showing how decentralisation, by disrupting 
national policy processes, also created opportunities for Indonesian NGOs to lobby for community 
forestry, later facilitating multi-level linkages of villagers with local authorities and funding agencies 
in some locations in Java. In this study, community forestry proposals, such as Hutan Desa, occurred 
in several villages that participated in REDD+ projects. The proposals provide an example of how 
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different actors pursued objectives and strategies through REDD+ within the existing legal 
framework and permit systems. It is hard to judge whether the Hutan Desa proposals, a type of 
forestry permit, provide a meaningful entry point for local villagers to gain (legally recognised) access 
to land in higher level objectives. Any ‘outcome’ is subject to continuing land negotiations, creation 
of boundaries, enactment of forestry rules, and intersecting land use changes, including the oil palm 
plantations. 
 
In another example, the Norwegian government, through the Letter of Intent (LoI), promoted a 
jurisdictional approach leading to selection of Central Kalimantan as the pilot province. The LoI 
stripulated national reform that included a moratorium on new forest (oil palm) concession licences 
(Chapter 3). This moratorium, which first came into effect in 2011, has been extended and revised 
multiple times. Prior to this, the Indonesian investors and proponents of the KPRCP in Katingan, used 
the entry point of an Ecosystem Restoration Concession (ERC), a nationally administered forestry 
permit, to establish the for-profit REDD+ project. Their setbacks and delays to navigate the multiple 
steps within the existing legal framework and permit systems required enrolling international 
supporters to lobby for national approval.39 This compares to the agribusiness investors, using the 
entry point of a ‘location permit’ in oil palm licensing procedures (outlined in Figure 5.3) at the 
district level. Those seeking to continue the ‘business-as-usual’ trajectory of land development, such 
as the agribusiness investors, manoeuvred around the ERC application and forest moratorium. This 
is indicated in Figure 8.2 by the overlay of oil palm concession (PEAK – company 7) with the revised 
moratorium boundaries. This location, abutting the KPRCP, was provisionally ‘approved’ in the ERC 
application, but subsequently excluded at the final step of Ministerial approval in 2013. The entry 
point for the oil palm concession at the district level, in other words, was more ‘powerful’ in the effect 
on land use to establish a plantation, and it was reinforced by decisions made at the national level 
about the ERC application and revised moratorium.40 
 
Different entry points (the Australian and Norwegian bilateral agreements; the permits that included 
the community forestry, ecosystem restoration, and oil palm concessions) show contextual 
interactions and relationships leading to further negotiations and varied outcomes. The selection of 
Central Kalimantan as the official REDD+ priority province based on the Norwegian LoI, and the 
KFCP based on the Australian bilateral agreement (Chapters 6 and 7), are examples of outside entry 
points. That is, international donors and collaborating agencies, such as the UN, sought to pilot 
approaches to REDD+ in the former Mega Rice Project (MRP). Other examples, such as the 
                                                
39 This included the Hollywood actor and filmmaker, Harrison Ford during a controversial trip to 
Indonesia in 2013. Further information is available at: https://www.smh.com.au/world/indonesias-
green-legacy-in-peril-20131007-2v46f.html [accessed 4 January 2018]. 
40 As noted in Chapter 2, Presidential Instruction (Inpres 5/2019) established its permanence. The 
moratorium applies to new licences including oil palm concessions in forestry area classified as 
primary forest and peatlands. It is not retrospective. Legal enforceability is weak, and the 
moratorium does not address the legality of oil palm concessions (such as RASR – company 3 
mentioned in Chapter 5) in protected forest / peatlands. Revisions to the moratorium reduced the 
overall coverage by almost 3 million hectares since it was first introduced, with an example shown 
in Figure 8.3. 
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community forestry and ERC licence are more complicated in forestry rules and permit systems. 
Competing investors, government policies, licensing procedures, maps and permits, all converged in 
specific locations, affecting local villagers and peat ecologies. A key issue was competition for land. 
Therefore, when REDD+ starts to enter into frontier landscapes and raise people’s interests, it is 
important to recognise that those people are already engaged in other land processes like the oil palm, 
and REDD+ objectives get entangled in that. I develop the analysis in connection to the findings on 
translation in the section below. 
 
 

 
Source: https://news.mongabay.com/2015/10/maybe-thats-why-theres-so-many-fires-was-a-peat-swamp-illegitimately-

stripped-of-protected-status-in-indonesia/ [accessed 11 December 2018] 
 

Figure 8.2. Maps showing the location of the oil palm concession (PEAK) overlaid with the revised 
moratorium boundary 

 
 
8.2.1.   Entry points and translation 
 
Despite significant international funding and notoriety for Central Kalimantan as the official REDD+ 
pilot province, REDD+ remained ‘outside’ the workings of provincial government with very little 
penetration to the districts. A lot of interest in REDD+ following its selection as the pilot province 
can be understood as creating ‘entry points’ for those seeking to implement REDD+ from 
international and national levels. As discussed in Chapter 6, supporters of REDD+ at the provincial 
level described REDD+ as ‘reversing’ the history of national development intervention, such as the 
MRP. However, their vision for REDD+ differed to the expectations of donors and program 
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managers. Alternative articulations of REDD+ were temporarily sustained at the provincial level, 
suggesting entry points for pursuing REDD+ objectives. For example, some alignment of REDD+ 
translations promoting community benefits at the national level (Howell, 2014; McGregor et al., 
2015a) led to pilot projects (Table 6.2) that included the UNOPS REDD+ project. However, an 
emphasis on Dayak identity and ‘local wisdom’ in the Provincial REDD+ Strategy (STRADA), the 
locally produced plan for REDD+ implementation, was mainly ignored. STRADA, a potential entry 
point for implementation of REDD+ among supporters at the provincial level, was not fully made use 
of. The national REDD+ program and projects, mainly relying on multilateral and bilateral 
arrangements, as well as foreign aid, did not establish genuine partnerships with subnational actors 
and government levels. Potential supporters of REDD+ at the provincial level behaved in competitive 
and unpredictable ways, and they were ultimately not mobilised to promote and implement REDD+ 
in the province. Lack of mobilisation, by 2014, was followed by election of a new provincial 
Governor in 2015, on a platform of expanding oil palm and land development. The concept of an 
entry point, here in the role of STRADA, identifies a critical moment of network formation and 
competing translations, which are important for recognising and navigating local politics and 
variability. 
 
Obstacles for successful translation of REDD+ in Central Kalimantan were found in top-down 
approaches and longstanding dynamics of intervention in the province. As described in Chapter 6, 
the way REDD+ was implemented lacked flexibility, especially in the donor funded projects. Lots of 
initial meetings and project proposals generated local interest, but due to the top-down and inflexible 
nature of implementation, political and collaborative opportunities were missed. A previous study 
identified that distribution of public revenues for REDD+ to the district level is needed to shift 
priorities and incentives (Irawan et al., 2013), that is, for REDD+ to enter local land allocation 
systems. This did not occur in Central Kalimantan, and furthermore, the money being distributed, 
such as funding from the Norwegian and Australian governments, was not accessible to subnational 
government levels. Provincial and district governments were expected to implement REDD+ by 
preparing documents, attending meetings, and other reporting activities, but without access to 
additional financial resources or clear expectation of what REDD+ would in future entail. In other 
words, they were expected to undertake work to realise REDD+ national strategies and targets, but 
received little money (Chapter 6). Environmental reforms, to be effective, require attention to the 
higher level objectives of the land allocation and planning system, and attention to entry points to 
forge connections among different types of organisations and government levels, and engage in 
political strategising. They also require greater tolerance of risks, including risks related to financial 
accountability, which are difficult to negotiate in the bureaucracies of large organisations. 
 
8.2.2. Implications, finding entry points to target environmental reforms 
 
Paying attention to entry points and translation can help to identify where and how to target 
environmental reforms. There are three related implications. Firstly, there are multiple ways for 
business-as-usual actors to get around environmental reforms, such as the forest moratorium. 
Secondly, identifying entry points (such as the location permit for an oil palm concession) gives a lot 
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of useful information about where and how to target reforms. Thirdly, linking to the first point, to be 
effective, environmental reforms must involve and benefit the actors who engage in local resource 
governance by addressing their difficulties in higher level planning decisions on forest and land 
allocation. 
 
REDD+ donors and investors cannot use the same entry points as the agribusiness investors—and it 
is important to be aware of the informal relationships and steps in planning and licensing procedures 
(indicated in Figure 5.3). As described above, I identified the ‘location permit’ as an entry point for 
investors and a potential area of reform. Acting through complicated licensing procedures, a wide 
array of actors experienced difficulties; district officials to supervise the permits; company managers 
to obtain multiple permits and identify legitimate land owners; sub-district and village officials to 
navigate competing interests; local activists to provide information and support to villagers; and 
villagers to pursue their objectives. The direct nature of negotiations enabled some villagers and other 
people (mainly ‘elites’) to gain an advantage, but disadvantaged most villagers. The agribusiness 
investors, using the corporation as a defined legal entity, were often ‘hidden’ in these negotiations, 
especially from villagers. Clarifying who are the investors, government roles and responsibilities 
around the permit allocation, and the type of information and legal support that villagers require 
before they enter into an agreement with agribusiness interests, would likely be helpful. Identifying 
these steps, in turn, provides a potential entry point for reform, focused on the initial setup of 
negotiations and blockages for villagers to escalate a dispute. Continuing national reform processes 
aimed at clarifying accountability relations and strengthening village governance (noted in Chapter 
2), in turn, disrupts the entry points available to investors, among other actors, within multi-level 
governance arrangements at subnational levels. 
 
What is the significance of this for ‘outsiders’, such as international donors and collaborating 
agencies, and expert consultants, seeking to pursue environmental reforms? How collaborative 
relationships are established and negotiated over time is more important for achieving environmental 
objectives than preparing national strategies and regulatory systems, or project deliverables. If 
implementing something like REDD+, it would be advisable to look for competing translations and 
ensure that the initial processes reach the actors who are expected to engage and implement specific 
activities, recognising that disagreements are likely, and allowing time for these initial 
communications and processes to develop. This would mean, for example, in early design of projects 
making technical frameworks explicit, reflecting on them and providing flexibility to allow for them 
to be changed. Another issue is tolerance of risk to donor money by ensuring that there is a basis for 
collaboration that has been discussed and agreed, and being aware that local expectations will differ, 
including expectations of ‘accountability’. Understanding the modes of exchange and relationships 
requires listening to and learning from those actors engaging local land allocation systems, 
responding to their difficulties and asking them what they want. 
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8.3.    Experimentation requires social learning in response to uncertainty and 
unpredictability 

 
Previous studies have described policy and governance experimentation for implementing REDD+ 
as part of an evolving international forests and climate framework (Bull et al., 2018; Korhonen-Kurki 
et al., 2017; La Viña et al., 2016; Lyster, 2009; Peel et al., 2012; Tehan et al., 2017). Based on the 
findings of Chapters 6 and 7, I have added to this by examining experimentation in translation and 
learning processes for implementing REDD+. I distinguished a need for social learning from a 
hypothesis driven approach to ‘testing’ that impeded collaboration and problem solving. Consistent 
with this study, project objectives are often measured through indicators and reporting formats in 
ways that are favourable to donors (Pasgaard, 2015; Sage et al., 2013; Saito-Jensen and Pasgaard, 
2014). Even social and pro-poor objectives for REDD+ can become ‘lost in translation’ through 
ground-level dynamics (Pasgaard, 2015, p. 124), technical procedures (Myers et al., 2018), and 
broader studies have shown, performance standards and standardised tools for accountability 
(Boulding, 2012; Kilby, 2006; Sage et al., 2013; Saito-Jensen and Pasgaard, 2014). Such indicators 
and reporting formats specify parameters for evaluation. They should not be divorced from our 
thinking about what epistemological and ontological positions underpinned piloting approaches to 
REDD+ in this study.  
 
Building on arguments in Chapter 2, an assumption that ‘more empirical evidence’ can and should 
inform policymaking (Angelsen et al., 2017, p. 720) leaves the role of expert knowledge relatively 
unquestioned. By comparison, ANT follows decisions, competition, controversies in how knowledge 
is created (Latour, 1987). Drawing on ANT, the analysis of translation from Chapter 6 revealed 
‘REDD+ in the making’; problems of convincing others and deciding what REDD+ will be; 
problems, such as those villagers posed about the bamboo, and ‘middle’ actors posed about the 
timelines and targets announced by higher level leadership. In Chapter 7, modalities of testing and 
piloting, in the KFCP, were found to restrict what was valued and assessed as ‘learning’. Based on 
these findings, I argued that ‘active experimentation’ and transformation of knowledge through 
experiential learning (Kolb, 1984; Kolb et al., 2001) were needed. A prescribed mode of ‘testing’ in 
policy and program design has some parallel in the hard sciences in the assumption that objective 
knowledge is obtainable and verifiable, impacts can be measured and assessed, and adjustments made 
to a singular objective reality: 
 

The word black box is used by cyberneticians whenever a piece of machinery or set of 
commands is too complex. In its place they draw a little box about which they need to know 
nothing but its input and output. (Latour, 1987, pp. 2–3 emphasis in the original) 

 
A problem with ‘testing’, instead of ‘learning’, is that too much is prescribed, and much is hidden in 
messy social processes, and policy and program design. There is no master plan relating to such 
design: 
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While anyone can work on a small-scale model in the laboratory at any time, once we have 
left the lab, we always have to grapple with the collective at full size, without being able to 
wait or repeat the experiment or reduce the scale, without being able to accumulate knowledge 
of the causes and consequences of our actions. No reduction of the collective is possible; that 
is why nothing can replace the experiment that must always be carried out without certainties. 
Now, collective experimentation outlines an intermediate path between the reduced and the 
full-scale models, and it allows us to deploy the passage from one to the other over time. On 
one condition, however: that we keep track of the path we have taken (Latour, 2004, pp. 200–
201) 

 
Reflecting on these comments, it is hard to navigate a path between the small-scale model, such as a 
pilot project, and the full-scale model, such as international environmental governance in related 
goals, principles, agreements, interventions. This was indicated in discussion of the relationship 
between vision and practice from Chapter 6, and consistent with many studies (Armitage, 2008; 
Carrier and West, 2009; Li, 2007a; Mosse, 2004). David Mosse (2004) argues that the ‘black box’ of 
policy and program design seldom leads to any desired goal. If only the input and the output count, 
but not the context and overall design, it is putting a box around the mess of implementation and 
hoping that something useful will come out. Opening up the ‘black box’ indicates that ‘things hold 
when they start becoming true’, rather than, ‘when things hold they are true’, the latter meaning that 
the experiment is confirmed (Latour, 1987). The latter epistemological position of ‘testing’ underpins 
much policy and project work, including practices of ‘rendering technical’ and ‘grafting on new 
elements and reworking old ones’ (described in Li, 2007b). Different assumptions, related to 
epistemological positions, inform approaches to policy experimentation: 
 

Adaptive management, therefore, necessarily is about trial and error. If outcomes are 
indeterminate, constant policy learning will have to take place. If it works, you continue and 
scale up; if it fails, you abandon it. Policy-making and decision-making is thus an iterative, 
cyclical process. In so doing, we do not only adapt, but influence and change the system as 
well. But as well as complexity, managing climate change in particular brings another 
fundamental challenge: uncertainty. (Warner et al., 2018, pp. 2–3) 

 
The findings of Chapters 6 and 7 are consistent with arguments that scrutiny of institutional and donor 
preferences favouring certainty is needed (Paschen and Beilin, 2015). They add specific insight into 
how different realities overlap and interfere with each other (Law, 2004; Mol, 2010)—the realities of 
government officials, investors, project staff, villagers, NGOs, among others. An important new 
contribution of this study, informed by ANT, is to show how any evaluation process or assessment 
of project impacts should not be divorced from thinking about what epistemological positions and 
ontological assumptions underpin the intervention. Unless we venture into scrutiny of 
epistemological positions, we risk remaining on the surface of disagreements. We may miss the 
multiple struggles, and iterations of translation processes, through which, dominant modes of 
ordering the world are produced and justified. A key insight from this study is that experimental 
processes need to be approached, collectively, in a way that is less controlled, in response to 
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uncertainty and unpredictability (Latour, 2004, pp. 200–201). This requires scrutiny of assumptions 
in REDD+ to ‘pilot’ approaches and ‘learn lessons’: learning cannot be reduced to what occurs at 
either side of a black box. 
 
8.3.1.   Externally defined processes and experts reinforce power asymmetries 
 
The findings of Chapters 6 and 7 raise important ethical questions about conducting ‘real-life 
experiments’. These ethical questions are noted in one recent study on climate adaptation: 
 

The zest for large-scale (global, national, biome) social experimentation, however, raises a 
fundamental ethical issue, not only for climate adaptation but for any urgent action such as 
post-disaster reconstruction: the (lack of) informed consent of the “subjects” of 
experimentation. (Warner et al., 2018, pp. 2–3) 

 
As described in Chapter 6, those piloting approaches to REDD+, usually a mix of professionals 
(donors, experts, practitioners), sought to enrol local actors and define their roles, without identifying 
and helping them with the problems that they defined for themselves. Ethical issues were expressed 
in this chapter by the play on ‘guinea pig or pioneer?’ in the title. I selected the title from a provincial 
REDD+ coordination meeting, which was one of the three observations in the Preface. Following 
multiple speeches by international experts (who did not speak Indonesian language and had spent 
little time in the province), the Head of the former National REDD+ Agency, Heru Prasetyo, made 
the following statement: 
 

I used an incorrect word when speaking with Governor Teras Narang that Central 
Kalimantan would become a ‘laboratory’ for REDD+. The Governor does not want Central 
Kalimantan to be ‘guinea pig’ for REDD+. He wants Central Kalimantan to become a 
pioneer rather than pilot. So, Central Kalimantan is not a ‘guinea pig’, not a pilot—but a 
‘pioneering province’. (Meeting observation, Palangka Raya, February 2014)  

 
Whether the provincial government desired the role of ‘pioneer’ of REDD+, it was never established, 
and many in the province considered themselves as ‘guinea pigs’ being acted upon with limited 
influence over how the experiment was set up. This suggests a lack of local level power, particularly 
framing power by setting agendas (Morrison et al., 2019). ANT approaches power as an effect of 
performed relations to be studied empirically, rather than power as a set of causes (Law, 1999, 1992). 
The task of demystifying ‘the power of the powerful’ is to observe that inequalities and differences 
‘could and often should be otherwise’ (Law, 1992, p. 390). Actors become powerful by enrolling 
others and extending their networks, here unsuccessfully in the above-mentioned international 
experts giving the speeches. While seeking to shape agendas for REDD+ implementation, they did 
not appear to realise that others in the room either could not—or did not want to—listen to them. 
While assuming positions of authority, they did not extend their networks by enrolling others, 
ultimately lacking influence over decision-making at provincial and district levels. Potential 
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supporters of REDD+ at provincial and district levels, in turn, opted to avoid such meetings, while 
using pragmatic power to pursue their own agendas (cf. Morrison et al., 2019). 
 
Experimental processes, to be effective, require a shared learning agenda, political support and 
dedicated financial resources (Bos et al., 2013). Too much focus on technical elements and too little 
on initial communications led to frustration and disagreement with local actors. A further issue, 
described in the KFCP project, was that the overall design did not proceed from, nor prioritise 
deliberation and collaboration with the intended beneficiaries and participants. This is often, and 
rightly so, a focus of critical inquiry into power asymmetries including those relating to expert-
facilitated ‘participation’ (Ribot, 2018). It is impossible to talk about community participation in 
REDD+ without addressing the differences and inequalities arising from—and justified through—
the forms of technical expertise and knowledge recognised in higher level decisions. To illustrate 
this, I focused on the design and construction of the UNOPS climate communications centre, treating 
the bamboo building material as an actant, to shed light on how some knowledge claims (such as 
those designing the building and project) are recognised, while others (such as villagers needing land 
and relying on local timber) are invalidated. For villagers, barriers to integration of their knowledge 
emerged through (were constituted in) networks of relations that encompassed the bamboo. Such 
outcomes were effects of translation processes in practices of assembling (Li, 2007b) these kinds of 
projects. Opening up questions regarding who defines and pilots approaches to REDD+ is important 
to address power asymmetries and ethical issues in policy and governance experimentation. 
 
8.3.2. Implications, experimentation: rather than testing, promote social learning 
 
There are some important questions in the design of environmental programs and projects to promote 
social learning. What kind of goals should be set and how are these determined? How might programs 
and projects be designed to allow different actors to achieve learning in ways that are helpful for their 
problems and tasks? What are the methods and tools? Who decides and selects the methods and tools, 
in relation to what actors and epistemological positions? Selecting options and comparing alternatives 
is not merely as an intellectual task (this point is made in Mol, 2002 on healthcare practice), and there 
is double (and triple) involvement of an array of actors who have different priorities and objectives. 
Professionals (donors, scientists, practitioners) need to be aware of this so that that higher level 
objectives are negotiated through processes of learning that encourage feedback between actors and 
levels, as a basis for joint problem solving. Importantly, those actors who are expected to undertake 
work of implementation, and who have to live with the outcomes, need to be involved in the process 
of selecting and comparing options and alternatives, and learning objectives could specify their 
involvement.  
 
Prioritising deliberation and collaboration with the intended beneficiaries and participants, such as 
by specifying learning objectives, would likely be more helpful for forging connections than other 
technical design elements. Any learning objectives require identification of who is meant to be 
learning and assumptions around this. More flexibility and openness are needed, and previous studies 
have identified a need for ‘bridging organisations’ (Berkes, 2009) as well as attention to leadership 
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and other qualities to promote social learning (discussed in Chapter 7). While flexibility and 
openness, and leadership, might be desirable qualities, it is not easy for large bureaucracies (those of 
international donors and agencies, and governments) to set up loose networks and open lines of 
communication: often the organisational arrangements do not promote learning from such programs 
and projects (as noted in Saito-Jensen and Pasgaard, 2014). This is another reason why it is important 
to promote social learning in the bureaucracies of large organisations that provide the funding and 
expertise, rather than prioritise training and capacity building to local actors, often communities, in 
remote locations. Identifying entry points is another example of what could be considered in helping 
to engage (local) networks of actors and their relations, as well as impediments to reform. Has there 
been a local process for thinking about REDD+? Who has been doing activities on the ground? What 
sort of activities? What are local NGO perspectives and the history of outsiders in area? These sorts 
of questions are important, as well as ensuring that any initial communications inform the design and 
objectives, rather than communicating what has already been defined to seek local inputs. This is a 
key distinction. It is important to recognise that multiple negotiations are already going on, and 
learning is important as part of the feedback for different actors and processes to relate to each other. 
 
8.4. Multiple strategies to foster dialogue in frontier landscapes 
 

Standard experimental design incorporating ‘treatments’ and ‘controls’ may be applicable to 
components of landscapes but situations where a single treatment will be applied across the 
entire landscape of interest will be rare. (Sayer et al., 2017, p. 468) 

 
Difficulties environmental programs and projects have in defining goals and prioritising activities are 
magnified in resource frontiers. Implementation requires not only these goals, but also the strategies 
of other actors who bring their aspirations to the process. Entry points must be strategic and political 
to foster dialogue among these competing interests. Applying a ‘single treatment’ is unlikely to work, 
strategies here means engaging strategically and politically, which is not connoted using a language 
of ‘treatments’ and ‘controls’ for the reasons outlined above. ‘Strategies’ are often associated with 
methods and tools for environmental management and planning. They can also be tactical, such as to 
gain a benefit or advantageous position by enrolling others and controlling land and resources. By 
strategies, I refer to deliberative processes and joint problem solving, which are not immediately 
directed at measurable targets, distributional outcomes or advantages. This is different from the types 
of programs and projects that attract wide-ranging critique as technical and apolitical (Ferguson, 
1990; Li, 2007b, 2007a; Myers et al., 2018; Nathan and Pasgaard, 2017), and particularly, the UN-
administered pilot projects implemented in clusters of villages in the MRP region (Table 6.2). 
Examples of a more effective, integrated approach are strategies for engaging other actors, strategies 
for dealing with competing translations, strategies for promoting social learning (and directing 
processes of learning to the donors and implementers), strategies for enabling and encouraging others 
to define and pursue their own objectives, strategies for navigating competing interests in fluid 
negotiations, among other possible strategies. Identifying different entry points, listening and giving 
advice are strategies associated with social learning, when integrative negotiations encourage 
deliberative processes and problem solving to define shared goals and meaning (Leeuwis, 2004). 
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The 2015 Paris Agreement outlines, potentially, an approach ‘that integrates environmental, social 
and governance considerations in the agreement’ (La Viña et al., 2016, p. 22). However, such 
integration is likely to be extremely difficult in the practices of large organisations, donors and 
collaborating agencies. While addressing land tenure can be viewed as a strategy for implementing 
REDD+ (Larson, 2011; Larson et al., 2013; Resosudarmo et al., 2014a), it is deeply uncertain what 
this means, in practice, for rushed decisions and competition for land. As discussed in Chapter 5, a 
focus on legal certainty and asset recognition, such as land titling, is not likely to have a big effect on 
land distribution and capital accumulation for large concessions. As indicated by overlapping claims 
and issues of proof, it is unlikely that establishing a ‘good’ tenure system would work (consistent 
with arguments in McCarthy, 2013 and studies on land certification as a strategy). Of the various 
strategies used in implementing REDD+ in Central Kalimantan, including those dealing with land 
tenure, some were more helpful than others. Village Land Use Planning (PTGLD), a strategy, 
provided an example of applying learning from complex land processes within a large and externally 
defined project (KFCP) (Chapter 7). While mapping can be yet another technical exercise undertaken 
by experts (Li, 2007a) leading to further demarcation of village land (Milne et al., 2016; Peluso and 
Vandergeest, 2001), villagers recognised that such demarcation had already occurred, often being 
disadvantageous to them. PTGLD sought to initiate a process (ultimately unsuccessful and raced to 
fit the project’s end date) for district government to legally recognise the village maps within their 
spatial plan. A feature of PTGLD, as a strategy, was an attempt to encourage integrative negotiations 
to mediate conflicts,41 however to be effective, it would require long-term collaboration, beyond 
short-term projects. It would also require, as outlined above, attention to the initial processes for 
enrolling actors, including subnational levels of government, forestry departments, NGOs, 
corporations, others, at the beginning and allowing flexibility in the design. 
 
8.4.1.   Implications, multiple strategies: allowing time 
 
A problem of how to select strategies, such as to encourage social learning, and who chooses between 
options and strategies, relates to the need for dialogue between different initiatives and types of 
organisations and bureaucracies, such as foreign aid programs, multilateral or bilateral arrangements, 
with subnational levels of government. A further problem relates historical events and interventions, 
informing people’s perceptions. Deliberative processes to encourage problem solving need time for 
relationships to develop. Time is needed to establish multi-level linkages in the initial 
communications and agreements, such as to involve district governments. Top-down expectations of 
‘fast’ and tangible results are unlikely to be achieved. Such expectations are incompatible with rapid 
and disorderly land use changes. Strategies that foster dialogue can help to ‘slow down’ decisions; to 
create space for deliberation ensuring that all actors, particularly villagers whose land is affected, 
have adequate time and information to make decisions. Time is also needed to establish trust as a 
basis for collaborative relationships and social learning (consistent with Mulyani and Jepson, 2015). 
                                                
41 Integrative negotiations for PTGLD contrasted to oil palm negotiations that were distributive of 
land and benefits, often in ways that were deeply unequal. Identification of both types of 
negotiation was drawn from (Leeuwis, 2004). 
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The Village Agreements from the KFCP indicate a strategy for such dialogue, however focused only 
at the village level within a project that did not anticipate the time needed nor provide a flexible 
design. Promoting ‘praise culture’ is identified as a strategy for the end part of project assessments 
(Phillips and Edwards, 2000), however the description of ‘insiders’ and ‘outsiders’ jointly 
constructing a story of impacts helps to identify the kind of strategy needed at the beginning of 
programs and projects. Allowing time for the initial processes could encourage reciprocity and 
collaboration in environmental programs and projects. 
 
Strategies to engage marginalised groups require time to recognise and address multiple barriers to 
their meaningful participation in actual decision-making. An example, from the Village Land Use 
Planning (PTGLD), was the self-selection among villagers of almost exclusively male participants, 
meaning that women’s livelihoods and the needs of those traveling outside the village in search of 
work and livelihoods were not directly considered. Their inclusion would have required significant 
additional time and potentially revealed different priorities that were not directly considered in the 
initial mapping exercises. There is a further problem of the time that villagers expend to engage in 
such exercises, and whether, and how much, it is worthwhile to them. This depends, to some extent, 
on their ability to define the terms of participation beyond any immediate ‘benefits’ of training and 
livelihoods. Furthermore, as shown in the KFCP, providing villagers with training and income 
support has limited value to them, especially when projects are discontinued and their access to land 
is diminishing. 
 
8.4.2. Implications, multiple strategies: identifying critical locations 
 
Critical locations, where there is active land use change and competition for land, were situated at the 
edges of large REDD+ projects, both the KPRCP and KFCP in this study. A translation of REDD+ 
as being a carbon policy, and a focus on direct drivers of deforestation targeting communities, did not 
engage with the dynamics of land use change relating to land development and environmental 
initiatives. In the KPRCP for-profit project, the establishment of an oil palm plantation occurred in 
an excluded section of the ERC application. While the proponents had identified this location as being 
important to the project, its exclusion from the ERC application, and from the forest moratorium 
(Figure 8.2), set up a complex layering for nearby villages situated along the river and between a 
national park, oil palm plantations, and REDD+ project. In the KFCP, the integrated ‘whole-of-dome 
approach’ (Table 7.2) in the overall design, potentially extended the focus of peatland restoration and 
forest conservation to nearby locations, where oil palm plantations were established. But the initial 
focus on trialling payments to villagers, among other activities, did not address tenure claims and 
competition for land from intersecting land use changes. During the timeframe of KFCP 
implementation, two oil palm concessions were added to the surrounding area, adjacent to (company 
1 – UHP) and overlapping (company 2 – KLM) the project site. In Figure 8.3, the ‘gap’ in the forest 
moratorium is a critical location for nearby villages, and for peat ecologies. By the time that the 
deliberative mapping (PTGLD) was undertaken, the two southernmost villages whose lands are 
affected by the two plantations had withdrawn from the project. Community agricultural (non-forest) 
land, on both sides of the river, is being converted to large industrial oil palm plantations. This has 
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potential to affect what happens in the nearby Protected Forest Management Unit (KPHL), especially 
if villagers shift their livelihoods to the protected area. 
 
As a strategy, identifying critical locations, and prioritising what happens in these locations, is likely 
more effective than targeting REDD+ (or any other environmental initiative) based on the 
conservation value and technical measurement of carbon. It would recognise the dynamic processes 
and complexity of interactions. An important implication is that critical locations, such as shown in 
Figure 8.3, would need to be engaged with strategically and politically, and deliberative processes 
would need to be prioritised in these locations, ahead of any technical components such as tree 
planting and trialling payments to villagers. 
 
 

Sources: Indonesia Australia Forest Carbon Partnership (IAFCP) and Fatkhurohman, and Kapuas 
Government 

Figure 8.3. Overlay of the forest concession moratorium with oil palm concessions and the former 
KFCP project site 

 
 
8.5.    Struggles, blockages, and environmental justice 
 

The point of asking the question what is being counted, is not to argue that counting is doomed 
to do injustice to the complexity of life... The point, instead, is: how, and in what ways? What 
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is foregrounded and what turned into unimportant detail? Which changes are made irrelevant 
and which celebrated as improvements? (Mol, 2002) 

 
The southern peatlands are dramatic landscapes for the telling of global connections and 
constellations of state and market forces. Processes of land use change interweave successive 
interventions with patterns of settlement along rivers and livelihoods adaptations over several 
decades. The ethnographic detail of this study has elucidated the position of the villager quoted at the 
beginning of this thesis. For this villager, the conjuncture arising from his particular location, and the 
political and economic challenges associated with it, merged dramatic events and failed projects with 
his adaptations and strategising. I emphasise (consisent with Dove, 2011; Li, 2017 among other 
Indonesian studies) what is significant and different about the oil palm plantations is the relative 
permanence of the changes and the vast lands being converted and occupied. Rapid conversion of 
rural (community agricultural) land is leading to a jigsaw of oil palm plantations, forest conservation 
and REDD+ projects. Other landscape transformations in Sulawesi have been described (in Li, 2014a) 
in the emergence of capitalist land relations among villagers, and a ‘pincer effect’ of processes 
initiated by villagers and state enclosures of forest land. Here, I have shown how villagers are 
squeezed by the combination of land development and environmental initiatives. These findings add 
to empirical research on environmental justice (Forsyth and Sikor, 2013; Sikor et al., 2014) by 
showing how environmental inequalities and injustices are produced and justified in resource 
frontiers. They complement observations in other frontier locations (e.g. Dressler and Guieb, 2015; 
Li, 2014a) of how diminishing availability of land is generating environmental inequalities. 
  
A concern with social and environmental justice informed the analysis of negotiation from Chapter 
5. Emerging capitalist land relations and property rights in agricultural (oil palm) frontiers were 
explored, in the land documents that villagers used for claiming and contesting land ownership in oil 
palm negotiations. François Lyotard’s (1988) concept of a differend (différend) expressed what is lost 
to villagers and the incommensurability of the changes. Complex issues of ‘proof’ were identified. 
The contractual obligations and financial compensation provided some benefits to villagers, but 
shifted control of land to corporations. Reflecting on the experience of villagers who accept 
compensation for land, and the experience of those who progressively are situated ‘in-between’ large 
schemes, it is important to look carefully at what is ‘counted’, foregrounded and celebrated, or 
discarded and turned into an unimportant detail. Annemarie Mol (1999, p. 86) describes multiple 
struggles over what is counted as ‘ontological politics’ in ‘a link between the real, the conditions of 
possibility that we live with, and the political’ in terms of deliberation and choice. This is echoed, 
with a different emphasis, in Mario Blaser (2010) on a need to disrupt Western assumption of a 
singular ‘world’ and explore ‘ontological conflicts’. Singularity was represented in the 
legal/contractual relations that concealed other culturally significant values and relationships between 
people and land. It was also represented, with a different emphasis, in the epistemological position of 
‘testing’; that is, through collecting evidence, and refining policy instruments, tools and methods, it 
is possible to (re)make the world amenable to intervention. Deliberation and choice, in turn, disrupt 
this singularity and raise questions regarding what sort of actor decides between the options in 
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struggles to define the conditions of possibility—both our own and those of others (Mol, 1999, pp. 
74–75). 
 
Reflecting on the analysis of translation and learning from Chapters 6 and 7, multiple struggles and 
blockages to desired reform arose from how programs and projects were designed, often without 
genuine partnerships. This was an issue of effectiveness and one of justice. Those who are poor and 
disenfranchised lack ‘the capacity to aspire’ (Appadurai, 2004) in such projects. They become ‘poor 
collaborators, unskilled in navigating the links between immediate needs and wider goals and policy 
objectives’ (Mosse, 2004, p. 652). For villagers in this study, the absence of a future—the capacity 
to aspire—was striking in their strategic enrolment—part refusal and part acceptance—in both land 
development and environmental initiatives. Diminishing access to land has an effect of further 
weakening their negotiating position while foreclosing prior systems of exchange and increasing 
reliance on ‘outside’ forms of assistance. This does not strip them of power, absolutely. As indicated 
by the villager quoted as the beginning of this thesis, those who lack power, and whose realities are 
subjected to higher level decisions, engage imaginatively, strategically and pragmatically, with 
successive interventions. Prior experience and accumulated historical forms of injustice and violence 
inform their strategising, variously, opting to accept, refuse, withdraw, and weaken the influence of 
those engaged in designing and implementing projects, shaping wider goals, and making decisions 
concerning their welfare. 
 
8.5.1. Implications, environmental justice: the role of ‘outsiders’ 
 
Unless we scrutinise the assumptions and seek to understand the complexity at the ground level, there 
is no basis for proposing and implementing environmental programs and projects. We risk repeating 
a logic of intervention (Li, 2007a) instead of asking whether it is appropriate to intervene, who 
decides, for whom, under what conditions. Asking these questions, in turn, requires listening to and 
learning from the actors who engage in local resource governance, rather than providing them with 
capacity building and transfer of knowledge. This point has been made many times over, including 
in studies addressing historically and legally complicated relationships to land (Kunz et al., 2017; 
Lindsey, 1998) and in critiques of expert-facilitated ‘participation’ that impose ‘outside’ notions of 
forest conservation without adequate negotiation (Ribot, 2018). Listening to, learning from, and 
giving advice, define a limited role for ‘outsiders’ (Wallace, 2008, p. 22) such as international donors 
and collaborating agencies, and expert consultants. ‘Advice’ can be an indefinite thing, meaning that 
it is difficult to define and measure an outcome and process related to such ‘advice giving’, compared, 
say, to planting trees or building a climate communications centre. However, what is the point of 
planting trees or building a communications centre in a deteriorating land use situation—as indicated 
in 2015 by devastating peat fires? Experimentalist approaches to justice reform (Desai and Woolcock, 
2015 outlined in Chapter 2) are relevant to pursuing environmental reforms by emphasising a need 
to engage different perspectives, and recognising multiple barriers on poor people seeking justice. 
Any approaches and strategies here recommended face significant hurdles to bring about real change 
to the current business-as-usual trajectory observed, especially oil palm concessions. The influence 
of ‘outsiders’ is necessarily limited. An ability to extend influence a function of collaborative 
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relationships, achieved by enrolling actors, and enabling them to pursue their objectives, and helping 
them with the problems that they define for themselves, rather than crafting new regulatory orders 
from the top-down. 
 
8.6.    Future research and transferability 
 
Features of the study design were innovative for REDD+ research, such as selecting multiple 
initiatives and field sites (Tables 4.1 and 4.2). Within the overall practice-oriented and ethnographic 
approach, I have worked across different bodies of scholarship (Figure 1.1) and incorporated ANT’s 
concern for human and nonhuman agencies. In this section, I consider the transferability of findings 
based on the study location in the southern peatlands. This location has particular characteristics, such 
as the intensity of the land use situation and a high profile setting for REDD+ in Central Kalimantan. 
I reflect on these particular characteristics and the constraints on conducting ethnographic research 
across a variety of field sites in different locations. Following this, I outline further areas of 
interdisciplinary research based on the overall findings. 
 
8.6.1.   Transferability of findings 
 
Given that REDD+ has focused in carbon rich regions, where land use is actively changing, the 
research findings are likely transferable to other developing countries and REDD+ locations, 
especially those subject to large-scale forest conservation and land development. I have provided 
detailed, ‘thick’ description of a complicated land use situation to enable others to understand this 
situation and consider how the research findings are relevant to other locations. I have emphasised 
meaning and interpretation, not empirical generalisations  (Bryman, 2012). It is important to note for 
transferability that other developing countries and REDD+ locations have different historical, legal, 
political and social characteristics, including state-society relations and makeup of civil society and 
NGOs. It is also important to consider any differences relating to centralised or decentralised 
decision-making, configurations of state and private land, legal recognition and struggles over 
customary land rights, among other issues. I selected a high-profile location with a variety of REDD+ 
projects and related activities. Other locations would possibly only have one or two REDD+ projects, 
or a different mix of land development and environmental initiatives, and fewer actors involved. I 
focused in the MRP region, which has been repeatedly targeted for interventions. Selecting two 
districts, one inside, and another immediately outside of the MRP, provides an indication of how 
successive interventions (timber, agriculture, oil palm, forest conservation and REDD+) have divided 
and occupied the peat landscapes, and disrupted local ecologies and traditional ways of life. Other 
locations would have different characteristics, drivers and processes of land use change, that would 
need to be considered for transferability. 
 
Key new findings came from looking at multiple sites, levels, actors and types of organisations, across 
a complicated land use situation that required considerable time to undertake fieldwork. What it 
meant, however, was that I did not have as much detailed knowledge about certain aspects as a more 
focused study on a specific project or smaller number of sites. Focusing repeated rounds of fieldwork 
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in a single district (Kapuas) was important for authenticity (the richness, suitability and sufficiency 
of the data, and how the research is carried out), but it meant that the views of people living in Kapuas 
are more represented in the analysis than those in Katingan. The focus in Kapuas was also important 
for credibility to allow time for dialogue with research participants through repeated rounds of 
fieldwork (Chapter 3). While I observed similarities in villagers’ responses in preliminary analysis 
(Round 1), it is possible that further research in Katingan would identify different local perspectives 
and expectations due to their location outside of the MRP. The overall findings are transferable to 
other frontier landscapes, especially those with a significant history of intervention and donor 
presence, a large number actors and projects, and increasing competition for land. 
 
8.6.2.   Further areas of research 
 
The research design and methods recognised a need to study REDD+ in an integrated way. Further 
interdisciplinary research, bringing together studies in law and geography, and anthropology, could 
help to understand complex processes of environmental change, and overlapping forms of 
environmental governance and decision-making. Further research could connect national spatial 
planning and forestry issues (e.g. Brockhaus et al., 2012) to practices of decision-making involving 
subnational government levels. Critical locations of active land use change (indicated above in Figure 
8.3) could be identified by overlaying maps and permits with project, forestry and other boundaries, 
and incorporating spatial (GIS) data with local understanding of land use change. These techniques 
are relevant to legal and policy reform, for example, aiming to reduce land conflict and fire occurrence 
in tropical peatlands. Detailed attention to the characteristics of maps, permits, land certificates, 
among other objects, such as tools for measuring soil and water, is relevant to further research. 
Approaching legal objects (that have the meaning humans give them) as ‘actants’ indicates potential 
further research directions to investigate how such ‘objects’ interact with social and ecological 
processes, such as fire occurrence. Other socio-material forms could be considered, such as the 
interactions of the oil palm permits and maps with block subdivision inside an oil palm plantation, 
soil type and quality, settlement locations, plantation rules and infrastructure (some consideration of 
this in Li, 2017). 
 
Further research could engage with other areas of study on justice. One recent study engages with the 
ontology of oil palm in multispecies approaches to environmental justice (Chao, 2018), which could 
be brought into dialogue with other socio-material forms such as the permits and maps. Another 
recent study uses storytelling as an entry point for examining different world making practices and 
assumptions (Pascoe et al., 2019), which could be brought into dialogue with the concept of an entry 
point in this thesis. There is an important link, here, to decolonial movements (e.g. Blaser, 2010) in 
not making a priori assumptions and imposing theory on the lives of others, but engaging reciprocally 
and letting the empirical influence the theoretical. This is part of decolonising research practice in 
making space for alternative approaches to environmental governance (see, Pascoe et al., 2019). It 
offers possibilities to move beyond critique of governance interventions to open up alternative ways 
for reality to be perceived. Reflecting once more the work of Annemarie Mol (2010, 2002, 1999), 
such alternatives are deeply political because they open up for reflection and scrutiny what is 
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foregrounded, where and how different options are situated, whether these options constitute choices 
and for whom, and how we should choose. Further longitudinal research, repeated at time intervals 
of several years, would deepen insights into continuing frontier processes in the study area. 
 
8.7.    Conclusions 
 
Land use change processes at frontiers continue to transform tropical forest landscapes across South 
East Asia. Similar frontier processes are occurring in other developing countries around the world. 
As a result, the world is facing major challenges of how to stem the loss of forest ecosystems that are 
important for biodiversity and climate regulation. At the same time, local environments and people 
experience multiple disruptions and land use changes. While the 2015 United Nations Paris 
Agreement recognises a need for integration and bottom-up processes, this study found that top-down 
approaches to REDD+ in Central Kalimantan reduced flexibility and options at local levels. While 
policy experimentation is already occurring in multi-level governance arrangements, I have sought 
to raise political and ethical questions about how environmental programs and projects are designed, 
what is prioritised and counted, how local actors are enrolled, and their roles defined. A key challenge, 
identified from these findings, is how global environmental schemes enter into, and interact with 
existing land use systems, recognising the difficulties and limitations of intervention, and rapid 
changes occurring in frontier landscapes. Time is needed for building and maintaining collaborative 
relationships. Globally, this is a challenge, given the urgency of warnings of collapse of forest 
ecosystems and climate change. Regionally and locally, there are challenges, given rapid oil palm 
expansion and diminishing local access to land, and environmental loss and degradation contributing 
to fires in the southern peatlands. This study found that multi-level governance arrangements for 
REDD+, and bureaucratic tendencies of donors, led to short-term projects that became enmeshed in 
continuing land use negotiations, with their design indicating a limited understanding of these 
complex local realities. There was little evidence of REDD+ influencing subnational land use 
decisions, and mixed outcomes for the environment and for local populations. Land use change 
processes, as indicated in rushed decisions and competition for land, are not amenable to externally 
defined solutions. These ‘solutions’ have repeatedly been shown to do little to achieve international 
aspirations and agreements—while leading to practical outcomes that only thinly resemble the 
original goals and plans (Carrier and West, 2009). 
 
The overall findings in this thesis add to empirical understanding of international environmental 
governance, and relatedly to critiques of approaches to international development and forest 
conservation that promote transfer of knowledge, but lack openness when adaptive responses are 
needed. Specific lessons from this study include identifying entry points, fostering multiple strategies, 
promoting social learning in policy experimentation, rather than focusing on short-term projects, 
technical components and regulatory systems. Greater flexibility and openness, tolerance of risk, and 
specific learning objectives, can help to build collaborative relationships, and to navigate frontier 
processes. Multiple strategies are needed, and long-term collaborations would support learning. 
These strategies should recognise struggles and blockages arising from how programs and projects 
are designed, often without genuine partnerships, little integration with local partners in subnational 
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governments, and inadequate recognition of local needs and aspirations in higher level decisions. 
Environmental inequalities and disadvantages are effects of multiple events and processes that 
accumulate in existing land use systems. They are connected to histories of colonialism and state 
formation, observed in movements of people and resources, and widely expressed in forces of 
globalisation and capitalism. The overwhelming commitment of the Indonesian government to 
economic growth through oil palm expansion, combined with the global demand for palm oil and 
other resource commodities, present massive obstacles that are unlikely to be solved by a project or 
program approach, or indeed by a jurisdictional or landscape approach to REDD+. Different 
alternative conceptions of ‘development’, and of ‘forest conservation’ need to be locally negotiated 
and address equity and justice concerns. Such alternative conceptions are both conditions and 
outcomes of strengthening democratic governance and accountability, and redirecting economic 
opportunities, and land and livelihoods strategies in favour of local people. Entry points that are 
strategic and political, that lead to a real alternative conception of ‘development’, and of ‘forest 
conservation’, that are locally negotiated and address equity and justice concerns, might be a way to 
build a movement for change that could subvert the business-as-usual trajectory observed in 
Indonesia and other South East Asian frontiers. 
 
The processes of negotiation, translation, and learning, investigated in this study, offer new insights 
into how interventions for implementing global environmental goals relate to existing, dynamic and 
emerging land use systems, such as frontiers. Deeper consideration of the ways in which these 
processes relate to each other has shed light on how discrepancies and disconnects between 
aspirations and agreements made internationally, with local implementation, emerge from interacting 
multi-level environmental governance arrangements, and specific practices and relationships within 
these. It is important to recognise that any political and ethical questions are—and should be—deeply 
pragmatic. I was often struck by the ability of villagers in this study to strategically navigate 
continuing and often unrelenting frontier processes and accept compromises. These compromises 
were often deeply unequal, but by being pragmatic, they could survive in this complex and dynamic 
setting. Their wellbeing; the quality of survival here was at issue. It is important to pay attention to 
such unequal compromises, and learn from this capacity to compromise. Problems of experts and 
technical governmental strategies are already well known (Ferguson, 1990; Li, 2007a; Scott, 1998), 
and there is a significant body of critical ethnographic findings on REDD+ programs and projects 
(Milne et al., 2018). It is easier to identify the many shortcomings and failures, but harder to identify 
strategies and reformist pathways that respond to the urgency and severity of problems facing us 
globally and collectively, and the rapidly unfolding processes at these frontiers that are leading to 
villagers’ diminished access to land. I have sought to give meaning and agency to people’s actions, 
from the perspective of those engaging in frontiers. This included the difficulties of the ‘middle’ 
actors in pursuing environmental objectives, and meeting the timelines and targets announced by 
high-level leadership. Reflecting on these overall findings, an important contribution of this study is 
to identify the need for language that is both more and less critical: more critical to recognise local 
needs and aspirations; and less critical to encourage open-ended processes that seek alternatives, 
accept uncertainties and risks, engage with other ways of being and knowing, promote social learning, 
recognise the difficulties for all involved, and speak to donors and implementers, rather than 
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criticising them. This requires listening to and learning from local actors, and applying learning to 
navigate the frontier processes observed in this study. 
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