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Participatory ecological monitoring aims to bring together conservationists and members of 

the public to collect scientific data about changes in nature – in species, habitats, ecosystems 

and natural resources. Given that such monitoring not only concerns measures of nature but 

inherently the participants doing the measuring, it is as much to do with social processes as it 

is to do with ecological ones. By drawing on detailed ethnographic work from the 

community forests of Nepal, this thesis aims to explore some of the social dimensions of 

participatory monitoring and of its consequences for socio-ecological regimes. Current 

debates in political ecology, development studies and nature-society studies provide the 

theoretical basis for the investigation.  The novelty of the thesis lies in its extensive empirical 

data, which allows it to explore current understandings of participatory monitoring.  

 

The thesis establishes the following tentative theoretical findings. It firstly draws attention to 

the importance of the informal, often unconscious ways in which we all observe changes in 

nature and of the need to recognise such ‘local monitoring’ in relation to participatory 

monitoring. It draws attention to the situated nature of practices of monitoring and the 

heterogeneity of people involved, suggesting that this has consequences for how costs and 

benefits arising from participatory monitoring are distributed amongst participants and 

beyond. It argues that without attending to such consequences, participatory monitoring may 

serve to (re)produce social inequalities which are the basis for marginalisation and that it 

may become embroiled in local power struggles. The thesis argues that whilst participatory 

monitoring may provide useful data on changes in nature, that this information will not 

automatically influence decision-making over nature conservation or the use of natural 

resources. A multitude of other factors are important in such decision-making and the ways 

in which these relate to and potentially constrain the effectiveness of participatory 

monitoring are discussed. The thesis finally offers a typology with which to better 

understand the complexity amongst participatory monitoring projects – based on who and 

what they are for – and with which to approach the conflicts and inconsistencies they 

present. The thesis concludes that without a careful consideration of their inherent social 

dimensions, participatory monitoring projects will ultimately fail in attempts to both improve 

the condition of nature and the lives of societies that depend on it, for the two are intimately 

connected. Interdisciplinary studies such as this are therefore seen to offer great potential to 

participatory and community-based approaches to conservation and natural resource 

management more widely. 
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Introduction 

This thesis addresses the topic of ‘participatory ecological monitoring’. Such monitoring of 

changes in nature – of species, habitats, ecosystems and natural resources – is characterised 

by the collaboration of conservationists and members of the public, and marks a step away 

from past practices which included only ‘the experts’. Much important research has been 

done to assess the accuracy and precision of participatory ecological monitoring in relation 

to that conducted purely by professionals - partly to be able to persuade those professionals 

of its worth and utility as a conservation tool (Hellier et al. 1999, Genet 2003, Danielsen et 

al. 2005a, Hernandez-Stefanoni et al. 2006, Mosely 2006, Evans & Guarigauata 2008, Jones 

et al. 2008, Holck et al. 2008, Reed et al. 2008, Setty et al. 2008, Anadon et al. 2009, 

Carvalho et al. 2009, Leopold et al. 2009, Roba & Oba 2009). Given that such monitoring 

concerns not only measures of nature but inherently the participants doing the measuring, it 

is as much however to do with social processes as it is to do with ecological ones.  

 

This thesis draws on the social sciences and work on nature-society interactions to consider 

the social dimensions of participatory monitoring and the consequences of these for both 

society and nature. The thesis maintains a view of nature and society as mutually 

constitutive, meaning that projects such as participatory monitoring must explicitly address 

their ecological and social dimensions if they are to be successful in making improvement in 

either. In this way, the thesis aims to explore opportunities for interdisciplinary insights by 

bringing the social sciences to bear on what some may see as purely an ecological issue.  

 

Much important research has been undertaken with regards the social dimensions of 

participatory monitoring, with particular insights into processes of citizenship through 

participation, participant motivations, and internal ‘meaning-making’ and knowledge 

creation processes associated with such monitoring (Ellis & Waterton 2004, 2005, Lawrence 

2006, 2009, 2010, Lawrence & Turnhout 2010, Bell et al. 2008). This thesis aims to build 

upon such work by further exploring the following; the different kinds of environmental 

knowledge brought to play in participatory monitoring; new angles and debates on 

participation; some of what might be considered the ‘external’ factors which can impact on 

such monitoring in terms of social, political, economic and ecological forces; and finally 

relationships between society and nature sustained through participatory monitoring.  
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The novelty of the thesis lies in its extensive empirical data, which allows it to explore in-

depth our current understandings of participatory monitoring. A number of chapters in the 

thesis develop conceptual frameworks through which to view and analyse participatory 

monitoring, drawing on literature and theories from political ecology, development studies 

and nature-society studies. Extensive empirical evidence from case-studies in the community 

forests of Nepal is used to work through the frameworks and theoretical arguments in order 

to explore our understanding of the practice of participatory monitoring. Suggestions are 

made with regards the policy and practice of participatory ecological monitoring on the basis 

of these findings.  

 

Research questions 

This thesis is based on research to address the following aims and objectives; 

Overall research aim 

To investigate the multiple ways in which local people monitor their environment 

and the outcomes that these may have for socio-ecological systems 

Research objectives 

• To explore what forms monitoring of nature can take; considering that based on 

different knowledges, as well as variations at an individual level 

• To explore how monitoring is mobilised in decisions and practices of natural 

resource management and conservation 

• To explore how monitoring fits into wider human-environment relationships and is 

affected by factors governing these 

• To explore how monitoring contributes to the emergence of socio-ecological 

systems 

 

In the context of this thesis, ‘socio-ecological systems’ refer to nature and society as existing 

in an intimate, dialectical relationship which means that neither can be considered except in 

relation to the other (see Nightingale 2003a, 2010, forthcoming).  
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This chapter now goes on to provide an introduction to participatory ecological monitoring 

and a review of current work in the field. This provides examples of the wide range of 

projects which may fall into the broad category of participatory monitoring and brings to 

light some of the main ideas and insights raised by other researchers. The review starts with 

participatory monitoring in a variety of environmental contexts and then moves on to 

consider that specifically in forest environments, as these form the setting for the empirical 

work on which this thesis is based. The chapter then moves on to consider various ‘matters 

of monitoring’ which are those developed throughout this thesis in light of its empirical 

evidence. Three such ‘matters’ are discussed; firstly ways to keep track of nature, secondly 

knowledge, power and control, and thirdly participation. 

 

Participatory ecological monitoring 

 

“Mara wildlife in serious decline” (BBC News 23.04.09) 

“World ‘to fail’ on nature target” (BBC News 13.10.08) 

“EU commission urges fishing cut” (BBC News 21.04.09) 

“Fish stocks recover as conservation works” (The Guardian Weekly 07.08.09) 

“Plummeting butterfly numbers reflect a deeper ecological malaise”  

     (The Guardian Weekly 15.05.09) 

 

These newspaper headlines want us to sit up and take note – the natural world around us is 

changing and we are (more often than not) loosing species and habitats at alarming rates. 

These stories take as their starting points the reports and results of monitoring activities by 

ecologists and conservation scientists, conducted in an attempt to keep track of ecological 

changes around the world. Such monitoring forms the backbone of conservation efforts 

determined to save biodiversity and manage natural resources sustainably, on the premise 

that the provision of scientific data is the first vital step towards this.  

 

So what exactly is ecological monitoring? Spellerberg’s textbook on Monitoring Ecological 

Change (2nd edition) defines ecological monitoring as “the systematic collection of 

ecological data in a standardized manner at regular intervals” (Spellerberg 2005, p.2). The 

terms systematic, standardized and regular are important as they determine the scientific 

accuracy and precision of data; on which ecologists and conservationists place huge 

emphasis. Monitoring projects relate to a diversity of ecological features and processes 
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which are changing over a range of time frames; they involve a wide variety of drivers of 

change and serve many different purposes (Table 1.1). Ecological monitoring is carried out 

in terrestrial, freshwater and marine environments using an array of methods and techniques 

too diverse to mention here; suffice to say that they may involve direct observations and 

measurements, as well as indirect measures based on proxies or remote technologies. Once 

ecological data has been gathered it is generally subject to a process of analysis which more 

often than not involves the use of statistics. It is the results of this analysis which it is hoped 

will go on to inform decisions over sustainable resource use and nature conservation. 
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It is worth making the distinction here between the ecological monitoring outlined above and 

what is often referred to as ‘monitoring and evaluation’ (M&E) or ‘performance monitoring’ 

(Abbot & Guijt 1998). M&E or performance monitoring involves the collection of data on 

the progress of projects aimed at sustainable resource use or conservation, often involving 

local communities. Some of the indicators of progress may concern physical attributes of the 

environment – as in ecological monitoring – whilst many concern social processes such as 
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improvements in socio-economic status. Ecological and performance monitoring are often 

conflated to represent the same thing; however important differences between them with 

regards to their aims and objectives should be kept in mind. There are nonetheless important 

lessons which can be learnt and applied between the two types of monitoring.  

 

Spellerberg’s (2005) second edition textbook on ecological monitoring contains a chapter 

devoted to ‘community-based ecological monitoring’; a chapter which did not appear in the 

first edition of the textbook, published ten years previously. The author considers the rise of 

community-based monitoring – that referred to in this thesis as ‘participatory monitoring’ – 

to be one of the major developments in ecological monitoring to have occurred between the 

editions of the book. The rise of participatory monitoring must be set against global trends in 

the democratisation of science through what has been referred to as ‘citizen science’ 

(O’Riordan 1998) and interest in devolving environmental responsibilities and management 

to local stakeholders (Agrawal & Gibson 1999, Leach et al. 1999, Adams 2001, Blaikie 

2006). It has also emerged out of ‘professional-only’ ecological monitoring as described 

above, some say to overcome its limitations (Danielsen et al. 2005a). Participatory ecological 

monitoring covers a broad range of practices, focusing on a range of ecological features, 

drivers of change, time-frames and for a variety of reasons i.e. many of those characteristics 

given in Table 1.1. The ways in which people participate in such monitoring also vary, from 

helping to collect data to being fully involved in all stages of a project, from objective setting 

to data collection to data analysis and application of the results. A typology to characterise 

the differing degrees to which people participate has recently been produced and has been re-

created in Table 1.2. 
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A review of the work of some of the most prominent researchers on participatory monitoring 

– in its various forms – shall now be given, so as to provide an introduction to the kinds of 

participation involved and the sorts of project objectives. From types of monitoring which 

can occur in any environment, the review moves on to consider forms of participatory 

monitoring associated specifically with forest environments, as these form the setting for the 

empirical work on which this thesis is based. Within a forest environment, the thesis deals 

with participatory monitoring in which members of subsistence communities in the global 

South monitor natural resources on which they depend for agricultural and domestic inputs. 

A wider range of participatory monitoring projects are reviewed below however in order to 

provide a background against which to view this empirical example and to see how it fits 

into wider practices and debates. The review is not exhaustive and additional important work 

is detailed further below in the section which develops the themes that this thesis addresses; 

Matters of Monitoring. That section draws on literature dealing specifically with the social 

dimensions of participatory monitoring (for example; Ellis & Waterton 2004, 2005, 

Lawrence 2006, 2009, 2010,  Bell et al. 2008, Lawrence & Turnhout 2010).  

 

Literature review 

Participatory monitoring in a variety of environments 

Important in the field of participatory monitoring research are Danielsen, Burgess and 

colleagues (Danielsen et al. 2000, 2003a, 2003b, 2005a, 2005b, 2006, 2007, 2009, 2010 
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MOMA n.d.)1. For over 10 years Danielsen and colleagues have been highlighting the 

limitations of ‘professional-only’ ecological monitoring, thought to include; its high financial 

costs (limiting programmes largely to the global North whereas globally biodiversity levels 

are highest in the global South), short time-frames, technical difficulties, irrelevancy of 

results to local managers, and the lack of attention they give to the objectives of other 

stakeholders. In order to overcome these problems, Danielsen and his colleagues propose 

that monitoring projects should involve local residents or protected area staff, whom they 

characterise as having little or no formal education. They write that these local people should 

be directly involved in data collection and ideally data analysis, however it is clear that such 

programmes require the initial help of professional scientists or technicians to become 

established.  

 

Data collection methods promoted by Danielsen and his colleagues tend to be those based on 

simple scientific techniques and ones which would adhere to the definition of ecological 

monitoring given above as they aim to be systematic, standardized and regular. Methods 

include line transect surveys, standardised recording of routine observations, fixed-point 

photography and focus group discussions, although ideally they incorporate the local 

knowledge of participants too. These projects tend to be directed towards understanding 

inter-seasonal/annual changes in species, habitats and ecosystems as a direct result of human 

activities surrounding the use and harvest of natural resources (cf. Table 1.1).  

 

Danielsen et al (2005b) provide perhaps the only quantitative assessment of how 

participatory monitoring is put into action to effect management decisions. A case-study 

from the Philippines showed how over two and half years of monitoring involving 97 

rangers and 350 community volunteers in eight protected areas, 156 management 

interventions were made; 98% of which were considered by the researchers to be 

‘meaningful and justified’.  

 

Danielsen et al (2005) bought together a range of such participatory monitoring projects in a 

special edition of Biodiversity and Conservation (Issue 14) (Adrianandrasana et al. 2005, 

Becker et al. 2005, Brashares & Sam 2005, Gray & Kalpers 2005, Noss et al. 2005, Stuart-

Hill et al. 2005, Topp-Jorgensen et al. 2005, Townsend et al. 2005, Uychiaoco et al. 2005, 

Van Rijsoort & Zhang 2005). One example in the special issue by Topp-Jorgensen et al. 

                                                 
1 It was a special edition of Biodiversity and Conservation edited by these authors that sparked my 
initial interest in the field of participatory monitoring as a subject for my PhD. 
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(2005) presents evidence from a participatory monitoring project developed and 

implemented by a group of conservation scientists in conjunction with the villagers of 23 

villages in central Tanzania. The project built greatly on existing local natural resource 

management institutions and local practices and the involvement of local people in all stages 

of the development, implementation and results-use was seen as of the utmost importance. 

The project focused primarily on monitoring resource extraction, rather than biodiversity, 

although a few high conservation priority species were included in the monitoring 

programme with the aim of increasing local awareness of conservation issues. Detailed 

accounts of the use and dissemination of monitoring results are given in the paper and appear 

to have been highly effective due to their being funnelled through existing natural resource 

management committees and successful collaboration with District Forest Officers. Other 

reasons given for the high success of the project was the retention of money from fees 

charged for the use of resources, which acted as an incentive mechanism. It was concluded 

however that whilst this community-based monitoring was effective in miombo woodland; 

which has high resource-use and low conservation value, it may need augmenting with 

scientific monitoring in areas of high biodiversity in montane forests.  

 

Other cases presented in the special issue include a review of a participatory monitoring 

project developed and implemented in 12 villages in China, aimed at monitoring resource 

use, wildlife damage to crops and land use (Van Rijsoort & Zhang 2005). Results indicate 

that the project built trust between all stakeholders and led to more transparent and 

democratic decision-making. With regards to the accuracy of the monitoring however, the 

authors are keen to point out that “all stakeholders perceive and interpret nature differently 

based on different worldviews, knowledge systems, values and beliefs” (p.2543).  

 

A case of participatory monitoring in Laos interestingly found that the management 

interventions made following monitoring activities were a reaction to immediate threats or 

perceived trends in biodiversity, rather than to trends revealed by analyses of the collected 

data (Poulsen & Luanglath 2005). It also revealed that patrols and village discussions came 

to a virtual standstill when external funding ceased, despite the annual running costs being 

‘only’ (in the author’s opinion) $4,000 or $0.02 per hectare of forest.  

 

Reviewing a case of participatory monitoring of reef protected areas in the Philippines, 

Uychiaoco et al. (2005) point out that the sustainability of the monitoring programme 

depends on the communities’ perceived ‘added-value’ of undertaking the monitoring and 
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suggest in order to ensure sustainability that there be “input from a paid and/or more 

committed local person (e.g. government) who occasionally conducts monitoring 

himself/herself and supervises the community” (p.2775).  

�

Danielsen et al. (2005a) review the 15 cases presented in the special issue and draw the 

following conclusions. Considering the costs of participatory monitoring projects, it was 

found to be an average of $0.08 ha-1 yr-1, which was compared to an average for professional 

scientist-led monitoring of $3.6 ha-1 yr-1. Danielsen and his colleagues caution however 

against the problem of ‘off-loading’ the costs of monitoring from governments to local 

communities and raise the issue of potentially high start-up costs. They highlight that in 

some cases money can be made - and importantly retained within the community - from 

charging fees for resource-use and that these can be used to fund the monitoring project. 

Benefits must however outweigh costs, as highlighted by the authors who suggest six criteria 

which they consider important for project sustainability; benefit flows to communities must 

be addressed, benefits must exceed costs, disruptions by conflicts and politics must be 

minimised2, it must build on existing local institutions, it should be institutionalised and data 

must stay ‘local’, despite any decrease in quality.  

 

Danielsen et al. highlight the lack of information regarding the comparison of scientific and 

participatory monitoring to detect changes or trends. They conclude that in most cases the 

participatory monitoring fed directly into local decision-making, particularly when compared 

to scientific monitoring projects; although the latter was far better placed to feed into 

government decisions and policies. With regards to the conservation outcomes of the 

participatory monitoring projects, there was not deemed sufficient long-term data to be able 

to able to make any firm conclusions, although they tentatively are shown to be good.  

 

Finally, benefits to ‘building local constituencies’ were noted, including increased 

collaboration and communication between local people and the government, increased 

awareness and a change in attitude towards more sustainable resource use, increasing 

compliance with laws and an increase in the strength of existing natural resource 

management institutions. Danielsen et al. conclude that participatory monitoring can be 

effective at the local scale where causes of concern are straight forward, however they 

recommend that more research is needed firstly, to quantitatively assess the ability of 

participatory monitoring to detect true changes and trends in populations and habitats and 
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secondly, to explore the potential of local schemes to feed into larger-scale trends in 

populations and habitats.  

 

Danielsen and his colleagues are currently engaged in a six-year project entitled ‘Monitoring 

Matters: Comparative Analysis of Innovative Approaches’ (MOMA) initiated in 2006 

(Danielsen & Burgess pers. comm., MOMA n.d.). The project is a collaborative endeavour 

with fieldwork in Bhutan, Ghana, Madagascar, Nicaragua, Tanzania and the Philippines. The 

primary aim of MOMA is to answer what they term the ‘Accuracy Question’, namely to 

what extent are data from participatory monitoring comparable to data from monitoring by 

scientists. Additional environmental and socio-economic data and information on the 

efficiency of monitoring management will also be collected and it is hoped that one of the 

results will be generalised guidelines for participatory monitoring.  

 

Another important researcher in the field of participatory monitoring is Lawrence (Lawrence 

2000, 2002, 2006, 2009, 2010a, 2010b, 2010, Lawrence & Elphick 2002, Lawrence et al. 

2006, Lawrence & Turnhout 2010). Lawrence and her colleagues have worked hard to 

promote forms of participatory monitoring, which have been referred to as Participatory 

Assessment, Monitoring and Evaluation of Biodiversity, or PAMEB. A major book 

publication in 2010 follows from an internet workshop and report in 2002. Each of these key 

events will now be reviewed. 

 

An internet workshop was held in 2002 which sought to bring together ideas surrounding 

PAMEB and its outcomes were reported as part of a seminar entitled Policy Implications of 

Participatory Biodiversity Assessment (Lawrence & Elphick 2002). Reporting on the internet 

workshop, Lawrence details the steps involved in the PAMEB process, which are given in 

Table 1.3 (the work of Abbot & Guijt (1998), also featured in the table, is discussed below). 

Lawrence summarised the ideas expressed by workshop participants with regards to 

PAMEB, as that it has much to offer as both a ‘product’ and a ‘process’. As a product it 

offers a short-cut to scientific assessments, data which is useful to local resource managers in 

addition to scientific data, scientific information relevant to local needs and both qualitative 

and quantitative data. As a process it can help to improve communication between 

stakeholders, build confidence and capacity, enhance transparency of decision-making and 

support inclusive decision-making. It was acknowledged that PAMEB approaches “take 

more time and different skills compared to scientific surveys” and that its success depends 

on “good communication…, realistic understanding of the costs and benefits…and above all 
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ensuring that local people can take part in analysis and decision-making” (Lawrence & 

Elphick 2002, p.6).  
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With regards to other presenters at the PAMEB seminar, Sheil (2002) discussed the results of 

a project which used a suite of methods to not only assess biodiversity but to understand 

‘what matters’ to local people in tropical forests. The project used village-based surveys 

involving group and individual exercises and a parallel field survey involving vegetation 

plots to elicit the needs of local people. Sheil writes that “much has been written about 

community empowerment, but in many ways, our methods have empowered us to 

understand and utilise the extensive knowledge that local communities often possess about 

their landscapes” (Sheil 2002, p.14, emphasis in original). He also argues that local 

communities need to be understood and taken into account in decision and policy making, 

but that “this message requires a paradigm shift for all institutions and processes related to 

forest management” (Sheil 2002, p. 14).  
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Reporting on another project involving PAMEB, this time in Poland in which NGO staff 

were trained in biodiversity assessment techniques and community involvement, McCarthy 

(2002) highlighted how the process helped to encourage regional government representatives 

to respect the role of NGOs, which they hitherto had not. Diamond (2002) called for 

PAMEB to be used specifically to promote social justice and environmental governance, 

pointing out that problems of biodiversity conservation are fundamentally linked to problems 

of governance and not a lack of information on biodiversity itself.  

 

The seminar report concludes by looking at PAMEB from the perspective of informing 

policy and states that “to enable PAMEB to take place in the first place requires a shift in 

power; but to take PAMEB results seriously requires a more profound shift yet”, continuing 

that “only if the institutions responsible can cope with that, and also overcome traditional 

internal constraints to participation (secrecy within, rivalry between institutions) will 

PAMEB approaches really be able to make a contribution to biodiversity knowledge” 

(Lawrence & Elphick 2002, p.28).  

 

As an outcome of the workshop referred to above, a book publication occurred in 2010; 

edited by Lawrence (2010a) and entitled Taking Stock of Nature: Participatory Biodiversity 

Assessment for Policy, Planning and Practice. This volume brings together a wide range of 

forms of participatory monitoring, from that concerned with monitoring for the Convention 

on Biological Diversity to monitoring for certification schemes to decentralised, 

participatory planning in India to monitoring perceptions of landscape change in British 

Columbia. A brief review of the chapters comprising the book will be given, before moving 

to the introduction by Lawrence (2010b) herself, as this draws together the lessons to be 

learnt from the publication as a whole and thus also provides a useful and insightful 

conclusion.   

 

Discussing participatory monitoring in the context of the Convention on Biological Diversity 

(CBD) and other international agreements, Mackenzie (2010) suggests that there is great 

scope for its inclusion, given that such agreements emphasize the importance of public 

participation, stakeholder involvement and the role of local communities in the conservation 

and sustainable use of biological resources. The CBD can thus provide support and backing 

to efforts in participatory monitoring, which in turn can be used to enhance global-local 

linkages in the CBD.  
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Participatory monitoring also featured in the Millennium Ecosystem Assessment (MA) and 

this is the subject of a chapter by Raudsepp-Hearne and Capistrano (2010). The MA was a 

huge undertaking aimed to assess the consequences of ecosystem change for human well-

being and to establish the scientific basis for actions needed to enhance conservation and the 

sustainable use of ecosystems. As ecosystem services – compared to ecosystem functions or 

processes – are inherently about the beneficiaries of the services, parts of the MA lent 

themselves well to the involvement of local stakeholders in the assessment of services. 

Given the complexity of the MA process many interesting issues arose. The authors draw 

attention to the challenge of building credibility of data at different scales, from the global to 

the local, finding that although credibility of data at the sub-global scale was lower than that 

at the global scale, the former were more relevant to local stakeholders. the authors also 

highlight confusion over the goals of the assessments and who the data would be useful to 

“[f]or example, it was not always clear whether the goal was to complete an inventory of 

ecosystem services important to a region, to assess the impact of changes in ecosystem 

services on specific development goals, or to empower and build capacity within an 

indigenous community to assess and manage resources autonomously” (Raudsepp-Hearne & 

Capistrano 2010, p.64-65). Although a specific challenge to the MA, such comments 

demonstrate the multitude of objectives which participatory monitoring can contribute to.  

 

Discussing the use of participatory monitoring in certification schemes, Monro and Jones 

(2010) present a case-study of shade coffee in El Salvador. The project reported upon aimed 

to build taxonomic capacity amongst stakeholders responsible for the maintenance of 

biodiversity in shade coffee farms. Training and field guides were delivered and the process 

is thought to have led to an increased awareness of biodiversity issues amongst certified 

farms. There are currently however no biodiversity criteria in the coffee certification process.  

 

A chapter by Danielsen et al. (2010) nicely brings together four of the case-studies which 

have previously been reported on (and introduced above) and summarises the findings and 

lessons to emerge from these and other work published by the colleagues. Case-studies 

include ranger-based monitoring in Ghana’s savannah reserves, community-based 

monitoring of Philippine protected areas, community-based monitoring of village forests in 

Tanzania, and community-based monitoring of Namibian conservancies. Five factors are 

suggested to be important in making a participatory monitoring scheme relevant and useful; 

costs (to both participants and to scientists involved), ability to detect trends, promptness of 
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decision-making, potential for local empowerment, and ease of feeding into national and 

international schemes.  

 

Also located in the global South. Boissiere et al. (2010) report on CIFOR’s Multidisciplinary 

Landscape Assessment (MLA) approach. The MLA involves a technical survey of species, 

habitats and landscapes with an assessment of their significance to local people. The 

emphasis here in terms of participatory monitoring is not on exploring local concepts of 

biodiversity, but rather local values related to the environment and landscape. The MLA 

approach has proved useful in helping to voice the concerns and priorities of local 

communities, making it particularly useful at the initial stages of larger projects which can 

then take account of these. It is seen to offer a bridge between communities and authorities 

which can help to change negative perceptions about each other and build communication 

between all stakeholders.  

 

Van Rijsoort et al. (2010) provide a very interesting chapter which revisits a participatory 

monitoring project in China five years after its initiation. The project aimed to bring together 

local staff and community members to monitor features of biodiversity in two nature 

reserves and it started well, with plenty of enthusiasm from all involved (Van Rijsoort & 

Zhang 2005). This follow-up study found however that monitoring activities had ceased after 

two or three years with no external support. The authors conclude that the participatory 

monitoring had not been successful due to a lack of motivation, because management staff 

were not convinced of the utility of monitoring or the involvement of local people, due to 

changing socio-economic environments, and due to a lack of institutionalisation. The authors 

therefore suggest that efforts in participatory monitoring should also take into consideration 

tenure rights, the continuation of technical support, the generation of benefits in terms of 

management decisions and the sensitisation of all involved to more devolved forms of 

environmental management.  

 

Another very insightful chapter is that by Hull et al. (2010) which deals with the case of 

participation in forest inventory in Nepal, drawing very much on previous work by Ojha 

(2002, 2006), Dhital et al. (2003) and Paudel & Ojha (2008). The introduction of a policy 

which meant that all Community Forest User Groups (CFUGs) in Nepal had to undertake a 

technically-based inventory of their forests has been highly controversial; although 

subsequent revisions have made it less so. Hull et al. (2010) suggest that developing such 

scientific management techniques require people to participate in unfamiliar knowledge 
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cultures and that support mechanisms are therefore needed. They go further to state that the 

forest inventory has come to signify more than just the measurement of forest resources and 

has in fact uncovered wider issues of control in participatory natural resource management. 

The technical aspect of the inventory compels the CFUG to call on the help of local forestry 

Rangers which results in a shift of power towards the authorities, rather than the community 

themselves – despite this being the aim of community forestry (Paudel & Ojha 2008). In this 

way, the forest inventory policy is therefore thought to actually disempower local 

communities. Other criticisms are that it ignores local ways of monitoring, as well as 

emphasising technical issues rather than dealing with the socio-political factors which are 

considered more important in the supply and demand of forest products (Paudel & Ojha 

2008). The chapter by Hull et al. (2010) concludes that participatory monitoring “will only 

work if issues of power are given as much consideration as technical issues, with recognition 

of the different knowledge held by stakeholders at the heart of the process” (p.180). 

 

Lewis (2010) discusses perceptions of landscape change in British Columbia in the context 

of efforts to increase public participation in the development of conservation policies. The 

study reported upon in the chapter employed semi-structured interviews with local residents 

and ‘photo-elicitation’ to prompt discussion of landscape changes, including simulated 

landscapes with differing degrees of human management. Results indicated that people bring 

a multitude of factors to bear in their assessment of landscapes, relating to a desire to see 

some form of human intent to manage, to their material or experiential needs and to the 

knowledge and contextual information which is conveyed at the time of eliciting their 

response or judgement of a landscape. The techniques used in the study are thought to hold 

potential for landscape management more widely. 

 

In a very different case-study, Bhatt and Apte (2010) discuss participatory monitoring in the 

context of decentralised planning in India. They report on the Indian National Biodiversity 

Strategy and Action Plan (NBSAP) which aimed to elicit the views not only of experts in 

their field, but also local stakeholders. Examples from across India are given detailing a 

variety of processes used to engage local stakeholders, from public hearings to biodiversity 

festivals to interactive radio dramas. It was felt that the limited resources allocated to the 

project promoted not only these innovative ways of working, but also a real sense of 

ownership amongst participants, who often gave freely of their time. Problems of raising the 

expectations of participants, in terms of how the information they provided would feed into 
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wider NBSAP processes, emerged; however the process of participation and involvement 

was felt to be an equally important outcome as the final product.  

 

Moving to another very different case-study, Bell et al. (2010) report on bird monitoring 

groups in Slovenia and the UK. This chapter is the first of two which deals – in part – with 

the particularly Western past-time of amateur naturalism. The UK is famous for its popular 

interest in natural history, with Charles Darwin, Henry Walter Bates and Gilbert White as 

just some of the better known examples in the field. Bell et al. (2010) report on monitoring 

conducted by two ornithological groups, motivated first and foremost by a fascination with 

and dedication to the study of birds. This chapter and other work by the same authors (Bell et 

al. 2008) draws attention to the importance of wider ‘external’ factors in the sustainability of 

participatory monitoring programmes. In this case these factors are the wider social world of 

which ornithologists are a part. The social world of birding is built on trust and recognition 

of expertise within the group and the chapter brings to light the implications of the increasing 

professionalisation of ornithology in potentially disrupting ‘the spirit’ of amateur based 

activities.  

 

The next chapter, by Lawrence (2010c), reveals some of the changes occurring in biological 

recording by amateurs and volunteers in the UK, as it moves from being supply driven to 

demand driven and from a situation dominated by expert amateur naturalists to one 

dominated by generalist volunteers. It also emphasises the need to balance data management 

requirements with the emotional and political aspects of participatory monitoring. Amateur 

and volunteer recorders are seen as emotionally connected to the data which they collect and 

thus issues of politics arise as that data is shared with others and is fed into, in this case, a 

national biodiversity database, potentially to be used for purposes with which they are not 

happy. The chapter concludes with the key lesson that “data represent power, but they also 

represent emotions and personal meaning” (Lawrence 2010c, p.262).  

 

The final chapter, Ballard et al. (2010) considers the case of participatory monitoring in the 

US, presenting case-studies of four community-based forestry organisations; this work draws 

on that by the same authors which details seven such case-studies (Ballard et al. 2008). 

Although the details of the four case-studies presented in the chapter are different from each 

other, some common findings emerge from the work. Again, the fact that participatory 

monitoring can be as important as a process as it can be as a product is brought to light. The 

authors thus consider that future improvements in forest management due to participatory 
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monitoring are as much to do with the social relationships built between stakeholders as the 

information produced. Driven by rural development agendas rather than conservation ones, 

the projects were actually useful in demonstrating the benign environmental impact of many 

forestry operations and therefore helped to improve relationships between forestry and 

conservation organisations. Federal land agencies also became increasingly open to 

collaborative working with community-based forestry organisations and to innovative 

restoration activities. Finally, the projects brought together scientific knowledge and local 

knowledge; however in some cases it was felt that certain marginalised stakeholders were 

still not able to fully participate (Ballard et al. 2008).  

 

In the introductory chapter to the book, Lawrence (2010b) introduces participatory 

monitoring but also importantly brings these diverse case-studies of participatory monitoring 

together by reviewing the issues they raise and the lessons to be learnt form them. Issues to 

emerge include the notion of sharing different types of data and knowledge through 

participatory monitoring (or PAMEB, as Lawrence refers to it), both from what are generally 

divided into scientific and local knowledge, but which it is argued are far more complex than 

this simple dichotomy suggests. Trust amongst and between different knowledge cultures is 

thought to be important as the basis for credibility of PAMEB data. Another issue raised is of 

matching PAMEB objectives with outcomes, or in other words understanding how 

monitoring is put into action in terms of decisions made. There is thought to be a paucity of 

information on this important step in the PAMEB process.  

 

Lessons to emerge from the case-studies presented in the book firstly concern trust, 

ownership and participation; including that trust between stakeholders can be built through 

PAMEB processes, although it can also bring underlying distrust to the surface. Ownership 

of the process can be felt to differing degrees by the participants, who may choose to 

participate in differing ways with differing consequences. The need for effective planning of 

the PAMEB process is another lesson to emerge, including issues of objective setting and 

who is involved in this stage, communication throughout all stages, and considering who will 

pay for what throughout the process.  

 

Another lesson concerns methods and training, although the book does not aim to provide 

methods for data collection. The use of methods based on different knowledge cultures is 

mentioned, as is the need for training to support this. Training is also potentially needed for 

project initiators and wider stakeholders in participatory methods, so that they are fully 
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aware of what is involved. Data management is another lesson, touching on the need for data 

to be accessible to, trusted by and understood by those involved. Again this is related to 

forms of data – quantitative versus qualitative for example – all of which need to be deemed 

accurate and trusted by participants. It is pointed out that the analysis of data is often over-

looked or side-lined, despite the fact that it is crucial to effective PAMEB processes.  

 

Lessons regarding institutions and governance involved in PAMEB are also learnt, including 

that PAMEB should ideally work within existing institutional arrangements and governance 

structures, rather than seek to replace them. PAMEB can of course contribute to enhanced 

governance, but in order for this to happen, genuine devolution of management powers may 

be required so that participants can actually implement actions suggested by monitoring.  

 

Finally, lessons on the impact of PAMEB are discussed. The difficulties involved in 

measuring impacts are mentioned, as is the rarity of studies which assess impacts of PAMEB 

in the longer-term, when funding and initial project support has ceased. Various outcomes 

have emerged from all the case-studies; some planned and others not planned, but the 

importance of building in opportunities for learning from the PAMEB process is emphasised.  

 

Lawrence (2010c) ends her introduction with ten lessons for policy-makers and planners, 

which are summarised here; 

1. It is important to be clear what the objectives and motivations are of those proposing 

and participating in a PAMEB process. 

2. Commitment and ownership is ideally required from all relevant stakeholders; a 

requirement which may necessitate inbuilt flexibility and learning processes. 

3. The fact that biodiversity definitions and assessments are value-laden should be 

recognised. 

4. There are pre-existing power relations amongst and between stakeholders and 

effective PAMEB will pay attention to these. 

5. Especially in contexts where people have leisure time and are involved for reasons 

other than livelihood support, PAMEB participation entails significant social factors, 

to which attention should be paid. 

6. To achieve longer-term sustainability, approaches must be included that support 

organisational learning and adaptiveness. 

7. Different professions, ethnic and social groups take part in different knowledge 

cultures, which assimilate and share data and information in different ways. 
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8. Different knowledge cultures have different ways of establishing credibility and 

accuracy of data, and attention might be needed to establish trust between 

stakeholder groups so that they learn ways to rely on each other’s observations. 

9. PAMEB requires planning, logistical and financial support, and expertise and 

training in biodiversity assessment and participatory and communication methods. 

10. Much attention is given to the value of PAMEB to local people and scientists, whilst 

decision-makers are often neglected, thus those who create the institutional or 

political environment in which PAMEB may be used should be given more 

attention. 

(adapted from Lawrence 2010c, pp.22-25) 

 
 

Pre-dating Lawrence’s (2010) Taking Stock of Nature by over ten years, Abbot and Guijt’s 

(1998) discussion paper entitled Changing views on change: participatory approaches to 

monitoring the environment provides an excellent assessment of participatory monitoring in 

its ‘embryonic’ phase (albeit in the case of sustainable agriculture in Brazil). This work 

shows that many of the issues raised today are not new, but rather that they remain important 

on-going areas for research. 

 

Abbot and Guijt’s (1998) review draws on published literature, interviews with practitioners 

and practical experiences of participatory monitoring in an agricultural setting. They discuss 

a range of methods which may be used in participatory monitoring projects, including PRA-

based exercises, ‘oral testimonies’ for producing qualitative assessments and more standard 

ecological methods. Abbot and Guijt set out what they consider to be the key steps involved 

in participatory monitoring and these are given in Table 1.3 above, alongside those of 

Lawrence (2002) (Abbot & Guijt 1998). Abbot and Guijt (1998) are keen to point out that 

many participatory monitoring projects involve local people only at step 9, whilst ideally 

they should be involved right from step 1 and that the entire thing should be “an iterative and 

negotiated process to which all the monitoring partners can contribute” (Abbot & Guijt 1998, 

p.23).  

 

Abbot & Guijt (1998) suggest that there are four central questions and dilemmas that need to 

be understood when embarking on a participatory monitoring project;  

• “What are the perceived benefits for different stakeholders of participating in 

monitoring? 
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• Assuming that everyone will benefit in some way, what is the degree of participation 

of each stakeholder group in different stages of the monitoring work? 

• Given different objectives and world views, how does one agree on indicators? 

• Given the methodological compromises that any partnership demands, how can one 

deal with the trade-offs, particularly those between ‘scientific rigour’ and 

‘participation’?” 

(Abbot & Guijt 1998, p.23-24).  

 

Although the works and authors reviewed above serve to demonstrate the wide variety of 

practices that constitute participatory monitoring, many other examples exist. An increasing 

number of publications can be found on the subject of participatory monitoring, covering a 

wide variety of objectives, occurring through different forms of participation, and located in 

both the global North and South. Spanish shepherds have for example been involved in 

monitoring terrestrial tortoise populations, based on their local ecological knowledge 

(Anadon et al. 2009, 2010). Interviews with the shepherds provided high-quality and low-

cost information on both the abundance and distribution of the tortoise, however how this 

information was used to inform conservation practices is not mentioned in the papers. 

Interviews were also used with community members in Madagascar regarding their 

knowledge of changes in harvesting patterns of natural resources (Jones et al. 2008). 

Bayesian modelling was used to determine the reliability of their responses, which was 

shown to be high. This paper again appears to be a test of a monitoring approach, rather than 

an attempt to generate information to inform practice or policy.  

 

Others have considered the use of sustainability indicators in the participatory monitoring of 

environmental, as well as socio-economic change, associated with environmental 

management (Fraser et al. 2006). These authors find that whilst the identification of 

indicators brings stakeholders together, the indicators must lead on to management decisions 

and attention must be paid to how ecological boundaries relate to political ones.  

 

Yet other researchers present an interesting case in which subsistence hunters in Peru report 

on their game take-off in order to provide scientists with information on which to model 

source-sink dynamics of target species – not in an attempt to directly alter hunting practices 

but to inform conservation policy for the area (Ohl-Schacherer et al. 2007). Research which 

reports on the inclusion of previously excluded fishers in the monitoring of their fishing 

activities in South Africa shows that not only is their data reliable but that their activities are 
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sustainable (Carvalho et al. 2009). Others reporting on the indigenous knowledge of Ariaal 

herders in northern Kenya show it to be highly developed and although based on use rather 

than conservation priorities, it is thought to be extremely valuable to conservation agencies 

(Roba & Oba 2009). Others using participatory rural appraisal (PRA) techniques to gather 

local perceptions of biodiversity change in Mexico find that local knowledge is valuable, 

although they do highlight certain inconsistencies with scientific analysis of trends and thus 

suggest caution in the use of indigenous knowledge (Hellier et al. 1999). 

 

Through a comparison of underwater reef fish monitoring conducted by local community 

members, non-resident volunteers and scientists, other researchers found that over-estimates 

and imprecision were high in monitoring conducted by local community members, leading 

them to caution against the use of local monitoring without some form of scientific 

calibration (Leopold et al. 2009). By using repeat photography in the mountains of Yunnan, 

China, other researchers suggest that local perceptions of environmental change are not 

accurate or reliable and that they in fact ignore certain threats to biodiversity such as a 

rapidly warming climate (Moseley 2006).  

 

The activities of communities in India participating in the monitoring of non-timber forest 

products have also been reported, demonstrating highly adaptive practices over the 10 years 

of the programme (Setty et al. 2008). Major challenges are however found relating to the 

maintainence of motivation for monitoring activities Others reporting on forest monitoring 

by local communities in the global South find that even without formal scientific training 

accurate monitoring can be conducted at a far cheaper cost than that conducted by scientists; 

however again that for long-term project sustainability incentives for local participation must 

be addressed (Holck 2008). Responding to global calls to monitor carbon stocks in forests, 

some have reported on the use of participatory monitoring to assess carbon held in the 

community forests of Nepal, finding it to be effective but challenged by the need to replace 

literate participants who migrate from rural areas for work or study (Karky & Banskota 

2007).  

 

Other researchers report on efforts with local communities in Ethiopia’s highlands to 

monitor the natural resources upon which they depend (ACES n.d.), and on the use of long-

term data collected by volunteers recording presence-absence data on Australian birds 

(Cunningham & Olsen 2009). Others report on the use of participatory assessments and 
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monitoring to build conservation capacity in protected areas of Lao P.D.R. (Steinmetz 2000), 

and the quality of data emerging from volunteer-based amphibian call surveys (Genet 2003).  

 

In the UK, there is a wide variety of participatory monitoring projects which volunteers and 

members of the public can get involved with. These include the RSPB’s Big Garden 

Birdwatch (RSPB 2011), Plantlife’s Wildflowers Count (Plantlife 2010), OPAL’s (the Open 

Universities ‘Open Air Laboratory’) Biodiversity survey (NHM n.d.), and the ‘iSpot’ web-

based project as a ‘place to share nature’ (iSpot n.d.). 

 

This brief review of a wide variety of publications demonstrates that the term participatory 

monitoring clearly refers to an extremely wide variety of practices with a wide variety of 

objectives. Some of the examples given above aim to provide information to feed into local 

decision-making, others to feed into conservation policy. Some present ‘tests’ of 

participatory monitoring in order to illuminate their potential, rather than report on efforts to 

institutionalise monitoring. Some investigate practices based on local ecological knowledge 

whilst others take local participants but have them use or develop scientific monitoring 

methods or indicators. Some report on the accuracy and precision of participatory monitoring 

compared to that conducted by scientists, whilst others elucidate other forms of challenges 

presented by these practices. Some examples involve participants in all stages of the project, 

whilst others involve them only in data collection.  

 

This review of participatory monitoring shall now move on to consider that which occurs 

specifically in forest environments, as it is this environment in which the empirical work for 

the thesis is set. Some of the issues raised echo those made above in relation to other 

environments, however some issues emerge which are specific to forest environments and 

the biodiversity and resources contained within them.  

 

Participatory monitoring in forest environments 

Efforts to monitor forest environments stem from interests in and concerns over biodiversity 

conservation, livelihoods and poverty alleviation, the study and mitigation of climate change, 

the certification of forest products and provision of ecosystem services. Monitoring in forests 

may focus on the state of species, habitats and entire ecosystems; the supply of timber, 

NTFPs and ecosystem services; and the procedures and outcomes of forest management 

institutions (the latter constituting ‘monitoring and evaluation’ or ‘performance monitoring’ 
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(cf. Abbot & Guijt 1998)3). This thesis deals empirically with monitoring for conservation 

(status of species/habitats/ecosystems) and natural resource management (supply of timber 

and NTFPs), although this undoubtedly overlaps with and touches on issues related to 

monitoring for certification, provision of ecosystem services and the mitigation of climate 

change. Following below is a review of some important works which relate to participatory 

monitoring in forest environments, specifically those which aim to support conservation and 

natural resource management in a community-based forest management framework.  

 

In 1996, Recent Approaches to Participatory Forest Resource Assessment was published 

(Carter 1996). This important piece of work brings together case-studies from a number of 

countries in the global South and draws out and discusses the main lessons to be learnt from 

them. Although ‘forest resource assessment’ (in the title) refers to one-off surveys, 

inventories or observations of forest resources, repeat assessments carried out at different 

points in time constitute monitoring and many of the case-studies refer specifically to the 

need to repeat assessments and monitor resources over time. The examples given relate to 

participatory monitoring projects which have arisen in wider situations of participatory 

forestry or local programmes of participatory conservation and it is in this context that the 

need for participatory forest resource assessment is established in the introductory chapter.  

 

The claimed advantages of participatory approaches over technical approaches to forestry 

(generally) are highlighted; namely improving communication, incorporating local 

knowledge, working through local institutions and empowering local communities. With 

regards to forest resource assessment, Carter (1996, p.2-3) writes that “[a]lthough 

indigenous knowledge alone may be sufficient for local people to control and manage forests 

where there is low pressure on resources…[i]n establishing formal rights to control and 

manage forests, the need arises for systematic, quantified information”. She goes on to write 

that “[r]esource assessment is an essential tool in management, forming the basis on which 

decisions are made and their consequences later evaluated”, and claims therefore that “a 

need has arisen for assessment methods in which local people can participate to gather 

systematic, quantified information about the forest resource” (Carter 1996, p.3). It is 

admitted that “[r]esource assessment can be a sensitive issues in participatory forestry, 

especially if the need is suggested by outsiders” (Carter 1996, p.8), and that there may be 

local hesitance due to worries regarding time and expense, suspicion of government motives 

                                                 
3 See page 5 for an explanation of the difference between ecological monitoring and monitoring and 
evaluation/performance monitoring. 
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and fear of information being used for unintended purposes. Reasons for doing participatory 

forest resource assessments are however given and include to secure tenure and rights to 

resources, compensation in conflicts over land, ‘good/sustainable forest management’ and 

monitoring biodiversity and species of particular conservation value.  

 

Carter interestingly addresses the issue of participation, concluding that the need for 

participatory forest resource assessments was externally perceived in the vast majority of 

case-studies in the book and that in a few of them “local people were merely co-operating in 

the activity” (Carter 1996, p.273). It is said that “a reduction in level of local people’s 

participation at the stage of data analysis may be inevitable” but that experts who conduct 

analyses can still promote participation by acting as ‘advisers’, “leaving final decision-

making to local people themselves” (Carter 1996, p.275). This issue of control over decision-

making is thought to be crucial and Carter concludes by writing that “[p]erhaps the truest test 

of local people’s participation in forest resource assessment lies in what the information 

collected equips them to do” (Carter 1996, p.275).  

 

Carter provides a typology of participation which sets out the various modes in which people 

may participate and the form this can take (Table 1.4). An important contribution of the 

typology is that the likely potential for sustaining local action and ownership depends on the 

level of participation offered (a conclusion drawn by others in relation to participatory 

monitoring in a variety of environments (Abbot & Guijt 1998, Lawrence 2010a)).  

 

�
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Carter’s (1996) book deals with the assessment of both timber and NTFP resources and it 

was noted that for the latter very few standard techniques or procedures exist, partly due to 

the wide variety of species and plant parts involved. Reflecting wider concerns over 

sustainability in the use of all natural resources; especially when they are harvested 

commercially, interest in the assessment and monitoring of NTFPs in particular is high. In 

2000 the European Tropical Forest Research Network (ETFRN) organised a workshop, and 

subsequent report, on the theme of Developing needs-based inventory methods for non-

timber forest products (DFID 2000), basing its discussion around a specifically 

commissioned report entitled The biometrics of non-timber forest product resource 

assessment: A review of current methodology (Wong 2000). The objectives of these 

publications were “to highlight the role of biometric rigour and natural science in the 

sustainable development of NTFP exploitation” (DFID 2000, p.9) and did not set out to deal 

specifically with participation in NTFP assessment. Given that most NTFP harvesting is 

conducted on a small scale by local people however, both publications do discuss their 

involvement (drawing in part from some of the publications reviewed here; Carter (1996) 
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and Abbot and Guijt (1998)). Although both publications deal with assessment, both also 

discuss monitoring widely; they are therefore reviewed below. 

 

A section in Wong (2000) on participatory monitoring states that where community-based 

approaches to resource management are in place, ‘it is important that local people understand 

the need to monitor the impact of their actions and to act on the findings of appropriate and 

effective monitoring schemes’ (Wong 2000, p.55). The claim that illiteracy is an obstacle to 

participation is refuted and the use of technology such as palm-top computers and hand-held 

GPS units is promoted for its ability to “make the most sophisticated technology transparent 

and accessible to villagers” (Wong 2000, p.56). The often-perceived conflict between the 

need for (biometric) rigour and the need for participation is discussed at some length and 

summarised as “[i]n short, the methods used to collect data must relate clearly to the context 

and manner in which they will be used” (Wong 2000, p.59). Mirroring comments by Carter 

(1996), Wong writes that assessment information which is deemed to be rigorous however 

“can often be critical to securing political credibility for the recommendations being made” 

(Wong 2000, p.65), highlighting the importance of assessment, or monitoring, in decision-

making control. In NTFP monitoring for statutory purposes, a high level of rigour is 

considered necessary, whilst for monitoring of NTFP extraction only a medium level is 

required.   

 

The ETFRN workshop, based on the review by Wong (2000), included presentations by a 

number of researchers and practitioners, including one on the subject of participation in 

NTFP inventory. This very interesting presentation sought to go beyond the widely 

recognised value of involving local people in NTFP inventories and “focus on the still rather 

problematic areas of achieving a greater degree of participation” (Schreckenberg 2000, 

p.60). Schreckenberg (2000) highlighted the differences between inventory related to 

subsistence use and commercial exploitation of NTFPs; that many cases of inventory are 

essentially experimental and not institutionalised, begging the question of what happens 

when outside technical assistance is withdrawn; and constraints on participation due to time, 

cost, technical knowledge, resource complexity and organisation. That “participatory 

monitoring is not necessarily easy” (Schreckenberg 2000, p.66) is raised, as is the fact that 

“technical issues must in all cases be of secondary importance to key issues of organisation” 

and that “[p]erhaps most importantly, promoting participatory monitoring or inventories 

requires a high level of commitment by government agencies that local communities can 

indeed manage their resources sustainably” (Schreckenberg 2000, p.67).  
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Responding to the number of now well-documented cases of participatory monitoring the 

Centre for International Forestry Research (CIFOR) published Participatory Monitoring in 

tropical forest management: a review of tools, concepts and lessons learned (Evans & 

Guariguata 2008). The thorough but concise review was based on 46 publications dealing 

specifically with participatory monitoring (from an original list of 387), generated through 

searches of peer-reviewed articles, grey literature and field initiatives. Most of the 

publications dealt with were published in the previous 10 years and although most focused 

on tropical forests, some from temperate regions and from other environments were also 

included. It’s important to note that the report refers to monitoring of both physical forest 

attributes (referred to here as ecological monitoring) and social or economic processes, such 

as institutional transparency and account keeping (referred to as M&E or performance 

monitoring4). The review describes participatory monitoring as “an ongoing process where 

local forest users systematically record information about their forest, reflect on it and take 

management action in response to what they learn” (Evans & Guariguata 2008, p.6). Three 

main reasons are given for participatory monitoring; to help forest managers and users 

answer questions or concerns, to create a culture of questioning and for enforcing 

compliance with forest management rules.  

 

The CIFOR review summarises the main lessons to be learnt to be the following; 

• There are many ways to develop and implement participatory monitoring programs, 

and indicators are not always necessary 

• For participatory forest monitoring programs to be sustainable, they must be simple 

to conduct, inexpensive and locally relevant 

• They should build on existing management institutions and be institutionalised at the 

local level 

• Benefits must outweigh costs  

• Training is important 

• Scaling up of programs is feasible, with careful planning and significant funding for 

training 

• It catalyses social learning and builds social capital; it can help to facilitate 

community-based decision-making and management actions and may also serve as a 

necessary component of rule enforcement. 

                                                 
4 See page 5 for an explanation of the difference between ecological monitoring and monitoring and 
evaluation/performance monitoring. 
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The review finds however that there are still gaps in our knowledge and experience of 

participatory monitoring and that the areas for future action are as follows; 

• Designing participatory monitoring systems where the benefits are clear and 

outweigh the costs. It suggests that many programs cease because benefits, costs and 

incentives motivating participation are poorly understood 

• Developing simpler, cheaper, more scientifically robust tools. It suggests there is a 

need for simple tools that can be used with minimal external input and that the 

results of these should be compared with more sophisticated scientific approaches 

• Making monitoring work at bigger scales for multiple goals. It suggests many 

scientists remain sceptical about the ability of local programs to detect trends in 

populations, habitats and the provision of goods and services; suggesting again that 

quantitative comparisons of local and professional monitoring schemes are a priority 

for future research 

• Compensation and reward mechanisms for ecosystem services. It suggests that 

participatory monitoring in such schemes is an important area for future research 

• Biodiversity conservation. It suggests that monitoring biodiversity with local people 

is problematic as it often expensive, overly technical, too abstract with unclear 

benefits and indirect or vague incentives for local people. In reports very few cases 

found where participatory biodiversity monitoring alone was a mechanism for 

conservation action and that to encourage this, local perceptions of the term 

biodiversity need to be explicitly included. 

 

The literature reviewed above demonstrates that participatory ecological monitoring refers to 

a wide range of activities and practices, even within a forest environment. It clearly has 

much to offer to both the conservation and sustainable utilisation of nature and the 

participants performing the monitoring. Current research however indicates that certain 

questions still need to be addressed and certain challenges overcome in the drive to make 

participatory monitoring even more successful with regards to both nature and society. By 

drawing on detailed ethnographic work from the community forests of Nepal, this thesis 

aims to further explore our understanding of participatory monitoring. The extent of this 

empirical work provides a rare opportunity to consider issues relevant to some of the 

remaining questions and challenges in participatory monitoring.  
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This chapter now goes on to discuss these issues - or what it refers to as ‘matters of 

monitoring’ – which the thesis will then develop in light of its empirical evidence. This 

discussion draws on various fields of the social sciences; namely political ecology, 

development studies and nature-society studies. Three such ‘matters’ are discussed; firstly 

ways to keep track of nature, secondly knowledge, power and control, and thirdly 

participation.  

 

Matters of monitoring 

1. Ways to keep track of nature 

Multiple ways to know nature 

There are many ways in which it is possible to monitor and ‘know’ nature. Nature-society 

scholars highlight that there “is no single objective knowledge of nature – only particular, 

socially constructed knowledges in the plural” (Braun 2001, p.10). Feminist scholars such as 

Haraway (1998) similarly argue that knowledge (not just of nature) is not objective or the 

result of a “conquering gaze form nowhere” (p.581) but is instead ‘situated’ and ‘embodied’ 

within individuals. Anthropologists too, have discussed the embodied, place-specific and 

relational nature of the social production of knowledges of nature (Raffles 2002), as well as 

its contingency and fluidity (Nazarea 2006). Despite scientists’ desire to present some 

ultimate form of ‘objective’ knowledge of nature – or changes within it – this may be 

considered just one social construction of what nature is, opening up the possibility for the 

recognition of others. 

 

Those studying what is widely referred to as ‘traditional ecological knowledge’5 have long 

been promoting such assertions, highlighting that; 

“For several centuries, Western discourse has tended radically to separate scientific 
understanding and everyday accounts. Scientists, it has often been assumed, are 
objective explorers of reality, proceeding by rational methods and detached 
observations, while the lay person is locked up in a particular natural or cultural 
world, driven by genetic make-up, ecological context, superstitious beliefs, or local 
concerns. One of the consequences…is the tendency to reduce local environmental 
knowledge to mere trivia…accordingly, sustainable resource-use and sensible 

                                                 
5 Traditional Ecological Knowledge, or TEK, has been defined as “a cumulative body of knowledge 
and beliefs, handed down through generations by cultural transmission, about the relationship of 
living beings (including humans) with one another and their environment” (Berkes & Folke 1998 p.5). 
Closely associated are concepts of ‘indigenous knowledge’ and ‘neo-traditional natural resource 
management’, which highlight claims of indigeneity and spatial proximity - rather than claims of 
historical continuity - respectively. 



 31 

management become the privileged business of outsiders formally trained in public 
institutions” (Palsson 1998, p.51).  
 

Prior to the 1980’s “serious investigation of indigenous ethnobiological/ethnoecological 

knowledge [wa]s rare”, however during that decade many studies showed “indigenous 

knowledge of ecological zones, natural resources, agriculture, aquaculture, forest and game 

management, to be far more sophisticated than previously assumed. Furthermore, this 

knowledge offers new models for development that are both ecologically and socially 

sound” (Posey 1985, p.139-140). Evidence of ecologically sustainable systems of natural 

resource management based on traditional and local knowledge and institutions has been 

accumulating ever since, as have the calls to recognise this knowledge and the skills of local 

people and incorporate them in conservation science (Blaikie 1989, Redford & Paddock 

1992, Fairhead & Leach 1995, Berkes & Folke 1998, Agrawal and Gibson 1999, Berkes et 

al. 2000, Ticktin & Johns 2002, Becker & Ghimire 2003, Donovan & Puri 2004, Folke 2004, 

Sheil & Lawrence 2004, Schwartzman & Zimmerman 2005, Ballard & Huntsinger 2006). 

The inclusion of local communities and ostensibly their local knowledge is now considered 

an indispensable part of many conservation programmes. 

 

Others challenge the perceived duality between traditional ecological knowledge and 

scientific knowledge. This duality is based firstly on perceived substantive differences, in 

terms of their subject matter; secondly methodological and epistemological differences in the 

ways in which realities are known; and thirdly contextual differences, given that traditional 

knowledge is thought to be more deeply rooted in its context (Agrawal 1995). By 

investigating similarities between the knowledge types, as well as the differences, Agrawal 

(1995) however ‘dismantles’ the divide the two. He writes that “[p]hilosophers of science 

have abandoned any serious hope for a satisfactory methodology to distinguish science from 

non-science” (p.424), partly given that what is considered traditional knowledge has been in 

intimate interaction with Western knowledge since at least the fifteenth century. Agrawal 

(1995) therefore concludes that the division of scientific and indigenous knowledge is 

problematic both conceptually and for the purposes of international development. Others 

similarly suggest that in international development, what is considered local knowledge is in 

fact thought to be constructed in the context of development planning, reflecting the social 

relationships within those planning systems, rather than some pre-existing static entity 

brought to such processes (Mosse 2001). As a way forward, Agrawal (1995, 2002) 

emphasises the need to pay closer attention to the rights of indigenous groups and the politics 

of knowledge. Whilst there are clearly differences in the ways in which, for example nature 
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can be known, the boundaries between different ways of knowing are in fact porous and 

dynamic. 

 

Adding another layer of complexity to understanding environmental knowledges, feminist 

political ecologists point to differences within presumed groups of knowledge holders, for 

example those within science, or those with traditional ecological knowledge. Working from 

theories of knowledge as situated and embodied, their work has shown how knowledge and 

practices surrounding natural resources are highly gendered and based on the lived 

interactions of local people with nature on a daily basis (Rocheleau & Edmunds 1997, 

Nightingale 2003a, 2006, 2010, Harris 2006, Sultana 2009). Even for example amongst 

forest-dependent communities, forests have been shown to mean different things to different 

people, and that even within categories such as ‘women’ there are differences depending on 

age, caste, class and marital status (Gururani 2002).  

 

Those writing on the subject of traditional ecological knowledge also recognise differences 

within the (purported) categories of scientific and traditional knowledge (Agrawal 1995, 

Gelcich et al. 2005). Some have noted that “[k]nowledge variation across and within cultural 

groups has not been given much attention, nor has knowledge variation been clearly related 

to the goals and behaviour of the knowledge holders” (Ghimire et al. 2004, p.2). Ghimire et 

al. (2004) show striking variations in the levels of knowledge and the harvesting practices 

between and within different groups of medicinal plant users in the forests of Nepal. The 

groups include non-specialist local agro-pastoralists, specialist commercial collectors and 

traditional medicinal plant healers including Tibetan doctors (amchi) and local shamanistic 

healers (dhami). Variations in the knowledge and harvesting practices between and within 

the groups are related to the types of activities and levels of reliance on natural resources of 

the groups and sub-groups, types of cultural bonds to the land, levels of specialisation and 

‘extra-local factors’ which govern these activities.  

 

Differences within communities in terms of their knowledge and perceptions of local forests 

are also highlighted by Robbins (2000). His fascinating study, set in India, reveals how 

knowledge and perceptions are based on differences in the class, caste, gender and livelihood 

strategies of community members. It goes further to relate heterogeneity within the 

community to heterogeneity in the environmental knowledge of the local forest authority; 

based on the assumption that “the state is complex, far more so than analysts of local 

knowledge often allow” (Robbins 2000, p.127). Different backgrounds and career 
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trajectories of forest staff members categorise them in the same groupings as those of the 

local community; Guards and Foresters, who hold the lowest positions in the Forest Service 

share similar knowledge and views to those of large land holders and tree traders, Rangers 

“with their state-sponsored scientific training, occupy the knowledge group closest to that of 

a privileged and hegemonic ‘state’” (Robbins 2000, p.139), whilst the Warden, who holds 

the highest staff position and who has the highest level of education, shares the same views 

of the forest as marginal producers who use it as a ‘famine reserve’. 

 

Knowledges and perceptions of nature are clearly not fixed or one-dimensional. Widely held 

differences between scientific and traditional ecological knowledge have been challenged, as 

importantly has the presumed homogeneity within these purported groups. There are 

multiple ways to know nature and these are contingent upon person, place and time.  

 

‘Local monitoring’ 

Arguments that knowledges of nature are multiple and situated lend legitimacy to calls to 

recognise ways of monitoring other than those within the science of ecology described 

above. We all observe changes in our natural (and man-made) environments, be it 

consciously or unconsciously, quantitatively or qualitatively. Dog-walkers in the global 

North may for example notice changes in various aspects of their environment during daily 

walks, such as changing day-lengths, weather patterns, local pollution incidents or habitat 

degradation/enhancement. In considering when to plant, gardeners and farmers in temperate 

regions pay particular attention to the timing of frosts and changes in temperature as winter 

gives way to spring. Yearly changes in the arrival time of migrant birds or the timing of the 

first blossoming of local trees are observed by many people throughout the world. Others 

observe longer-term changes in their local environments, such as the expansion of a local 

forest, the increasing presence of a new species, the changing course of a river or the drying 

up of a local pond or lake; processes which may take years or decades to occur.  

 

These forms of ecological monitoring may not conform to the definition given above of 

monitoring in the ecological sciences as it may not be ‘systematic’, ‘standardised’ and 

‘regular’ (although it may of course meet these criteria in some cases), however it still 

represents the observation of changes in nature over time, which is the cornerstone of 

ecological monitoring. This form of ecological monitoring is referred to throughout the rest 

of this thesis as ‘local monitoring’ – to distinguish it from ‘ecological monitoring’ and 
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‘participatory monitoring’ – as it is performed by people in relation to their local 

environment. It should be noted that in reality, these forms of monitoring no doubt exist 

along a continuum, rather than as neatly discrete practices. 

 

Spellerberg’s (2005) ecological monitoring textbook cited above, recognises such local 

monitoring, referring to ancient cave paintings as “[p]erhaps some of the earliest examples of 

communities of people recording changes in nature” (p.249). Spellerberg concludes that 

“[r]ecording changes in nature is, therefore, not a new idea and such practices are embedded 

in many cultures throughout the world” (p.249). Those working in the field of traditional 

ecological knowledge have long been promoting such assertions; stating for example that 

“[i]t comes as no surprise that knowledge of resource and ecosystem dynamics…exists 

among people of communities that, on a daily basis and over long periods of time, interact 

for their benefit and livelihood with ecosystems” (Folke 2004, p.1).  

 

Editors of a book on traditional and neo-traditional natural resource management systems, 

equally find that “[m]onitoring the state of resources is a common practice among resource 

users, and virtually every case study in this volume provides local recipes and examples for 

monitoring” (Folke et al. 1998, p.417). The caiçaras of the Brazilian Amazon are for 

example shown to monitor the maturity of trees in order to know when to start tapping them 

for rubber, Icelandic fishermen are shown to communicate about the abundance of fish 

stocks, coastal communities in Maine (USA) are shown to monitor clam populations to help 

determine areas which need enhancement, and herders of the Sahel are shown to monitor 

grazing pressure and pasture condition in order to make decisions regarding where to take 

herds (Berkes & Folke 1998 and references therein).  

 

Moller et al. (2004) write maybe the only paper published in conservation journals (in which 

the majority of papers in relation to participatory monitoring appear) dealing specifically 

with local monitoring, bringing together case-studies of Canadian and New Zealand First 

Nation hunters, hunting both for subsistence and commercial purposes. They “make the 

point that indigenous harvesters are not simply optimal foragers, but may have ways of 

proactively responding to environmental signals” (Moller et al. 2004, p.2), highlighting four 

main ways in which hunters monitor, all based on some aspect of the harvest itself; catch per 

unit effort, body condition, breeding success and ‘impressions’ including ‘eyeballing’ and 

the use of ‘touch, feel and sight’.  
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The paper referred to above on the variety of (general) ecological knowledge held by 

different groups of medicinal plant harvesters in Nepal (Ghimire et al. 2004), also shows 

how differences exist between these groups based on their practices of local monitoring. The 

Tibetan doctors (amchi) for example are shown to use “signs of over-grazing, trampling, 

over-harvesting and spread of pests and diseases…as important indicators of population 

decline…[and]…as the main criteria guiding their decision to stop collection temporarily in 

a particular population” (Ghimire et al. 2004, p.13). The other groups of harvesters studied 

may well observe changes in the plant populations but do not necessarily act upon these. 

 

Local monitoring may therefore include a wide variety of activities, from the observation of 

natural resources used for subsistence or commercial livelihoods, to less focused 

observations made by people in their daily interactions with nature. Local monitoring shares 

many of the characteristics typifying ecological monitoring generally (Table 1.1), in that it 

pertains to a variety of ecological features and processes, drivers of change, timeframes and 

environments. However, whilst in scientific and participatory programmes of ecological 

monitoring understanding the driver of ecological change is generally an explicit goal of the 

monitoring programme, in local monitoring although people may observe changes in their 

environments, they may not necessarily know what is driving that change and may or may 

not be interested in knowing that. Similarly, whilst embarking on a scientific or participatory 

monitoring programme is an intentional act and making explicit use of the information 

arising from it generally an inherent goal, in local monitoring the act of doing so may be 

intentional or unintentional and the use of the knowledge gained may or may not be an 

intended goal. Local monitoring thus in many ways encompasses a far wider range of 

activities than does scientific ecological monitoring. What importantly sets local monitoring 

apart from participatory monitoring is that it occurs in the absence of invitations from, 

collaboration with or encouragement by professional ecologists and other conservation 

scientists.  

 

Relevance for participatory monitoring 

So, what does a recognition and appreciation of multiple ways of knowing and ‘local 

monitoring’ have to do with participatory monitoring? The theories and empirical evidence 

presented above suggest firstly that not only are there differences in the ways in which it is 

possible to monitor nature – based on a purported division between scientific and local 
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monitoring – but secondly that differences may exist within these practices of monitoring at 

the personal, individual level.  

 

Firstly then, practices of ‘local monitoring’ clearly have relevance for participatory 

monitoring as they may pre-exist or overlap with the latter, or have something to contribute 

to them; a fact obviously recognised by most scholars of participatory monitoring. A 

typology of participation in participatory monitoring has recently been produced based on 

the relative contributions of participants and professionals, recognising at one end of the 

continuum what is referred to as ‘local autonomous monitoring’, as that done entirely by 

participants without prompting by professionals (Danielsen et al. 2009) (Table 1.2). The 

authors consider this local monitoring to be effective for resources upon which communities 

depend but they fail to allude to its relation to participatory monitoring.  

 

Others have drawn attention to the ‘areas of complementarity’ between local and scientific 

monitoring, which it is suggested may be combined, for example through participatory 

monitoring (Moller et al. 2004) (Table 1.5). 
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The majority of case-studies covered in the earlier review of the field aim in fact to in some 

way combine so-called scientific and local knowledge and techniques. Where some have not, 

for example in the introduction of the forest inventory in Nepal’s community forests – it is 

much to their detriment (Ojha 2002, 2006, Dhital et al. 2003, Paudel & Ojha 2008, Hull et al. 

2010).  

 

The ways in which differing knowledges and techniques for measuring and observing 

ecological change come together and are negotiated will differ between projects. In other 

words the extent to which either scientific or local monitoring may dominate processes is not 

set. Some suggest that many participatory monitoring projects work on the assumption that 

they will incorporate such local monitoring and knowledge of local environments through 

their inclusion of local people, but that in reality, scientific techniques still tend to dominate 

(Abbot & Guijt 1998, Garcia & Lescuyer 2008). Garcia and Lescuyer (2008) review 

participatory monitoring in tropical forest environments, finding that “the monitoring system 
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thus continues to be an expert system which incorporates some C&I [criteria and indicators] 

that are either built upon local practices and/or monitored by locals” (p.1306). They go on to 

note that the development of participatory monitoring systems may “introduce a new form of 

interference by external stakeholders into traditional informal practices which had so far 

passed unnoticed yet may have been quite successful in managing the resources in a 

sustainable manner (Garcia & Lescuyer 2008, p.1308). They conclude that “the challenge is 

thus to whenever there is need for them, to include and dilute formal C&I into the complex 

and informal traditional monitoring systems” (Garcia & Leschuyer 2008, p.1312), i.e. not 

vice versa.  

 

Abbot and Guijt (1998) write about participatory approaches to environmental management 

that “inevitably, this will require some form of capacity-building: either of external people to 

understand local systems of environmental monitoring, or of local people to understand 

external systems” (p.20). It may be that the former scenario occurs more often than the latter, 

given that they go on to write that “despite such in-depth local knowledge about the 

environment, many externally-driven monitoring approaches exclude or ignore the informal, 

conscious and unconscious ways in which communities, as resource users, monitoring their 

environments” (Abbot & Guijt 1998, p.32). Such comments are obviously more relevant in 

situations where participatory monitoring is used to promote the sustainability of natural 

resource use, rather than data to feed in to conservation planning and management.   

 

In a different context; drawing on examples of volunteers collecting data to feed into 

biodiversity policy in the UK, some researchers highlight the paradox entailed in combining 

local knowledge with scientific practices; 

“Like many participatory initiatives, it contains within it something of a paradox: 

scientific definitions and expert opinions…are found to be insufficient to sustain 

important public policies, and so public support and representations are also 

thought to be needed. Yet these representations are often elicited in the very forms 

that are simultaneously seen as being inadequately robust” (Ellis & Waterton 2004, 
p.101. 

In other words, local knowledge is seen to have value given that science alone is inadequate; 

however the local knowledge is expected to conform to those very scientific standards. 

 

This leads on to another consideration in the relationship between monitoring based on 

different types of knowledge; the emphasis placed by many on the need to test participatory 

(and local) ways of monitoring against scientific practices (Hellier et al. 1999, Danielsen et 

al. 2005a, 2010, Evans & Guariguata 2008, Jones et al. 2008, Leopold et al. 2009, Anadon et 
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al. 2009, 2010). Whilst this may seem perfectly reasonable in the quest to demonstrate the 

validity - or otherwise – of participatory monitoring to scientists and policy makers etc. as a 

basis for its credibility, some would see this as deeply problematic.  

 

Agrawal (2002) for example discusses the ‘politics of classification’ involved when 

indigenous knowledge is validated by science. He refers to the process of testing and 

validating as the ‘scientisation’ of indigenous knowledge; a process which entails three 

stages. Firstly there is ‘particularisation’ which refers to choosing which aspects of 

indigenous knowledge to include and which to ignore, as well as removing it from its social 

and cultural context. Secondly there is ‘validation’ which involves testing indigenous 

knowledge not within its own epistemological foundations but against a scientific 

epistemology which is thus inherently viewed as superior. Thirdly there is ‘generalisation’ 

which refers to how indigenous knowledge is compared and collated with other forms of 

data with which is does not necessarily share any basis. Agrawal (2002) argues against the 

scientisation of indigenous knowledge on practical, epistemological and political grounds. 

Ultimately he suggests that scientisation serves to separate knowledge from practice and 

power, and that attention should be paid to people and their social and political contexts, 

rather than their knowledge alone. 

 

Such comments suggest that the relationship between local, participatory and scientific 

monitoring may benefit from further analysis and investigation. Based on new empirical 

evidence, this thesis aims to explore these areas. It aims for example to build on the work 

and typology produced by Danielsen et al. (2009) by explicitly considering how scientific 

and local forms of monitoring interact through participatory monitoring projects. In this way 

it also aims to build on the work of Moller et al. (2004) with regards to their suggestions of 

complementarity between scientific and local forms of monitoring. The thesis takes seriously 

the warnings of Garcia and Lescuyer (2008) and Abbot and Guijt (1998) that scientific 

methods and knowledge still dominate over local approaches and considers to what extent 

this is true in the case-studies from which the thesis draws its empirical evidence. 

Importantly, if it is found to be true, it considers the consequences of this for the 

participatory monitoring process and for those involved. This thesis steers clear of attempts 

to test or validate participatory or local monitoring against scientific practices. Rather it is 

interested in how different forms of monitoring operate in their own rights, regardless of how 

accurate or precise or valid they are. In other words, I take no normative stance on what 

knowledge should or shouldn’t be included in participatory monitoring (based on perceptions 
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of worth or value) and am more interested in how different knowledges are operationalised 

and brought to bear in decisions in the conservation and management of nature. In this way I 

aim to not separate knowledge and practice (cf. Agrawal 2002). It is in this sense that I aim 

to understand more about how local, participatory and scientific monitoring interact i.e. how 

they relate to practice. 

 

The discussion above on the multiple ways in which it is possible to know nature, has 

relevance for participatory monitoring in a second way. It suggests that differences may exist 

within practices of monitoring – based on scientific, local or participatory processes – at the 

personal, individual level. Despite desires in some projects to produce ‘objective’ data and 

follow standard data collection methods, it may be argued that practices of participatory 

monitoring are also contingent upon person, place and time. Participants in these projects 

tend to include a mix of men and women, young and old, and those new to and experienced 

in ecology; thus there is potential for monitoring to be performed differently and viewed 

differently according to who is doing it. Equally, practices of local monitoring may differ 

amongst members of a community for example. Differences may well exist based on gender, 

class, caste, age, education etc.  

 

Many participatory monitoring projects operate at the level of a local community, amateur 

naturalist group or group of volunteers. Some projects work with multiple groups or 

communities, but activities within each group form the basic unit of operation. The impacts 

and outcomes of participatory monitoring are often assessed at this group or community 

level.  

 

Danielsen et al.’s (2005b) paper which provides a quantitative assessment of management 

interventions taken as a consequence of participatory monitoring, does so at the community 

level for example. The growing number of papers which report on tests of the accuracy of 

participatory monitoring against scientific practices, tend to do so by generalising at the 

group or community level. Anadon et al. (2009, 1010) for example, conducted 172 

interviews with Spanish shepherds regarding their observations of a local tortoise, which 

they analysed as a group and compared against standard scientific field sampling of the 

species. Jones et al. (2008) interviewed 22 households in Madagascar regarding their 

harvesting and use of local resources, which they treated as a group and modelled in order to 

assess their reliability.  
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Of course this is standard practice in conservation science, where large sample sizes are 

important. There is nothing wrong with such practices, however the scale at which 

monitoring activities are assessed – from decisions taken as a result, to their level of 

accuracy – affects what can be said of the process. Assessments have different objectives and 

different criteria against which the assessment is based; and research thrives on this variety. 

It is worth drawing attention however to the importance of scale in light of the discussion 

above of the situated and contingent nature of practices of monitoring, as only assessments 

which work at the level of the individual can investigate the consequences of these factors.  

 

Fewer researchers in the field of participatory monitoring have discussed its impacts and 

outcomes at the individual level i.e. working on the assumption that differences exist within 

the participants of a project. Lawrence (2006, 2009, 2010c), Lawrence et al. (2006) and 

Lawrence & Turnhout (2010) buck this general trend however. Whilst many researchers 

direct emphasis to the (external) data generated by participatory monitoring, Lawrence and 

her colleagues emphasise the importance of the personal and the subjective aspects of 

participatory monitoring. These authors discuss the ‘internal’ aspects of participatory 

monitoring, including the emotional connection people have to the data they collect and the 

personal ‘meaning-making’ involved in monitoring processes. This innovative work 

provides an important balance to other work therefore. Recent work by these authors has 

demonstrated how the personal and emotional links to data and the values placed on them 

can however leave participants unhappy with the prospect of passing on their information to 

planners and policy-makers through channels which standardise and rationalise the data 

(Lawrence & Turnhout 2010). Given that participants can withhold their data, the personal 

can in this way become political (Lawrence 2010c).  

 

Ellis and Waterton (2004, 2005) also pay attention to the individual in their assessment of 

volunteer naturalists contributing to biodiversity policy in the UK. They feel that many of the 

conservation bodies and policy makers do appreciate the diverse ways of knowing nature 

represented by volunteer naturalists; however the ways in which these are brought into the 

process of data collection is an on-going negotiation, involving signs of subtle shifts in the 

attitudes of policy makers. These signs “suggest an increased recognition that it may not be 

possible to invite citizen participation without embracing and negotiating the identities and 

practices of others” (Ellis & Waterton 2004, p.101). The authors do not suggest that it is 

necessary for policy to include all of the diverse knowledge encompassed by volunteers, 

however they do recommend that “the policy domain find ways of recognising the selective 
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nature of its appropriation of parts of volunteer identities/knowledge/practices” (Ellis & 

Waterton 2004, p.103).  

 

By drawing attention to the social aspects of participatory monitoring, Bell et al. (2008, 

2010) and Ballard et al. (2008, 2010) also emphasise the importance of considering 

participatory monitoring at the individual level. The relationships built between stakeholders 

through participatory monitoring processes, and those which hold together groups of amateur 

naturalists for example, are thought to be just as important as the data produced. The focus of 

these studies is not however the knowledge of individual participants. 

 

In relation specifically to projects in the global South working with resource-dependent 

communities, other researchers suggest few projects address the issue of social 

differentiation amongst participants (Abbot & Guijt 1998). In their review of participatory 

monitoring in tropical forests for example, CIFOR fail to mention social differentiation 

amongst participants; not even in a section entitled ‘who participates and how’ (Evans & 

Guariguata 2008). In their description of a participatory project to assess landscape values 

throughout the tropics according to both scientific criteria and local perceptions, Boissiere et 

al. (2010) do note however that when it came to soliciting local views, respondents were 

divided into ethnic, gender or age groups, with the purpose of capturing these groups’ 

different perceptions. Others have also mentioned that they work with both male and female 

representatives (Lawrence et al. 2006, Van Rijsoort & Zhang 2005, Van Rijsoort et al. 2010) 

and both literate and illiterate members of the community (Van Rijsoort & Zhang 2005, Van 

Rijsoort et al. 2010).  

 

It is thought however that little attention tends to be paid to the consequences of the 

heterogeneity amongst participants for processes of monitoring, despite the fact that patterns 

of natural resource use tend to be highly differentiated according to culture, wealth status, 

age, gender and length of residency, of the individual (Abbot & Guijt 1998). These authors 

provide one interesting case-study from their review which they use to highlight that 

indicators in monitoring projects can be differentiated according to gender, age, occupation 

and wealth status. They refer to Roche (1993) who describes how when monitoring the 

success of a project6 promoting the regeneration of a riverine fodder crop (Panicum 

bourgou) along the Niger river, indicators for success are gendered, with men counting 

success as the ability to provide NGO staff with a calabash of milk in future visits, whilst for 

                                                 
6I.e. Monitioring and evaluation, or ‘performance monitoring’ (Abbot & Guijt 1998).  
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women it is the ability to provide their children with more than normal kundou; a sweet drink 

also made from the grass.  

 

Referred to above in the literature review, Carter (1996) mentions social differentiation, 

community dynamics and the importance of a ‘common commitment’ within the 

participating community. Such a ‘common commitment’ is not thought to depend solely on 

ethnic, caste or religious groupings, as might be expected, but also on levels of formal 

education. This prompts Carter to suggest that “[m]uch can be achieved by working closely 

with those whose abilities and experience are particularly suited to forest resource 

assessment work” (Carter 1996, p.251); by which she presumably means those benefiting 

from formal education, with literacy and numeracy skills.  

 

Such work suggests that the situated and embodied nature of both participatory and local 

forms of ecological monitoring may benefit from further investigation. This thesis aims to 

build on the work of Danielsen et al. (2005b) for example by considering the impacts of 

participatory monitoring not at the community level, but at the individual level. Although 

some researchers and practitioners may not see the need to attend to impacts beyond (or 

rather, within) the community level – given that these are generally the stated goals of 

projects, this thesis takes seriously literature dealing with the situated and embodied nature 

of knowledge and considers it important to assess how all participants experience their 

involvement and utilise it in natural resource decision-making on an individual level. Whilst 

community-level decisions may make a certain amount of difference, this thesis works on 

the assumption that for participatory monitoring to be effective at a more fundamental level, 

it needs to be positively experienced by and acted upon by all participants.  

 

The thesis therefore attempts to bring to light how participatory – and local forms of – 

monitoring are experienced differently by different people participating and the consequence 

of this for both nature and society. In this way it builds on an appreciation that different 

social groups – for example based on gender or literacy – should be represented in 

participatory monitoring, to consider how, once represented, their individual characteristics 

affect their experience of monitoring. In this way it tries to capture the consequences of 

social differentiation amongst participants for the participatory monitoring process (cf. 

Abbot & Guijt 1998). In this way, it also aims to provide examples of and evidence for the 

fact that “it may not be possible to invite citizen participation without embracing and 
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negotiating [their] identities and practise” (Ellis & Waterton 2004, p.103), given that 

personal identities and practices govern the potential outcomes of monitoring.   

 

As some of the literature referred to above suggests however, knowledge does not operate in 

a vacuum, rather it is inherently linked to practice, power and control; it is thus political. As 

one group of researchers state in relation to participatory monitoring; “although science 

could be neutral, the application of it cannot be so, nor can its outcomes be so” (Paudel & 

Ojha 2008). The next ‘matter’ of monitoring to be discussed is the way in which knowledge 

is linked to control and power.  

 

2. Knowledge, control and power 

The environment – or nature – is a great setting in which to observe and attempt to 

understand processes of knowledge, control and power. Political ecologists have since the 

1970’s been drawing attention to the ‘politiced environment’ and how the “environment is 

constituted through struggles over material practices and struggles over meaning” (Bryant 

1998, p.84). Unequal power relations are often linked to conflicts over access to and the use 

of environmental resources; and can also be reflected in conflicting perceptions, discourses 

and knowledge claims in relation to the environment. Political ecologists refer to the 

‘politicized environment’, in which they see politics at the heart of environmental debate and 

degradation; a politics based on power, control and knowledge.  

 

Much has been written for example of the promotion of Western scientific knowledge in 

colonial practices and policies, such as the imposition of ‘scientific forestry’7, which was 

viewed as an “accepted form of political-economic control” (Peluso 1992 p.5), and used to 

marginalise indigenous management practises (Gauld 2000, Sivaramakrishnan 2000). It has 

been written that “colonization [and its development projects] meant not only a struggle over 

the physical occupation of space, but also a cultural struggle over knowledge and power 

regarding the ‘rational’ use of natural resources” (Nygren 2000, p.17).  

 

Even today, in situations of devolved environmental management where projects specifically 

attempt to draw on local and traditional ecological knowledge, it has been claimed that this 

“has not been able to negotiate on an equal basis with official scientific knowledge, but has 

instead been shaped by what is offered by outsiders, who make strategic choices about which 

                                                 
7 Scientific forestry originated in late 18th century France and Germany and stressed wood production 
over customary forest use (Klooster & Masera 2000) 
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“local knowledge” is heard and conformable to their scientifically given environmental 

goals, and then ventriloquised as the voice of the community” (Blaikie 2006, p.1944). In 

Nepal for example, local knowledge is often greater and more detailed than that of officials 

(Campbell 2003, Pokharel & Larsen 2007), however it is denied the status of ‘systematic 

knowledge’ and thus replaced by science in conservation (Campbell 2003). In community 

forestry, struggles for control are dominated by issues of who is seen to hold the appropriate 

forms of knowledge (Nightingale 2005). Many urge that greater attention should be paid to 

issues of control and power underlying debates over knowledge and validity (Twyman 1998, 

Songorwa 1999, Ellis 2005, Virtanen 2005).  

 

Political ecologists have long been drawing attention to the power and politics inherent in the 

management of nature (Blaikie 1989, 1995, 2008, Zimmerer & Young 1998, Bebbington 

2004, Goldman 2004, Hecht 2004, Peet & Watts 2004). Some have highlighted that “whose 

discourse [of nature] is accepted as being truthful is a question of social struggle and power 

politics” (Braun 2001, p.12). Marxist ideas of ‘discourses of nature’ relate to how different 

groups of people use different discourses to make sense of the same nature; thus discourses 

‘create their own truths’, rather than reveal truth or not. Some point to the contradictory 

forces of decentralised participatory approaches promoting local ‘framings of the forest’ and 

increasing numbers of international conventions and agreements with their universal 

scientific knowledge base, claiming that within international policy any opening up to a 

diversity of framings has been ‘partial at best’ (Leach 2008). Others show how “the inherent 

diversity and differentiation among social agents means that dominant groups are often 

structurally in [a] better position to create more holistic and legitimate claims of knowledge 

through more effective allocation of efforts for action and reflection” (Ojha et al. 2008a, 

p.163). Attempts to ‘deconstruct’ or ‘denaturalise’ knowledge claims used to support 

powerful interests have therefore been made in order to reveal and redress social struggles 

and power politics (Braun & Wainwright 2001).  

 

The influence of discourses of nature are not however fixed or predetermined, as they are 

embraced differently by different groups and whilst they may serve to (re)produce social 

differences and inequalities, they can also help redefine power relations. With relation to 

community forestry in Nepal, Nightingale (2005) writes that; 

“The higher castes appropriate the symbols of professionalisation and use their 
literacy skills to assert their understanding of the community forest rules and the 
potential legal consequences. The Kami [lower caste] men, in contrast, use their lack 
of literacy skills in exactly the same way but to resist the domination of the higher 
castes. They insist that reading aloud from the operational plan is not sufficient 



 46 

evidence for them because they cannot verify what is written…This kind of strategy 
requires them to manipulate power relations and the cultural practices of caste with 
somewhat conflicting results…they both reinforce and redefine power relations 
based on caste” (Nightingale 2005, p.594). 
 

 

Contestations over knowledge and control may not only have symbolic meaning however, 

but also material consequences (Bryant 1998). Again in relation to Nepal’s community 

forestry, whilst it is the socially dominant drawing on scientific discourses who may 

influence decisions in community forests, it is the marginalised members of the community 

who depend most heavily on the harvesting of forest products (Nightingale 2002). This 

marginalised group may choose to resist local power relations for example by disregarding 

local harvesting restrictions, thus power struggles have concrete ecological consequences for 

the forest (Nightingale 2006). In this way nature and society are seen to exist in a dialectical 

relationship as “the social and the natural…intertwine in ways that make their separation – in 

either thought or practice – impossible” (Braun 2001, p.3). Nightingale (2003a, 2010, 

forthcoming) refers to this as the emergence of a ‘socio-ecological regime’; a concept which 

demands that any consideration of ‘nature’ makes reference to ‘society’, and vice versa.  

 

Relevance for participatory monitoring 

So what does a discussion of knowledge, power and control have to do with participatory 

monitoring? Participatory monitoring revolves around the creation and transmission of 

knowledge about changes in the environment and attempts to direct that knowledge to alter 

the use, management and conservation of nature; it thus has everything to do with 

knowledge, power and control.  

 

The issue of knowledge in participatory monitoring has been discussed above at length in 

relation to different forms of knowledge held by different groups and the situated and 

embodied nature of that knowledge at an individual level. Theories and evidence presented 

here however suggest that issues of knowledge should also be given attention due to their 

intimate relationship with power, control and politics in the way nature is used, managed and 

conserved. Political ecologists draw attention to the ways in which knowledge relates to 

power through ideas of what constitutes ‘rational’ or ‘appropriate’ use and management of 

nature; and this has resonance for participatory monitoring.  
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In the earlier literature review, Carter (1996) was quoted in her review of participatory 

monitoring in forest environments for writing; “[a]lthough indigenous knowledge alone may 

be sufficient for local people to control and manage forests where there is low pressure on 

resources…[i]n establishing formal rights to control and manage forests, the need arises for 

systematic, quantified information” (p.2-3). This quote begs the question of who deems it 

necessary to have systematic, quantified information? Is it the communities themselves in 

order to improve the sustainability of their resource use – it would seem not from the start of 

the quote – or higher authorities who prize scientific (i.e. systematic and quantitative) 

assessment over local knowledge? Carter (1996) goes on to suggest that local knowledge and 

management systems should be ‘thoroughly investigated’ and “[t]heir incorporation into new 

assessment methods and management plans, where possible or appropriate, should then be 

considered” (p.252, emphasis added). Although local knowledge is given emphasis here, it is 

very much viewed from a position where science and scientific discourses of nature have 

supremacy. Again, there is an underlying assumption that local knowledge needs to be 

validated against scientific knowledge.  

 

The comments above relate to participatory monitoring amongst resource-dependent 

communities in the global South, however researchers investigating the involvement of 

amateur naturalists and volunteers in biodiversity recording in the UK also draw attention to 

the politics of knowledge in participatory monitoring. Ellis & Waterton (2004) note that 

bringing together the knowledge of various stakeholders to build a ‘common epistemic 

framework’  necessarily involves a selective appropriation of some ways of knowing over 

others, requiring a “sophisticated range of interactions that can make sense of, and recognise, 

the complexities of inviting citizens to become active agents in science and policy-making” 

(p.97).  These complexities revolve in part around issues of control, power and politics. It 

has been noted that the combining of scientific and local knowledge through participatory 

monitoring “does not necessarily entail a change in the relationship between stakeholders. 

Information alone cannot reduce power asymmetry” (Garcia & Lescuyer 2008, p.1308).  

 

A number of researchers refer to the constraints placed on participatory monitoring due to 

participants lacking the control to be able to act upon and operationalise monitoring data. 

Danielsen et al. (2010) for example found that 50% of interventions suggested as a result of 

monitoring in Tanzania were not implemented because they would have required a 

modification of village forest management plans or joint forest management plans – 

modifications which were outside the scope of the participatory monitoring project. Van 
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Rijsoort et al. (2010) relay a very telling quote by one respondent in their study of a 

participatory monitoring project in China five years after its implementation; that “PRM 

[participatory monitoring] cannot change management decisions, they are taken by the 

relevant authorities” (p.157). Lawrence (2010b) concludes that “implementation [of 

participatory monitoring] on a continuous and useful basis relies in many cases on genuine 

devolution of management power” (p.20).  

 

Political ecologists referred to above however demonstrate that even in situations of 

devolved environmental management and responsibilities, the operation of power and 

control is not straight forward (Nightingale 2002, 2003a, 2003b, 2005, 2006, 2010). It can be 

related to perceptions of knowledge (Campbell 2003, Blaikie 2006) and is linked to both 

material practices and symbolic meanings (Bryant 1998). In other words, even where 

resource-users enjoy in theory a high level of control in local resource use matters, the reality 

may not match this due to on-going struggles and negotiations over knowledge, power and 

other factors. The examples given above from Tanzania (Danielsen et al. 2010) and China 

(Van Rijsoort et al. 2010) serve to demonstrate this, as while they ostensibly devolve 

decision-making powers to local communities, the ultimate control rests with higher 

authorities.  

 

A number of researchers refer to other factors which also serve to complicate the expression 

of knowledge (gained through participatory monitoring) into environmental decision-making 

and action. Danielsen et al. (2010) for example, note the potential for corruption and hidden 

political agendas to constrain participatory monitoring. Lawrence (2006) refers to the 

importance of tenure, markets and economic development in how biodiversity is perceived 

and valued locally. Van Rijsorrt et al. (2010) mention local government policies as having 

more influence on forest management than participatory monitoring; as well as the 

importance of changing socio-economic environments.  

 

Many would agree that participatory monitoring is not just about data on environmental 

change, but importantly about the social processes involved (Diamond 2002, Ellis & 

Waterton 2004, Bell et al. 2008, Lawrence 2010a). Ballard et al. (2010) for example, write 

about participatory monitoring in the community forestry context of the US, that 

improvements in forest management “may therefore come not as much from the biological 

information gathered, but from the social relationships built and processes that occur along 

the way” (p.284). Taking the argument one step further, Garcia and Lescuyer (2008) write 
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that “the hypothesis stating that better information leads to better management tends not to 

take into account the social dynamics underlying and restricting or enabling the use of 

natural resources” (p.1309). Writing ten years previously, Abbot and Guijt (1998) similarly 

state that “[d]espite increased information about the natural environment, many people 

realise, paradoxically, that little of this helps to understand how social and environmental 

processes influence each other” (p.16). 

 

The latter two quotes in particular hint at the fact that whilst monitoring data may be 

important, other factors are also relevant in the overall outcomes of environmental 

management. Paudel and Ojha (2008) for example write simply of the community forest 

context in Nepal, that the supply and demand of forest products is far more to do with socio-

political issues than technical ones, leading them to argue against the introduction of a 

standard scientific inventory for all community forest user groups there (referred to above 

during the literature review). With an appreciation of the political ecology literature, this 

should come as no surprise.  

 

Political ecology scholars have taken great pains to demonstrate the relevance and 

consequences of social, cultural, economic, political and environmental factors in all 

situations related to the management and use of nature (Blaikie 1989, 1995, 2006, Peluso 

1992, Bryant 1998, Peet & Watts 2004). Issues of knowledge, power and control interact 

with other more mundane factors, including economics and markets, to produce outcomes in 

environmental management. Participatory monitoring clearly has a place amongst these 

factors, however some have questioned whether in this context, it represents merely a ‘red-

herring’ (Garcia & Lescuyer 2008). Given that other ways exist to improve relationships 

between stakeholders and promote traditional ecological knowledge – i.e. the often 

mentioned benefits of participatory monitoring – these authors question fundamentally 

whether participatory monitoring is therefore ‘worth the trouble?’  

 

Others highlight however the ways in which participatory monitoring can be used to increase 

the control local communities have over their natural resources. Carter (1996) for example 

writes that participating in monitoring and assessment can be used to demonstrate to 

authorities the commitment of local people to “planned, rational forest use” (p.246). 

Similarly, Wong (2000) highlights that monitoring and assessment which is deemed to be 

rigorous “can often be critical to securing political credibility for recommendations” (p.65). 

Whilst these comments hark back to normative issues of knowledge, validity and 
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‘appropriate’ information, more recent work equally emphasises the importance of 

participatory monitoring in improving relationships and building credibility between 

stakeholders; thus presumably creating opportunities for local involvement in and control 

over decision-making (Ballard et al. 2010, Lawrence 2010b).  

 

With regards to control in decision-making, Carter writes that “[p]erhaps the truest test of 

local people’s participation in forest resource assessment lies in what the information 

collected equips them to do” (p.275). In this way, issues of knowledge, control and power 

are bought together and hint at the need ultimately to think about what participatory 

monitoring really enables people to do; or in other ways, in what ways monitoring matters.  

 

The work and debates introduced above suggest that the issues of knowledge, power and 

control in relation to participatory ecological monitoring may benefit from further 

investigation. Based on new empirical evidence, this thesis aims to do this in a number of 

ways. Firstly, it takes seriously the argument that even in situations of devolved management 

issues of knowledge, control and power have relevance and importance. It aims to elucidate 

the consequences of these issues in terms of how participatory monitoring can hope to 

contribute to both nature and society. To do this I consider the complexities and 

contradictions inherent in the realities of devolved management. 

 

Secondly, the thesis aims to draw directly on political ecology literature to consider the wide 

variety of factors which may impact on participatory monitoring – knowledge, power, 

control, as well as more mundane factors such as economic forces. By explicitly drawing on 

this scholarly field, I aim to see if it can contribute further to current debates in participatory 

monitoring. By placing participatory monitoring within a ‘politicised environment’ (cf. 

Bryant 1998), I attempt to view such processes and projects not in isolation but as a part of 

wider human-environment, or society-nature, relationships. In this way, the influence and 

impact of participatory monitoring can be set against those of competing pressures and 

forces in natural resource management.  

 

Thirdly, the thesis aims to investigate the ways in which participatory monitoring may 

become embroiled in struggles and contestations over natural resources. It aims to do this 

through a consideration of both material practices and symbolic meanings (cf. Bryant 1998, 

Nightingale 2010). Building on the work of other researchers, it may be that participatory 

monitoring contributes both positively and negatively to such struggles and negotiations. By 
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taking seriously the idea that nature and society are intimately entwined (cf. Castree & Braun 

2001, Nightingale 2003a, 2010), the consequences of these social struggles – and thus 

participatory monitoring’s contribution to these – for nature will be considered. In this way, 

the importance of symbolic meanings related to knowledge and power in terms of concrete 

ecological impacts will be assessed.  

 

The third and final ‘matter’ of monitoring which this thesis aims to address is that of 

‘participation’. Given that participation in conservation and natural resource management 

follows in the footsteps of participation more generally and widely in economic and social 

development projects, it seems only sensible to turn to scholarly work in the field of 

development studies and specifically participatory development, to see what it may 

contribute to debates in and understandings of participatory monitoring. Some of the issues 

raised in the participatory development literature concur closely with those already discussed 

above. Some on the other hand, present new ideas and suggest alternative avenues for 

investigation with regards to participatory monitoring.  

 

3. Participation 

Participation in the conservation and management of nature – particularly in the global South 

– mirrors wider moves to increase the participation of local communities in economic and 

social development projects; although the former arguably lags behind the latter by at least 

ten years. Participation by local communities is now considered an “indispensable part of 

any programme or project encouraged by national governments, World Bank, UN agencies 

and non-governmental agencies” (Desai 2002, p.117), and given its ubiquity is the subject of 

much debate amongst development scholars. Whilst participatory approaches to 

development and conservation arose largely out of dissatisfaction with previous top-down 

ones based on Western technology and knowledge (Chambers 1983, Crush 1995, Escobar 

1995), they themselves now suffer critiques built on evidence emerging over the last 30 

years.  

 

The mainstreaming of participatory approaches means that they can no longer be seen to 

juxtapose previously dominant top-down approaches (Hickey & Mohan 2004) and instead 

must be seen for what they deliver in reality (Cornwall 2002). Participation can take many 

forms (Table 1.4), including who participates, how, when and why. The form participation 

takes has obvious consequences for the likely outcomes of a project in terms of its stated 
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goals and its potential to empower those involved, however some stand in more fundamental 

opposition to all forms of participation (Cooke & Kothari 2001).  

 

Cooke and Kothari (2001) question whether participation constitutes ‘the new tyranny’ – 

which they explain as ‘the unjust exercise of power’ – in potentially three ways; firstly as a 

tyranny of the group, secondly as a tyranny of the method and thirdly as a tyranny of 

decision-making and control. This hard-hitting critique of participation is now infamous in 

the development literature and in its arguments draws together a wide range of literature. It 

has elicited wide-ranging responses and serves as a great entry point into the work and 

debates of development scholars. Given that the critique potentially has relevance as much 

for participatory approaches to the conservation and management of nature as for those to 

development (although most obviously for that in the global South), it shall now be 

considered in some detail.  

�

Firstly, Cooke and Kothari (2001) question whether participation constitutes a ‘tyranny of 

the group’ as group dynamics mean that supposedly participatory decisions may serve only 

to reinforce the interests of the already powerful. It has been claimed that many involved in 

community-based approaches to conservation and natural resource management work on the 

assumption that they are involved with a group of homogenous people who share common 

views and interests which promote the making of desirable collective decisions (Agrawal & 

Gibson 1999, Leach et al. 1999). Evidence demonstrates however that communities tend to 

be internally differentiated according to gender, class, race, caste, wealth, education, age and 

political affiliation and that these differences, along with the dynamic nature of communities, 

are important in determining local social and power relations and therefore access to and 

control over natural resources (Robbins 2000, Nightingale 2003a, 2005, 2006, Ghimire et al. 

2004). It has therefore been claimed that many conservation and natural resource 

management projects are engaged with ‘mythic communities’ (Agrawal and Gibson 1999), 

which are considered a “poor reflection of empirical reality, and hence a misleading guide to 

practical intervention strategies” (Leach et al. 1999, p.242).  

 

For such reasons, Blaikie (2006) finds that, despite its popularity as a policy, community-

based natural resource management has largely failed to deliver the expected benefits, 

resulting instead in uneven participation and benefits, with negative trade-offs felt mostly by 

the poor. This may partly explain why local attitudes to conservation projects can be highly 

differentiated and sometimes highly critical (Mehta & Kellert 1998, Soto et al. 2001, 

Nagendra et al. 2005, Robertson & Lawes 2005, Sayer & Campbell 2007).  
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Even in globally respected programmes of devolved management, such as community 

forestry in Nepal, local ‘elites’ often dominate management decisions to the detriment of 

marginalised groups such as the poor, women and those of particular castes (Campbell 2003, 

Harper & Tarnowski 2003, Thoms 2008).  Harper & Tarnowski (2003) suggest that when 

local elites hold positions of authority in Community Forest User Group committees, what 

are meant to be participatory monthly committee meetings “are more typically venues within 

which the chair imposes unilateral decisions (made prior to the meeting) under the guise of 

acting on behalf of the user group members” (p.45).  

 

Agrawal and Gibson (1999) argue that assumptions of a ‘mythic community’ may therefore 

undermine their advocate’s ultimate goal of increasing the role of local communities in 

natural resource management. They suggest that in order to do this in an equitable and 

sustainable manner, the term ‘community’ should be carefully defined and examined. 

 

Secondly, Cooke and Kothari (2001) question whether participation constitutes a ‘tyranny of 

the method’ in that participatory methods may drive out others which have advantages that 

participation cannot provide. Participation is often seen as synonymous with Participatory 

Rural Appraisal (PRA), which has been described by its founder as “a family of approaches 

and methods to enable local people to share, enhance and analyze their knowledge of life and 

conditions, to plan and to act” (Chambers 1994a, p.953). Despite high hopes for PRA, even 

Chambers himself recognises that its mainstreaming and rapid spread raises concerns about 

its quality and the way in which some PRA is practiced (Chambers 1994b, 1994c).  

 

Critiques of PRA abound but may be summarised as follows; PRA treats communities as 

homogenous, household characteristics are not fully covered, techniques are influenced by 

stereotypes of facilitators, normal kinship, caste and socio-economic status are eliminated, 

outputs are affected by local disputes and social competition, true household dynamics may 

not be revealed for fear of neighbours capitalising on strengths or weaknesses, views of 

young people are not captured and finally, previously known powerful individuals and 

households may dominate (Dovie 2003).  

 

PRA and other participatory approaches put much emphasis on communities reaching 

consensus, however Kapoor (2005) writes of ‘the fantasy of consensus’, arguing that 

consensus promotes closure and hence privileges some voices while simplifying, suppressing 
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and excluding those of others. He cites Mouffe (2000) who sees consensus as the 

“elimination of pluralism from the public sphere” (Kapoor 2005). Cooke (2001)8 cautions 

that decisions made through participatory approaches, such as consensus building, “can 

cause decisions to be made that are more risky, with which no one really agrees, or that 

rationalize harm to others, and…can be used consciously or otherwise to manipulate group 

members’ ideological beliefs” (p.102). Kesby (2005) warns that the public nature of 

participation potentially exposes the marginalised to the risk of inadvertently revealing their 

survival strategies, such as illegal harvesting practices in community forestry.  

 

Finally, there is also an assumption in many participatory methods that people will find it in 

their rational interests to participate, with “social norms…seen to occupy a secondary place 

to economic rationality” in explaining motivations to participate (Cleaver 2001, p.48). 

Cleaver (2001) notes that peoples’ willingness and ability to participate in fact depends on 

gender, age, class and individual agency and demonstrates that in numerous situations people 

find it easier, more beneficial or habitually easier not to participate, arguing therefore that 

non-participation may in fact be a ‘rational’ strategy.  

 

Thirdly, Cooke and Kothari (2001) question whether participation constitutes a ‘tyranny of 

decision-making and control’, in that participatory approaches may over-ride legitimate 

decision-making processes. Waddington and Mohan (2004) show how a participatory 

development project in Ghana which sought to make decision-making more public and 

transparent was in fact resisted by many women as it reduced their opportunities for informal 

politicking through the male elders. Some warn however that what outsiders may consider to 

be informal may in fact be considered as just the opposite by the community (Mosse 1994).  

 

Others show that decisions made in formal committees established through participatory 

projects are often hotly disputed and rarely complied with, with much debate and decisions 

being made instead as part of people’s daily interactions (Cleaver 2001). This leads them to 

warn that participatory approaches may “become mere empty shells, with meaningful 

decision-making, interaction and collective action taking place elsewhere” (Cleaver 2001, 

p.44). Cleaver (2001) finds that critical units for decision-making are often those above and 

below the level of community, such as individuals, households, kinships groups or work 

groups. Drawing on extensive fieldwork with rural communities in Nepal, Miller (2000) 

                                                 
8 Cooke writes from the field of ‘social psychology’ which is explained as concerned with ‘how the 
thoughts, feelings and behaviours of individuals are influenced by the actual, imagined and implied 
presence of others’ (Cooke 2001, p.102) 
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similarly urges development officials to strive for ‘congruence’ with local decision-making 

processes.  

 

With regards to control, although communities may be afforded the opportunity to engage in 

decision-making processes through participatory projects, important issues remain over who 

retains control and how this control is negotiated (Twyman 1998, Songorwa 1999, Harper 

and Tarnowski 2003). Gauld (2000) considers the case of community-based forestry in the 

Philippines, where despite participatory policies the state retains tight control, leading him to 

conclude that “the delegation of responsibility without authority limits the extent to which 

communities can be empowered to manage forest lands” (p.233). Agrawal and Gibson 

(1999) see the exercise of authority as important in three aspects; in making rules, in the 

implementation of these rules and in dispute resolution. They argue that participatory 

projects and government authorities typically retain the authority to create rules and deal 

with disputes, only devolving the authority to implement these pre-determined rules. Without 

local communities having all three forms of authority; and therefore a greater degree of 

control, the potential of participatory projects for development and conservation are 

considered severely limited.  

 

The ‘tyranny critique’ has elicited various responses, however many academics and 

practitioners are keen to move forward positively, offering constructive criticism in order to 

improve upon current practices - rather than give up on them completely. Many for example 

are calling for a far greater awareness of politics in participatory approaches to development 

and conservation (Agrawal and Gibson 1999, Hickey and Mohan 2004, Williams 2004, 

Leach 2008). In their edited book Participation: From Tyranny to Transformation? written 

in direct response to the tyranny critique, Hickey and Mohan (2004) state that in all chapters 

it is apparent that ‘politics matters’ and that “understanding the ways in which participation 

relates to existing power structures and political systems provides the basis for moving 

towards a more transformatory approach to development; one which is rooted in the exercise 

of a broadly defined citizenship” (p.5).  

 

Leach (2008) suggests focusing on the influence of power relations and the historical and 

political trajectories of existing governance arrangements in determining the possibilities and 

scope of both citizen and elite actions. Williams (2004) questions the political values that 

underpin participatory development (and not just the local level politics involved in its 

projects), suggesting the focus be shifted to understanding the effects of participation on 
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networks of power and political capabilities. Drawing on the work of Foucault, he concludes 

that whilst participation may be a form of ‘subjection’, its results are not predetermined and 

its subjects never completely controlled, and that it may in fact open up new spaces for 

political action. Others suggest a ‘rights-based approach’ be taken to participation, seeing it 

as a basic human right to be demanded rather than a choice or opportunity to be offered by 

others; an approach inherently more political (Cornwall 2002). Cornwall (2002) 

differentiates between ‘invited’ and ‘uninvited’ participation, calling the latter ‘citizenship 

participation’. She writes that through this concept “[p]articipation comes to mean…forms of 

action through which citizens create their own opportunities and terms of engagement” 

(Cornwall 2002, p.50), potentially involving autonomous actions and including protest and 

engagement in illegal activities. 

 

Some draw attention to the spatial dimensions of participation, an interrogation of which 

may offer possibilities for improving current practices. According to Kesby (2005), most 

participatory projects assume “that empowerment through participation takes time and will 

fail if initiatives do not last long enough” (p.2053). Arguing for a need to instead consider 

material space, Kesby draws on research with a participatory HIV education and 

empowerment programme in Zimbabwe, showing how participation occurs within a ‘front 

stage’ or ‘other space’ in which people feel free of everyday constraints on speech and 

actions and are able to feel empowered to, in this case, discuss and enact situations 

surrounding sexual health. The challenge Kesby notes is how to transfer this sense of 

empowerment back to the ‘back stage’ or ‘everyday life spaces’ which are governed by 

social norms and power relations that constrain peoples’ actions. The everyday lives of 

people involved momentarily in participatory projects are also subject to wider structures of 

injustice and oppression, to which it is thought more attention should be given (Mohan 

2001). Along with global economic and political forces, and particularly in relation to the 

conservation and management of nature, are wider issues of knowledge and power.  

 

Relevance for participatory monitoring 

So again, what does an appreciation of the challenges and intricacies of ‘participation’ in 

development and conservation more widely, have to do with participatory monitoring? As 

has been well established above, participatory monitoring is not just about the production of 

data about environmental change; it is inherently about the people participating and 

processes of involvement and engagement. Inevitably, the arguments and theories introduced 
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above therefore have bearing for any investigation deals with questions of participation in 

participatory monitoring.  

 

From the literature review at the beginning of this chapter, it is clear that many of those 

involved in participatory monitoring have thought about issues of participation at great 

lengths. The typology of participation in participatory monitoring by Danielsen et al. (2009) 

was referred to (Table 1.2); based on the stages at which participants are involved. With 

regards to participation in forest resource assessment, the work of Carter’s (1996) was 

highlighted, on how levels of participation are linked to control, feelings of ownership and 

the likely long-term success of projects (Table 1.4). Lawrence (2002) and Abbot and Guijt 

(1998) were shown to have considered in great detail the necessary steps involved in 

participatory monitoring and the importance of the stage at which participants are involved 

in the process (Table 1.3). Schreckenberg (2000) however calls for more focus on “the still 

rather problematic area of achieving a greater degree of participation” (p.60) in many 

participatory monitoring projects. 

 

In relation to participatory monitoring, Lawrence (2006) has explicitly considered the often 

quoted dichotomy of participation into that which is ‘instrumental’ i.e. about the production 

of data, and ‘transformative’ i.e. about the transformation of lives or social processes. She 

challenges this dichotomy, using case-studies of participatory monitoring to demonstrate that 

it can be both instrumental and transformative. She states therefore that “[p]ower is not 

located in a data consuming centre, and data are not meaningless materials that leave the 

collector unmoved” (Lawrence 2006, p.279). In this way, participation is seen to be about 

both the ‘instrumental’ external, objective data outcomes, as well as the ‘transformative’ 

internal, subjective personal outcomes, related to learning and changes in individual values.  

 

This thesis follows the insights of work such as Lawrence’s, by explicitly considering what 

an examination of the ‘tyranny’ critique can add to our understandings of participatory 

monitoring.  

 

Assertions that participation may constitute a ‘tyranny of the group’ (Cooke & Kothari 

2001), suggest that participatory monitoring projects which fall into the trap of assuming 

they are engaged with ‘mythic communities’ (cf. Agrawal & Gibson 1999) could ignore 

existing social and power relations and serve merely to reinforce the interests of the already 
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powerful. In order to avoid this, it is thought projects should carefully examine and define 

what they mean by ‘community’ (Agrawal & Gibson 1999).  

 

In the above discussion on the situated and embodied nature of environmental knowledge, it 

was suggested that many projects with resource dependent communities in the global South 

fail to differentiate participants based on gender, age, ethnicity, class or tenure (Abbot & 

Guijt 1998) i.e. they fail to examine or define what they mean by community. Some projects 

do however mention ensuring there are both male and female, literate and illiterate 

representatives amongst the participants (Lawrence 2006, Boissiere et al. 2010, Van Rijsoort 

et al. 2010).  

 

Whilst assessments of the impact and accuracy of many projects are focused at the 

community level (Danielsen et al. 2005b, 2010, Jones et al. 2008, Anadon et al. 2009, 2010), 

other researchers do concentrate specifically at the level of the individual participant. These 

demonstrate the importance of personal and emotional meanings attached to data, and of 

social relationships built through monitoring processes for example (Lawrence 2006, 2009, 

2010, Lawrence & Turnhout 2010, Bell et al. 2008, 2010). Others highlight the heterogeneity 

of knowledge and practices brought to monitoring by participants (Ellis & Waterton 2004).  

 

Lawrence et al. (2006) go one step further than this, when they mention the appropriation of 

biodiversity discourses by local elites in Nepal.  Paudel and Ojha (2008) do similarly, as they 

make the fact that the forest inventory policy introduced to Nepal’s community forestry 

legitimises the power of local elites a central theme of their highly innovative work.  

 

Assertions that participation may constitute a ‘tyranny of the method’ (Cooke & Kothari 

2001), draw attention to the use and promotion in participatory monitoring of the different 

ways or methods with which it is possible to monitor nature. Scientific and local ways to 

monitor nature have been discussed above at length, as has the bringing together of these 

practices through participatory monitoring. These matters shall not be repeated here, suffice 

to say that although a combination of scientific and local methods is often the aim of 

projects, some feel that participatory processes still tend to be dominated by scientific 

methods of assessment (Abbot & Guijt 1998, Garcia & Lescuyer 2008).  

 

Claims that participatory projects assume ‘economic rationality’ in people’s motivations to 

be involved (cf. Cleaver 2001), suggest that the same may be true of participatory 
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monitoring projects. There would seem to be an assumption behind all participatory 

monitoring projects that people want to be involved in order to be provided with systematic 

data on which to base their environmental decision-making. Abbot and Guijt (1998) write 

that most participatory monitoring projects “make the rather tenuous assumption that the 

monitoring process has value for local people. But this may not always be the case” (p.25). 

Carter (1996) highlights however that in many of the cases in her edited book on forest 

resource assessment, the need for assessments were externally perceived. Garcia and 

Lescuyer (2008) go further, stating that “[w]e doubt the local stakeholders feel the same need 

for self-evaluation tools based on a formal, endogenous assessment of sustainability” 

(p.1311). Nevertheless, in the vast majority of cases and by their very nature, participatory 

monitoring projects are initiated by outsiders i.e. they are a form of ‘invited participation’ 

(cf. Cornwall 2002). It is thus natural that these outsiders assume they have something to 

offer to community members through the participatory processes they are offering to co-

ordinate. The extent to which they build in opportunities for people not to participate or the 

extent to which they accept this as a natural part of any participatory project, is generally not 

discussed in the literature.  

 

Motivations and incentives to ensure long-term and continued commitment once participants 

become involved in participatory monitoring projects are however the subject of much 

debate. Whilst in theory the benefits accruing from involvement in participatory projects – 

from learning new skills, to improving relationships with other stakeholders, to gaining 

valuable data on which to base their environmental decision-making – should be enough to 

maintain participants’ interest, some note that this is not necessarily the case. Lawrence 

(2010b) writes that remuneration of participants may be necessary if the data collected are 

not directly useful to them. Even in cases where the data is supposedly of direct use 

however, others find that levels of monitoring are related to levels of revenue obtained as a 

result of monitoring with which to compensate participants (Topp-Jorgensen et al. 2005, 

Danielsen et al. 2010).  

 

Assertions that participation may constitute a ‘tyranny of decision-making and control’ 

(Cooke & Kothari 2001), suggest that participatory monitoring may need to be aware of its 

place in local, informal systems of debate and decision-making, as well as how it fits into 

local negotiations of control over natural resources. The latter issue; of how participatory 

monitoring may contribute to struggles for control in natural resource management, has been 

discussed at length above, whilst drawing on the work of political ecologists to consider the 
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importance of knowledge, power and control. These discussions will not be repeated here, 

suffice to say that control relates not only to perceptions of the validity of the knowledge 

held by different stakeholders, but also the complex and often historically embedded power 

relations which exist even within situations of supposedly devolved environmental 

management.  

 

The discussion arising here from this, the third and final ‘tyranny’, suggests in addition that 

more attention be given to understanding systems of devolved management and the need to 

differentiate between responsibilities and authority and what exactly it is that is devolved to 

the community level. This in turn suggests a greater attention to politics in natural resource 

management and the use of participatory approaches for justice in political struggles. Taking 

a ‘rights-based approach’ to participation (cf. Cornwall 2002) may for example enable a 

fundamental shift in power relations, which more mainstreamed and institutionalised forms 

of participation may not be able to deliver.  

 

Taking these arguments seriously would involve a careful questioning of participatory 

monitoring and what it is able to deliver with regards to local control over natural resources 

and environmental management. To date the work of Ojha (2002), Paudel and Ojha (2008), 

and Hull et al. (2010) comes closest to such a fundamental questioning, discussing as they do 

the interaction of knowledge, power and control in the context of Nepal’s forest inventory 

policy. Paudel and Ojha (2008) for example conclude from well-theorised investigations that 

the policy is in fact dis-empowering and counter-productive in terms of sustainable resource 

management as it shifts power relations in favour of forestry authorities and local elites.  

 

Assertions that participation may constitute a ‘tyranny of decision-making and control’ 

(Cooke & Kothari 2001), also suggested that participatory monitoring may need to be aware 

of its place in local, informal systems of debate and decision-making. Assessments of 

decision-making as a consequence of participatory monitoring have been at the community-

level (Danielsen et al. 2005b) and therefore fail to capture impacts at other scales, such as 

within households, kinship groups or work groups – all of which are considered critical units 

for decision-making (Cleaver 2001). Although extremely important, this work also fails to 

capture the influence of participatory monitoring in what have been referred to as ’everyday 

life spaces’ (cf. Kesby 2005), i.e. on people’s private land. Social norms and wider structures 

and forces are thought to govern decision-making, actions and possibilities within 
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households, kinship groups etc and within ‘everyday life spaces’ (Cleaver 2001, Mohan 

2001, Kesby 2005).  

 

Reference has been made above to the importance of social factors and wider forces in 

participatory monitoring i.e. that it is not merely about the data itself. In the discussion 

surrounding knowledge, control and power, the work of political ecologists was used to 

highlight the importance of social, cultural, political, economic and environmental factors in 

environmental decision-making and negotiations in natural resource management. The ideas 

introduced here based on the work of development scholars thus add support for such 

arguments and suggest that a greater understanding can be had of participatory monitoring if 

its place within wider human-environment relationships and processes is considered.   

 

The work and debates introduced above suggest that issues of participation in relation to 

participatory ecological monitoring may benefit from further investigation. Although it has 

largely been ignored by conservationists, the participatory development literature clearly 

offers great opportunities for interdisciplinary learning and improving community-based 

conservation practice (Campbell & Vainio-Matilla 2003) - such as participatory monitoring.  

 

This thesis therefore aims to take the insights of development scholars introduced above and 

explore them with regards to participatory monitoring. In this way I hope to build on the now 

well established fact that the level of participation offered and the stage at which participants 

are involved naturally impacts on the likely outcomes of participatory monitoring projects. In 

line with earlier aims based around the discussion of knowledge as embodied and therefore 

situated at the individual level, the thesis aims to consider the impacts of participatory 

monitoring amongst all participants and relate this to the inherent heterogeneity amongst 

them. Given that participatory projects tend to work necessarily with only a small proportion 

of any community, the impact and influence of monitoring on the wider, non-participating 

members of the community will also be considered. One other study has considered such 

issues, that which was a follow-up study of a participatory monitoring project in China 5 

years after its inception, which along with project participants, interviewed two or three 

villagers who had not participated (Van Rijsoort et al. 2010).  

 

The thesis will also consider the accusation that participatory projects assume that people 

will find it in their ‘rational interests’ to participate (cf. Cleaver 2001). It will therefore 

attempt to investigate the reasons people decide to participate in the first place and their 
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motivations for continued involvement. Such simple questions may provide vital information 

in the drive to ensure participatory monitoring projects are sustainable in the long-term. Such 

investigations may also reveal much about the social norms and wider factors affecting 

peoples’ livelihoods and decisions with regards to the environment. This may help to 

illuminate how participatory monitoring impacts on informal decision-making and in 

‘everyday life spaces’ (cf. Kesby 2005). This will no doubt bring in the influence of the 

wider factors considered by political ecologists to be important in natural resource 

management. Again, reminiscent of previously stated aims, the thesis thus aims to consider 

the complex ways in which participatory monitoring is put into practice and has influence at 

various levels and in various spaces of decision-making. In other words, it will attempt to see 

how participatory monitoring fits into wider human-environment relations and processes and 

how it competes with the multitude of other factors which contribute to these.  
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Introduction 

This chapter details the case-studies employed in the thesis. These case-studies provide the 

empirical evidence on which the arguments of the thesis are based and thus are fundamental 

to the thesis as a whole. The case-studies are based in the community forests of Nepal and so 

these shall be introduced first, in order to provide the context for the specific case-studies. 

The specific case-studies shall then be described, followed by a discussion of the 

representativeness of case-studies in general and the ones chosen specifically.  

 

This chapter is followed by one on methodology which is written as a paper for a 

conservation journal. That chapter aims to go beyond setting the scene set for the empirical 

work of the thesis, as done in this chapter. It engages with various methodological issues 

relevant to research on community-based conservation – such as participatory ecological 

monitoring – and aims to take these to a wider audience. Certain issues not dealt with it this 

chapter may therefore be covered in the next one.  

 

Nepal and its community forestry 

Nepal is a country of huge geographic, topographic, ecological and social diversity. It rises 

from the plains of northern India to reach the highest point on earth, with a population 

divided on the basis of an entrenched hierarchical caste system, as well as ethnic tribal 

groups. Increasing numbers of people have moved to live in the Kathmandu valley and other 

major towns, but most still live subsistence livelihoods in rural areas; ones which are 

increasingly connected by road networks and targeted for irrigation, hydropower and other 

development projects. Rural livelihoods are dominated by subsistence forms of agriculture 

and often depend on reciprocal working arrangements and exchange of goods between 

neighbours and within kinship groups. Supplementary incomes from labouring, local sales of 

products and employment in micro-enterprises are increasing however, partly due to the 

activities of development actors. Forests provide the majority of agricultural inputs in the 

form of fodder, leaf-litter and understory grazing, as well as firewood and timber for 

domestic use, along with a host of other non-timber products. Men, women and children visit 

nearby areas of forest regularly, often on a daily basis, and have a close relationship with 

them.  

 

Despite a continued reliance on local forests, villagers’ legal rights over them have changed 

throughout recent history. Until 1950 the Ranas; a hereditary dynasty of Prime Ministers, 
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ruled Nepal, being finally replaced in 1960 by the King who went on to ban all political 

parties and established the smallest political unit as the ‘panchayat’, governed by an elected 

leader. In 1957 the Private Forest Nationalisation Act allowed all forest land, including that 

previously owned by members of the Rana family, to come under government control 

(Gilmour & Fisher 1991). It was around this time that a deterioration in the condition of 

many forests is thought to have occurred, prompting the publication of the 1976 National 

Forestry Plan. This included provisions for handing over the responsibility for areas of forest 

to the local panchayat; when the panchayat system was abolished after violent unrest in 

1990, the ‘panchayat forests’ became known as ‘community forests’.  

 

It was in the 1970s that the ‘Theory of Himalayan Environmental Degradation’ (referred to 

hereafter as the Theory) gained prominence, due to the work of Eckholm (1975) and others. 

The Theory posited that population growth and clearance of hillsides for agriculture were 

leading to landslides, erosion and flooding which had both local effects and consequences far 

downstream. Much work has refuted the Theory, providing evidence of forest clearance 

occurring much earlier due to tax incentives, of the continued presence of forests and 

increases in forest density and of incorrect hydrological analyses (Gilmour & Fisher 1991 

and references therein). This much overstated narrative of destruction due to careless human 

actions underpinned the establishment of community forestry however and led to an influx of 

development actors during the 1980’s to support the programme. Gilmour and Fisher (1991) 

write that “if the perception of the nature of the problem is wrong, then the solutions are also 

likely to be wrong” (p.36), reasoning that this is why technical fixes, professional forestry 

expertise and tree planting programmes were the initial mainstay of community forestry – 

rather than the social, cultural or political processes at work. Since then, huge efforts have 

been made to pay greater attention to these latter processes, although many would agree that 

the legacy of the Theory and the early technocratic emphasis is still widely felt.  

 

Roughly one third of all Nepal’s people, or 1.5 million households, are part of the 

community forestry programme (GoN 2010). The basic unit of the programme is the 

‘Community Forest User Group’ (CFUG), to which is devolved the responsibility to protect, 

manage and sustainably use an area of local forest. All CFUGs have a Constitution which 

defines the rights of the users and an Operational Plan which outlines the forest management 

plans; the latter is approved by the District Forest Office (DFO), where the group is also 
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registered9. Households generally pay a fee to join their local CFUG(s) (they may be 

members of more than one if they wish), which also generate funds through charging for the 

harvesting of some forest products such as timber and from the sale of forest products 

(sometimes processed in local enterprises) outside of the CFUG. These funds are used for 

forest protection and management, as well as local socio-economic development activities. 

CFUGs make their own rules regarding the time at which the forest is ‘open’ to harvest 

particular products throughout the year. They are managed through a committee of 

approximately eight to ten people, of whom the Chair, Secretary and Treasurer hold the most 

powerful positions. All household members can have their input through annual General 

Assemblies and if needs be through impromptu ‘emergency meetings’. All members are 

expected to contribute to community forestry activities and management practices, with at 

least one member of each household for example generally expected to attend General 

Assemblies.  

 

There are a number of stakeholders in Nepal’s community forestry. The government’s 

Department of Forests is represented in all but one of Nepal’s 75 districts by a District Forest 

Office, run by a District Forest Officer10. Rangers are also posted at a number of Range Posts 

throughout each district, increasing the outreach of the DFO, however given limited 

government resources, few CFUGs interact on a regular basis with any government official. 

Many districts are also represented by one or other of the international donor agencies, 

bilateral aid programmes or international NGOs. The Livelihoods and Forestry Programme 

(LFP) of the UK’s DFID and the Nepal Swiss Community Forestry Project (NSCFP) of the 

Swiss Agency for Development and Cooperation are two of the major bilateral aid 

programmes. These programmes tend to have offices in the districts in which they work 

(LFP works in 15 districts and NSCFP in three), as well as a project office in Kathmandu, 

where the government’s Department of Forests is also placed and where all policy decisions 

are made under the Ministry of Forests and Soil Conservation.  

 

Civil society organisations are also important actors in community forestry, with all CFUGs 

represented by the Federation of Community Forestry Users, Nepal (FECOFUN), dedicated 

to protecting and promoting the rights of users. Numerous small civil society groups work at 

                                                 
9 Although Operational Plans are supposedly individual to each CFUG, they tend to follow a format 
and I was told by one District Forest Officer how they are generally compiled by DFO staff who 
‘copy and paste’ from Word documents of plans of other CFUGs; I certainly found many mistakes 
due to such practices in the plans of the two case-study CFUGs. 
10 The one district which isn’t lies above the treeline on the Tibetan plateau!�
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the district level, often being contracted by the international agencies, programmes and 

NGOs to work as ‘Service Providers’ in carrying out projects with individual CFUGs. Even 

in those districts covered by the international actors, not all CFUGs will receive regular 

interaction with staff, and that communication is directed mainly through the Committee 

(FFMP 2001).   

 

Nepal’s programme of community forestry is considered highly successful and has been 

emulated all around the world (Arnold 2001). The ecological benefits of community forestry 

have been great due to the strong emphasis on forest regeneration and protection in the past. 

Significant challenges remain however in achieving the programmes stated social goals. 

Given the social heterogeneity and hierarchy of Nepal marginalised groups exist within all 

CFUGs, including the poor, dalits (so-called ‘untouchable’ castes) and women, and these 

have benefited least from community forestry. Poorer households rely more heavily on forest 

products than do wealthy ones and in some cases are worse off than before community 

forestry as their access to resources has been curtailed (Malla et al. 2003, Pokharel 2006). 

The poorest are also marginalised in decision-making activities as they are frequently 

dominated by local elites who use community forestry as a means of exerting and 

maintaining their power and control (Timsina 2003, Malla et al. 2003, Nightingale 2003a, 

2005, 2006, 2010, Thoms 2008). Accusations of ‘elite-capture’ abound, as do those of the 

misuse of CFUG funds and insufficient transparency in decision-making.  

 

Pro-poor policies mean greater emphasis is now placed on supporting the poorest within a 

CFUG, with certain households registered as the ‘identified-poor’. Forest products are 

provided for free to these households and funds are directed to them for social and economic 

development, for example through school scholarships and income-generation activities such 

as goat keeping. The representation of identified-poor and other marginalised groups is also 

increasingly called for in positions of authority on the CFUG Committee and in other CFUG 

activities and projects11; however this alone will not overcome inequities, as true 

participation is more than ‘just sitting in’ (Nightingale 2002).  

 

Power also relates to knowledge, particularly as community forestry tends to be dominated 

by the technical scientific expertise of forestry officials – despite goals to include and 

                                                 
11 A crazy situation has arisen where identified-poor households are requested to sit upon a whole host 
of Committees and to contribute to a wide variety of projects – activities which would keep them from 
engaging for example in wage labour, as well as daily household and agricultural chores for hours on 
end if they agreed to all requests. 
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promote the local knowledge of CFUG members (Nightingale 2005). Some do not see this as 

problematic in itself, rather that attention should be paid to how power relations mediate the 

relationship between these two types of knowledge-holder, as there is “a direct linkage 

between equity in sharing benefits from natural resource management and equity in the 

distribution of knowledge resources” (Ojha et al. 2008b, p.3). These authors call for more 

‘deliberative governance’ which emphasises open negotiation and dialogue among all 

knowledge systems12 and all stakeholders; suggesting that this is not the case currently in 

Nepal (Ojha et al. 2008c).  

 

In addition to an increased emphasis on such social inclusion and ‘good governance’, the 

government and development actors are promoting more active use of community forests. 

Due to the past emphasis on protection and regeneration – and on rule-enforcement by the 

DFO, few CFUGs are thought to be utilising their forests to their full potential (Pokharel 

2006). CFUGs are now being encouraged to established forest-based enterprises, producing 

anything from medicines to paper to timber products. Often it is the identified-poor within a 

CFUG who are provided with employment in these enterprises, although the income from 

sales benefits all as it is channelled through the CFUG fund. In short, “community forestry 

processes must address the political, economic and social needs of the forest users, and also 

provide a neutral platform on which the poor can present their cases” (Timsina 2003, p.236). 

It is thought that this will allow community forestry to bring about not only the conservation 

of forests but also the social goals of the programme13.  

 

The effect of the recently concluded Maoist People’s War also is also relevant to 

understanding the context of community forestry in Nepal. The insurgency began in 1996 

when the demands of the Communist Party of Nepal-Maoist, or CPN(M), to the prime 

minister were rejected. The Maoists were fighting against inequality in caste, ethnicity and 

gender relations, and intended to overthrow the monarchy and end feudal relationships which 

maintained Nepal’s extreme social hierarchy (Nightingale 2010).  

                                                 
12 As an example of where deliberative governance has failed to occur, the authors cite the 
introduction in 2002 of a mandatory forest inventory for all CFUGs. The inventory is based purely on 
technical forestry expertise and no opportunities were provided for local people’s knowledge systems 
to be incorporated at the policy formation stage, nor subsequently has there therefore been a chance 
for them to put this into practice (see Ojha 2002, Paudel & Ojha 2008). 
13 Given the geographic diversity of Nepal, different issues are particularly pertinent to different areas 
of the country however. Much community forestry is located in the ‘Middle Hills’ but the situation in 
the Terai – the lowlands bordering India – is more complex as there are significant commercial 
interests in the forests and a greater diversity amongst CFUG members, making political and 
economic conflicts even greater.��
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Many in Nepal talk of the real differences brought about by Maoist activity in terms of 

restructuring caste relations and reducing the necessity to follow strict caste obligations, such 

as lower castes not being allowed to enter the house of a higher caste or eat their food. Some 

people were however fearful of travelling to forest areas due to the presence of either Maoist 

cadres or government troops and thus in some areas the use and management of forests 

altered somewhat during this time. Another effect was the confiscation of all guns, meaning 

opportunities for hunting in the forests were severely restricted. It has been noted that 

community forestry represented one of the few functioning political systems throughout the 

time of conflict. After ten years of insurgency, the ‘people’s movement’ resulted in the over-

throw of the monarchy and the end of the Maoist People’s War in 2006. Free elections 

finally followed in 2008 and the CPN(M) were elected to the prime ministership. 

Repercussions of the insurgency are still to be felt, not least in the restructuring of caste 

relations and patterns of discrimination – although these are no where near abolished.  

 

Participatory ecological monitoring case-studies 

The empirical work of this thesis was based on case-studies of two CFUGs in the Middle 

Hills district of Ramechhap, in eastern Nepal (Figure 2.1). The district is one of those in 

which the Nepal Swiss Community Forestry Project (NSCFP) work, and have done since 

1990, and it is participatory monitoring projects initiated by NSCFP which form the focus of 

investigations in the thesis. NSCFP’s overall aim is to reduce poverty in the district and thus 

contribute to the government’s Poverty Reduction Strategy. Its work focuses on the 

sustainable management of forest resources, the forest-dependent poor, pro-poor enterprise 

development, and the establishment of good governance in government forest authorities, 

NGOS and CFUGs. In recent years, the project has focused on gender, social equity, peace 

building and poor people's livelihood issues, as well as active and productive forest resource 

management. They work not only at the CFUG level but also at district and national levels to 

contribute to forest sector policy making processes in the context of state restructuring, 

supporting pro-poor forest policies and legislation. NSCFP employ a multi-partnership 

approach, working with government forestry authorities, NGO ‘service providers’, the Forest 

User Group federation (FECOFUN), and private sector entrepreneurs (SDC n.d. a, 

ForestryNepal n.d.).  
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The partners with which NSCFP works closely represent the other stakeholders present in 

the district and all would seem to enjoy good working relationships. The government’s 

District Forest Office is obviously a highly influential stakeholder and interestingly, whilst it 

in many ways represents the ‘state machine’, the influence of the District Forest Officer (i.e. 

the highest staff position at the district level) may be considerable. During the course of the 

fieldwork three different District Forest Officers held the post and each demonstrated 

remarkably different views and working practices – from those which might be considered 

very traditional, top-down and technocratic, to those which were highly innovative and based 

on an awareness of the latest debates and theories in community forestry. Given the short 

duration of many government postings, the ability of the District Forest Officer to effect 

change on the ground throughout the district is potentially limited, but certainly their 

relationships with the likes of NSCFP and the way they view CFUGs and their members 

alters.  

 

It should be noted that the work of NSCFP is highly innovative and based on the latest 

theories and debates in community forestry, rural development and the social sciences. 

Given their long presence in the districts in which they operate and their ability to run 

successful projects, they are very well respected throughout Nepal and beyond. Whilst some 

of the findings of this thesis point towards certain inadequacies in the case-study projects run 

by NSCFP, the point being made is that if an organisation with as much experience and 

respect in the field of natural resource management can encounter difficulties, then those 

with less – potentially conservationists initiating participatory monitoring projects with 

communities they do not know well – may find it even harder to bring about success. 

Extremely good working relationships with both national and district staff of NSCFP were 

maintained throughout fieldwork and since, and this is in large part due to the openness of 

NSCFP to critical inquiry and honest attempts at improving practice. Working with NSCFP 

in these case-studies was therefore a great thing for the thesis as it allowed me to draw freely 

upon theories and literature which I considered insightful, whilst never being anxious that 

NSCFP would attempt to curtail this or respond defensively. 

 

The case-studies of this thesis were carried out with two CFUGs in Ramechhap; Golmatar 

Paleko CFUG in Ramechhap VDC14 and Burke CFUG in Rasnalu VDC (Figure 2.1 & 2.2). 

Golmatar Paleko CFUG was established in 1995 and has 181 household members, totalling 

                                                 
14 VDCs or ‘Village Development Committees’ represent the administrative unit below that of the 
District. There are 55 VDCs in Ramechhap district.  
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1282 people (these figures were correct in 2002, when it last revised its Operational Plan). A 

number of castes and ethnic groups are represented in the CFUG; Newar, Kasai, Tamang, 

Chhetri, Majhi, and Kami, of which Newar (55%), Kasai (19%) and Tamang (10%) are the 

most numerous. Chhetri and to a lesser extent Newar are considered the more priviledged 

and therefore powerful castes, whilst Kasai (or Sahi) and Kami are dalit castes (so-called 

‘untouchables’); Majhi are an ethnic group typically associated with water and in this CFUG 

live at the bottom of the valley next to the Sunkoshi river. The CFUG covers six main toles 

(hamlets), each dominated overall by one of the main castes/ethnic groups, although there is 

some mixing. These are spread over an area of hillside rising from the Sunkoshi river at 

roughly 500 m.a.s.l. to a ridge at 1,500 m.a.sl.  

 

The community forest covers 247 hectares and is divided into seven sub-compartments set 

amongst the toles. Some sub-compartments contain natural forest, some plantation and some 

a mix. Dominant tree and shrub species include pine (Pinus roxburghhi), chilaune (Schima 

wallichii), khayar (Acacia cutachu), karma (Ceiba pentandra), fadil (Syzygium cumini), 

Himalayan ash (Fraxinus floribunda) and gurash (Rhododendron spp).  

 

Golmatar Paleko benefits from its proximity to the district administrative centre of 

Ramechhap where the District Forest Office (DFO) is located (roughly 30 minutes to one 

hour walking time), meaning there is frequent interaction particularly between CFUG 

Committee members and DFO staff.  
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Burke CFUG was also established in 1995 and has 156 household members, totalling 882 

people (figures correct in 2006). Only four castes and ethnic groups are represented in the 

CFUG; Sunuwar (72%), Sherpa (18%), Chhetri (9%) and Kami (1%). Sunuwar and Sherpa 

are local ethnic groups; as in Golmatar Paleko CFUG, Chhetri and Kami are castes of very 

different status in the hierarchy. The population is split into 6 main toles, divided more 

strictly along caste/ethnicity lines than in Golmatar Paleko CFUG. These are spread over a 

steep area of hillside rising from roughly 1,700 m.a.s.l. along the Khimti river to a peak at 

just over 3,000 m.a.s.l.  

 

The community forest covers 113 hectares and is split into two sub-compartments; one small 

area near to the two largest toles along a roadside and a much larger area higher up the hill, 

extending to the peak and beyond, of natural forest in very good condition. Dominant tree 

and shrub species include lauth salla (Taxus wallichiana), chimal (Rhododendron 

barbatum), kashru (Quercus semicarpifolia), angeri (Osbeckia nepalensis), gurash 

(Rhododendron spp) and utis (Alnus nepalensis). There are also a number of important non-

timber forest species present; lokta (Daphne papyracea), machhino (Gaultheria 

fragrantissima), argeli (Edgeworthia gardneri), and allo (Girardiana diversifolia).  

 

Burke CFUG is located far from the administrative centre of the district and thus from the 

DFO, which is at least a days travel away. There is a ‘Ranger Post’ in a neighbouring VDC, 

however the interaction with government forestry staff is definitely less in Burke CFUG 

compared to Golmatar Paleko CFUG. Roughly a year prior to the start of my fieldwork the 
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former CFUG Chair was killed during timber harvesting operations in the forest. His absence 

was sorely missed and during my first visit to the CFUG many people spoke of what a good 

leader he had been and how CFUG activities had decreased significantly since his death.   

 

Both CFUGs are considered well organised and active and so along with seven others in the 

district were chosen by NSCFP as ideal sites for the development of participatory monitoring 

projects. Under the name of ‘Community Forest Management Schools’ (CFMS), the projects 

aimed to demonstrate the preferred management options for a range of species and products 

in a series of experimental plots in the forest. The projects overall aims were to provide a 

platform for joint learning between CFUG members and forestry technicians and to move 

from passive to active forest management. The individual aims and the set-up of the plots in 

each project reflected local priorities in terms of management or use of forest products and 

are summarised in Table 2.3 (with further details given below).  

 

All projects consisted of one or two ‘treatment’ plots in which particular management 

activities were performed and one ‘control’ plot in which no management was done as a 

proxy for ‘business as usual’; plots were generally 0.5ha. By comparing the results of the 

plots over the years the projects aimed to demonstrate the preferred management options 

which could then be performed throughout the rest of the forest. Around thirty CFUG 

members were chosen to participate in each project; there was a fair amount of overlap 

between the participants of the three projects in Golmatar Paleko CFUG. After an initial 

training session and with the help of forest technicians, these participants established the 

plots, performed the necessary management activities and were meant to monitor the 

progress of the plots annually over a five year period. During this time the plots are ‘closed’ 

for harvesting forest products.  
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In Golmatar Paleko CFUG three monitoring projects were established, the first of which 

aimed to demonstrate the best management practices for converting stands of pine (Pinus 

roxburghii) to broadleaf forest. Pines are natural to the area in mixed forests but were often 

planted in monoculture stands early on in the community forestry programme. As pure 

stands they produce a lot of leaf litter which reduces the chances of other species 

regenerating, although it is a mix of species which people rely on to provide the necessary 

variety of forest products.  

 

The second project aimed to demonstrate the best way to manage for khayar (Acacia 

catechu), an important species for timber and other products. It grows in the lower hillsides 
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of the CFUG but many of these areas have been overtaken by an invasive species referred to 

as banmara (Chromolaena odorata syn. Eupatorium odoratum), meaning literally ‘forest 

killer’. Removal of these weeds is therefore a necessary part of the management for this 

species.  

 

The third project aimed to demonstrate the best way to manage for grass, an important 

source of animal feed and also one which may be sold to raise funds for the CFUG. Given 

the widespread grazing of animals in the forest – despite many areas being ‘closed’ to this 

practice for much of the year – grass is not always able to regenerate to its full potential. By 

demonstrating the effect of the removal of grazing and restricted cutting, the projects aimed 

to show how much grass could be grown.  

 

In Burke CFUG there was only one project and this aimed to demonstrate the preferred way 

to manage for lauth salla (or dhangre salla) (Taxus baccata syn. T. wallichiana). Lauth salla 

has medicinal properties and the leaves have long been used in the area in a tea for treating 

stomach ailments. It can also be refined and processed for use as an anti-cancer drug and 

therefore has significant commercial potential. The species is also of conservation concern 

and for a time its harvest as a commercial medicinal plant had been banned by the 

government. This was the case when I started fieldwork but part-way through one particular 

drugs company was given the rights to purchase harvests of the leaves and process it for sale. 

By demonstrating the sustainable management of the species, the project aimed to promote 

its sale on a sustainable, small-scale basis.  

 

All projects in Golmatar Paleko CFUG were supported directly by NSCFP, with NSCFP 

staff working alongside participants, whilst in Burke CFUG the project was supported by the 

DFO (with support from NSCFP), and it was DFO staff who worked alongside participants. 

Participants monitored the plots with the help of the technicians for one or two years but this 

formal monitoring seemed to cease after this point as the technical support was not 

forthcoming. A report detailing the technical findings of the projects in Golmatar Paleko 

CFUG was produced by the NSCFP staff supporting them, however we heard that such 

reports were not produced for the project participants in Burke CFUG, despite their requests 

to the DFO for them. Since roughly 2006 it would appear that there has been little activity on 

the part of the CFUGs or their supporting institutions in terms of the monitoring projects.  
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Since initiation of the projects, Golmatar Paleko CFUG has adopted the best practice 

demonstrated in the pine conversion project and started to implement this when it conducts 

regular management of the community forest. This is carried out on a rotational basis with 

CFUG members from near-by toles and so the process of implementing the results of the 

monitoring project is on-going. The results of the khayar and grass management projects 

have not been so widely applied, firstly as there are only small areas of khayar and secondly 

as it is hard to re-create in the rest of the community forest the conditions created inside the 

plots in terms of removal of banmara (Chromolaena odorata syn. Eupatorium odoratum). 

Wider application of the results of the lauth salla monitoring project in the rest of Burke 

CFUG has not occurred, partly again as it is difficult to re-create the condition in the plots of 

strictly no grazing in the rest of the community forest; partly as since the death of the former 

CFUG Chair the group have been far less active on many counts.  

 

The monitoring projects in both CFUGs have however been initiated successfully and were 

monitored for a number of years, with the production of several reports by NSCFP. Both 

CFUGs are still considered well organised and pro-active overall, and so the projects are 

viewed with a certain degree of success by NSCFP. They are taken to demonstrate the 

potential of such projects. Given the reality that very few projects in Nepal’s community 

forestry are highly successful over-night and that there are many constraints on such projects 

– for example from the time and resources people can volunteer for them and the degree of 

skills within CFUGs – the projects are certainly not considered failures. NSCFP recognise 

that there are ways in which they can be improved however.  

 

Case-study representativeness 

“A common complaint about case-studies is that it is difficult to generalise from one 

case to another. Thus analysts fall into the trap of trying to select a “representative” 

case or set of cases. Yet no set of cases, no matter how large, is likely to deal 

satisfactorily with the complaint. The problem lies in the very notion of generalising 

to other case studies. Instead, an analyst should try to generalise findings to 

“theory”, analogous to the way a scientist generalises from experimental results to 

theory” (Yin 2003, p.38). 

Experimental studies in the natural sciences and quantitative surveys in the social sciences 

rely on statistical generalisation, in which inferences are made about a population (or 

universe) on the basis of empirical data collected about a sample and quantitative formulas 
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which determine the confidence with which generalisations can be made. In contrast, Yin 

(2003) argues that case-studies rely on “analytic generalisation”, in which a previously 

developed theory is used as a template with which to compare the empirical results of the 

case-study. Put slightly differently, others point to the fact that case-studies should be used 

not to predict or make sweeping statements about the likely conditions or processes 

occurring in other situations, but rather to propose questions and theories which it might be 

pertinent to examine in other cases (Nightingale personal communication). Such ideas of 

case-study generalisation are those adopted in this thesis.  

 

Without statistical formula to judge the confidence with which analytic generalisation can be 

made from case-study work, it instead relies on other measures with which to judge its 

quality – as in other social science work. Yin (2003) summarises these measures under four 

‘tests’ (Table 2.4), the first of which is ‘construct validity’. Construct validity relates to 

establishing the correct operational measures for the concepts being studied. This can be 

assured through clearly defining the concepts which are to be studied and their relation to the 

objectives of the study. In addition, it is necessary to demonstrate how the measures chosen 

reflect the changes occurring, which can be achieved using different tactics (Table 2.4).  

 

The second ‘test’ relates to ‘internal validity’, which concerns the making of inferences from 

data collected and the confidence with which relationships identified are real rather than 

spurious (Tashakkori & Teddlie 1998). Again, a number of tactics are available to deal with 

this (Table 2.4). The third ‘test’ relates to ‘external validity’ and concerns the already 

mentioned issue of generalisation from case-study research. In multiple-case studies – such 

as in this thesis – the ways in which findings may be replicated between cases may provide 

support for theories.  

 

The fourth and final ‘test’ relates to ‘reliability’. The goal of reliability is to minimise errors 

and biases and concerns the need for other researchers to be able to repeat a piece of research 

with the same case-study and obtain similar results. Reliability may be ensured by carefully 

establishing and working within a ‘case-study protocol’ and by developing a ‘case-study 

database’, containing all data. The ways in which these four issues were addressed in this 

thesis are given in Table 2.4. Additional information on data collection and analysis can be 

found in the next chapter, under the discussion of the thesis’ methodology (Chapter 3). 
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Table 2.4 Procedures for ensuring the quality of case-study research (adapted from Yin 

2003) and the measures adopted in this study. 
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Having taken such measures to ensure the quality of the case-studies used in this thesis, they 

hopefully provide a firm basis on which to make analytic generalisations for the field of 

participatory ecological monitoring. As stated above, the thesis aims not to be able to predict 

the situation in all cases of participatory monitoring, rather to be able to infer theories and 

questions which it may well be prudent to examine in other similar cases. When it comes to 

making conclusions and recommendations, the thesis will therefore address these with terms 

such as “this may be the situation in other cases” and “such issues could be important in 

other contexts”. This is because it is not possible to conclude what the situation will be for 

any particular case (such careful application of the generalisability of case-studies has been 

done previously by Van Rijsoort et al. 2010). What constitute ‘similar cases’ in which the 

thesis’ findings can be generalised to is one aspect of its ‘external validity’ and establishing 

these is important in terms of assessing the potential contribution of this work to the wider 

field of participatory monitoring. The context within which the thesis’ findings will be 

relevant will now be discussed, starting with a consideration of how the case-studies chosen 

compare to other examples of participatory monitoring.  
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An extensive literature review of previously reported participatory monitoring projects was 

given in the introductory chapter to this thesis (Chapter 1). These covered a wide range of 

objectives, focus of study, methods of observation, modes of participation, institutional 

arrangements and environments. The most obvious feature of the case-studies researched in 

this thesis in comparison to these examples is that they involve the participation of resource-

dependent communities in the global South. These communities are dependent on forest 

resources and it is these that are the focus of monitoring activities. Forest species and 

habitats are being monitored in order to provide the communities with information on which 

to base their management and use decisions. The monitoring is based on experimental plots 

in which different management treatments are performed and involves technical 

measurements of the growth of remaining vegetation on an annual basis. The monitoring 

aims to enable learning on the part of communities as to the best way to actively manage and 

demonstrate the sustainability of their forest resource use. The communities are already 

institutionally organised into Community Forest User Groups – the level at which 

community resource decisions are taken. The monitoring projects are initiated by a well-

respected rural development agency with considerable interaction with the government 

forestry authority.  

 

The findings of this thesis will no doubt have highest relevance for other participatory 

monitoring projects which involve resource-dependent communities in the global South, and 

particularly those in forest environments organised into some form of devolved management 

institutions. In contrast to many other projects, those in the case-studies are experimental in 

design, in which the results of the monitoring are in many ways already known by those 

initiating the projects. The monitoring is therefore a vehicle for learning lessons which could 

in theory be taught by other means. Many other monitoring projects have results which are 

arguably less known before commencing monitoring – for example if they monitor wildlife 

in response to on-going conservation measures, or even the supply of natural resources from 

on-going harvesting practices. The principle of learning – and importantly applying the 

knowledge gained – is the same in most participatory monitoring projects however.  

 

Monitoring essentially provides information on which sound environmental decision-making 

can be based. In this way, the case-studies differ little from the majority of other projects, 

and the social and environmental processes occurring in and played-out through them are the 

same. The important basis for comparison or generalisation from these case-studies is not 

therefore on how ‘experimental’ the project is, rather on the fact that it is the resource-
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dependent communities themselves, already organised into devolved forms of management 

institute, that are involved. In this way the important consideration is how these communities 

draw upon and operationalise the results of monitoring and with what consequences for both 

nature and society.   

 

So what can the case-studies be used to say about other forms of participatory monitoring, 

namely those which involve others than resource-dependent communities in the global 

South? Firstly, they will have obvious degrees of similarity to projects located in the global 

North but with forest dependent communities, albeit these will most likely be reliant on them 

for commercial gains (e.g. Ballard et al. 2008, 2010). There will be certain similarities – and 

therefore opportunities for comparison and generalisation – with projects involving 

communities engaged in the commercial production of certified goods and products, for 

example shade-coffee in forest environments (e.g. Monro & Jones 2010). In all these 

examples, an arguably pre-defined community is engaged in the participatory monitoring 

project and therefore there will be comparisons with the case-studies employed in this thesis. 

Questions the thesis hopes to address around the impact of community heterogeneity and the 

consequence of monitoring for community dynamics will have relevance to these other 

projects. Conversely, these case-studies and questions will have less relevance to projects 

which bring together a possibly previously unrecognised group of participants – such as 

those calling on the participation of general members of the public in wildlife recording (e.g. 

RSPB 2010, ISpot n.d., NHM n.d.).  

 

Data collected by communities involved in the production of certified goods (e.g. Monro & 

Jones 2010), by members of the public in wildlife recording (RSPB 2010, ISpot n.d., NHM 

n.d.) and by amateur naturalists in the UK and beyond (e.g. Ellis & Waterton 2004, 

Lawrence 2006, 2009, 2010c Lawrence & Turnhout 2010), tends to be used by higher 

authorities such as policy-makers, planners and conservation managers. The aim of such 

projects is not for the participant to make direct use of the information themselves in how 

they use or manage the environment – although environmental awareness-raising may well 

be a project goal. In this way, these projects differ fundamentally from those in the case-

studies of this thesis. In some ways it may be that the case-studies have most relevance for 

these other projects by highlighting such differences in who and what they are for.  

 

As mentioned previously, the vast experience and knowledge of the project initiators in the 

context of the case-study projects is likely to increase their chances of success. This would 
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suggest that any difficulties that these projects encounter may be felt even more deeply by 

other project initiators with potentially less experience and knowledge of the communities 

participating, their environmental and institutional context, or the complexities of socially-

orientated projects.  

 

Finally, I shall discuss how the case-studies and the approach taken to research in this thesis 

can be compared to the work of others researching participatory monitoring. In other words, 

I shall discuss not the representativeness of the case-studies themselves to other projects, but 

of the study of these cases to other works of research. Although in many ways this has been 

established in the introductory chapter to the thesis (Chapter 1), it is worth summarising the 

main points in light of the case-study details given above. 

 

This thesis presents a study of participatory monitoring projects five years after they have 

been initiated. This time delay means the projects have had time to develop and become 

embedded in environmental decision-making; equally, there has been time to see how the 

projects fare after the inevitable input of ideas, enthusiasm and resources from project 

initiators. Such an opportunity to study participatory monitoring is considered rare 

(Lawrence 2010b), as many studies are conducted only in the initial stages of the project. 

Van Rijsoort et al. (2010) present one of these rare studies, presenting a follow-up study of a 

participatory monitoring project in China, finding that the initial enthusiasm and activities 

displayed on all sides had all but ceased after five years. Garcia & Lescuyer (2008) present a 

fascinating review of 11 participatory monitoring projects in tropical forests, finding that 

only three remained active and sustainable after withdrawal of the project initiators. This 

thesis builds on these rare studies, as it is neither a relatively short-lived follow-up study nor 

a review of others work and findings – it is an in-depth exclusive investigation carried out 

over three years and involving a year’s worth of fieldwork.  

 

In addition, this thesis chose to speak not only to participants of the case-study community 

directly involved in the monitoring projects, but also importantly other members of the 

community. This was done in order to gain an understanding of how the activities and results 

of projects disseminate to the wider community and beyond. The study referred to above by 

Van Rijsoort et al. (2010) took a step towards doing this by interviewing two or three non-

participants in each case-study village, alongside those who were directly involved. The 

work in this thesis dedicated considerable time to speaking with equal numbers of non-

participants as participants, and thus it builds considerably on the work of Van Rijsoort et al. 
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(2010) (for details of questions asked of participants and non-participants please see the next 

chapter which details the methodology of the thesis; Chapter 3).  

 

Finally, this thesis chose to investigate different ways in which communities may monitor 

their environment and sought to understand how these combined through participatory 

processes and impacted on environmental decision-making. It also chose to explicitly discuss 

with community members wider issues of natural resource management and sought to 

understand how these interact with the practices and processes of participatory monitoring. 

In these aspects – the focus of investigation, its engagement with non-participants and its 

study of the longer-term impacts of participatory monitoring – the case-studies and work of 

this thesis represent a new approach to studying participatory monitoring. As such, it will 

hopefully add new and novel insights to the field of participatory monitoring.  

 

As stated above, this chapter is followed by one on methodology which is written as a 

journal article for an enlightened conservation audience. It builds on the case-study details 

provided here to argue for the importance of a consideration of epistemology, methodology 

and positionality in attempts to research case-studies of community-based conservation. In-

so-doing the chapter details the methodology adopted in this thesis and provides a full 

account of its data analysis. Whilst issues of epistemology, methodology and positionality 

are discussed at great lengths in the social sciences, they are seldom the focus of debate in 

conservation, not even in relation to research which uses social science methods to engage 

with local communities. Those researching community-based conservation may think long 

and hard about them, but methodologies tend to be summarised in a short section of a paper 

between the Introduction and the Results, whilst issues of epistemology and positionality 

tend not to be written about at all (thus it is hard to know what other researchers think about 

these issues).  

 

Exceptions to this generalisation are the works of Evely et al. (2008), Twyman et al. (1999) 

and Sundberg (2004) and these are referred to in the following chapter. These excellent 

papers provide a great cross-over between the social sciences and community-based 

conservation – making what is commonly known and debated in the social sciences 

applicable to conservation research. Given that this thesis aims to provide interdisciplinary 

insights for participatory ecological monitoring, it attempts to build on the work of this small 

number of papers by explicitly addressing issues of methodology, epistemology and 

positionality in a community-based conservation context, such as participatory monitoring. It 
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aims to demonstrate the importance of considering these issues and to raise awareness of the 

need for them to be openly discussed and explicitly addressed within the field of community-

based conservation. 
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Abstract 

Community-based approaches to conservation are thought to offer a win-win situation by 

conserving biodiversity at the same time as providing socio-economic benefits to those 

involved. The real successes of such projects have however been questioned and thus it is 

imperative to assess their outcomes in order to improve upon current policy and practice. 

Various methods exist that can be used to study the social outcomes of projects, however 

social scientists would suggest that methods themselves are not important, rather that 

attention be paid to epistemologies (ideas about what it is possible to know) and 

methodologies guiding the work, as these determine what sorts of questions are asked, how 

particular methods are used and how results are interpreted. Social scientists also place great 

emphasis on the ‘positionality’ of researchers in the field i.e. their relationship with 

respondents and the research context.  

 

Although debated at length in the social sciences, the importance of approaches to 

epistemology, methodology and positionality are seldom debated with regards to 

community-based conservation research. It is an important debate to have in this context 

however as its’ inherent interdisciplinary nature means community-based conservation 

brings together researchers hailing from different disciplines with very different perspectives 

on these issues.  

 

In this paper we therefore consider to what extent epistemologies, methodologies and 

positionality really matter in assessments of community-based conservation. In order to do 

so we draw on empirical work which considers a community-based ecological monitoring 

project in Nepal. The paper highlights that approaches to research – in terms of 

epistemology, methodology and positionality – are crucial to the outcomes produced. No one 

approach is better than another or produces a more ‘representative’ picture as much a 

reflection of the studies’ approach as the reality that they are studying. Multiple pictures 

provide a better basis for understanding community-based conservation but the challenge is 

bringing these all equally to bear in debates over policy and practice.  

 

Keywords 

Conservation, community-based conservation, participation, epistemology, methodology, 

positionality, methods, Nepal, interdisciplinary, social science 
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Introduction 

Community-based approaches to conservation are thought to offer a win-win situation by 

conserving biodiversity at the same time as providing socio-economic benefits to the people 

involved. Although these represent a welcome alternative to previously popular ‘fences and 

fines’ approaches, their real successes in terms of both nature conservation and socio-

economic benefits has been questioned (Agrawal & Gibson 1999, Leach et al. 1999, 

Songorwa 1999, Blaikie 2006). It is therefore imperative to assess the actual outcomes of 

community-based conservation projects, both with regards to biodiversity and society in 

order that current practices can be improved upon. Yet, studies that explore ecological 

outcomes are generally separate from those that examine the social results of participation. 

This paper seeks to redress this gap by exploring how the knowledge systems 

(epistemologies), methods and methodologies used shape research outcomes and with what 

consequences for community-based conservation. It considers these issues in light of 

empirical work to evaluate the outcomes of a community-based ecological monitoring 

project, and concludes that careful attention to mixing methods and epistemologies yields 

richer insights into the ‘success’ of conservation efforts. 

 

Whilst issues of epistemology, methodology and positionality are discussed at great lengths 

in the social sciences, they are seldom the focus of debate in conservation, not even in 

relation to research which uses social science methods to engage with local communities. 

Those researching community-based conservation may think long and hard about them, but 

methodologies tend to be summarised in a short section of a paper between the 

‘Introduction’ and ‘Results’, whilst issues of epistemology and positionality tend not to be 

written about at all (thus it is hard to know what other researchers think about these issues).  

 

Excellent exceptions to this generalisation (Twyman et al. 1999, Sundberg 2004, Evely et al. 

2008) provide a great interdisciplinary cross-over between the social sciences and 

community-based conservation – making what is commonly known and debated in the social 

sciences applicable to conservation research. This paper attempts to build on that work by 

explicitly addressing issues of epistemology, methodology and positionality in a community-

based conservation context. It considers how important these issues may be and aims to raise 

awareness of the need for them to be openly discussed and explicitly addressed within the 

field of community-based conservation. This field stands to particularly benefit from such a 

discussion as its interdisciplinary nature means it brings together researchers with differing 
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approaches to epistemology, methodology and positionality, based on disciplinary 

perspectives and training.  

 

A whole host of methods are available for researching the social outcomes of community-

based conservation, including household surveys, focus groups and Participatory Rural 

Appraisal tools. Some argue however that “what is most important is not which methods are 

used, but how they are used to ask which kinds of questions and how the results are 

interpreted” (Nightingale 2003b p.79 emphasis in original, Rocheleau 1995). Natural 

scientists assessing community-based conservation projects have been accused of ignoring 

highly relevant questions raised by social scientists assessing participatory development 

projects about existing relationships between natural systems and local communities 

(Campbell & Vainio-Mattila 2003). Such divisions between researchers according to what 

they see as the basis for inquiry are considered emblematic of wider tensions between the 

natural and social sciences (Evans & Randalls 2008). In order to overcome these tensions 

and to promote interdisciplinary work – from which community-based conservation will 

inherently benefit – there are calls for more awareness of the different philosophies 

underlying research and the influence these have on the questions asked and the conclusions 

drawn (Evely et al. 2008).  

 

Many researchers carrying out fieldwork with communities involved in conservation projects 

assume or believe that they are collecting objective ‘facts’ which may be gathered similarly 

by any researcher, field assistant or enumerator. Social scientists however posit that the 

‘positionality’ of those conducting the fieldwork i.e. their position in relation to the 

respondents in terms of gender, race, class, language etc, can greatly affect what is said by 

respondents and thus shape the research findings and recommendations (Professional 

Geographer 1994, Twyman et al. 1999, Temple 2002). The ways in which researchers 

approach their work matters (Massey 1999, Roebuck & Phifer 1999), particularly so in 

community-based conservation where the way project outcomes are assessed ultimately 

determines the management and policy recommendations which are made, which in turn 

have real implications for the fate of both nature and the societies which depend on it.  

 

In this paper we consider to what extent philosophies and disciplinary tendencies underlying 

research really matter in assessments of community-based conservation. We question the 

importance of ‘epistemologies’, ‘methodologies’ and ‘positionality’ in the ways in which 

project outcomes are assessed and the findings which emerge. In order to see whether and 
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how these things may matter empirically, we turn to research which evaluates the outcomes 

of a community-based ecological monitoring project in Nepal. By drawing on the social 

sciences to research issues of nature conservation we also aim to explore the potential of 

interdisciplinary approaches for conservation.  

 

We now provide a brief background to the concepts of ‘epistemology’, ‘methodology’ and 

‘positionality’ and consider how these may relate to research aimed at understanding 

community-based conservation. We then introduce our empirical research and work through 

each of the three concepts to understand their relevance in our case-studies of community-

based monitoring. We end the paper by highlighting aspects of our findings which other 

researchers may wish to consider in attempts to understand the outcomes of community-

based conservation.  

 

Epistemology, methodology and positionality in studying community-based 

conservation 

Epistemology 

Evely et al. (2008) provide an excellent assessment of the importance of different 

philosophical perspectives in research aimed at understanding community-based 

conservation efforts in the Cairngorms National Park in Scotland (we draw heavily from 

their paper here as it is the only one as far as we know which specifically addresses this issue 

in the context of community-based conservation). They define philosophy as “a system of 

values that a person adheres to” and epistemologies as “understandings of what can 

constitute knowledge, or what can be known” (Evely et al. 2008, p.1). Underlying most work 

in the natural sciences is an epistemology of ‘positivism’; an approach proposed by Comte in 

the nineteenth century for studying the world in which only things directly observable are 

considered important (McQueen & Knusser 2002). Positivists may also be referred to as 

‘empiricists’, in respect of the importance they place on empirical, observable ‘facts’ 

(Tashakkori & Teddlie 1998). Evely et al. (2008) explain positivism thus; 

“Positivism assumes that an objective reality exists that is independent of human 

behaviour and is, therefore not a creation of the human mind. To a positivist, science 

provides the observer with an objective account of the world as a concrete 

entity…The senses are used to accumulate data that are objective, discernable, and 

measurable, thus methods are chosen to obtain estimates of the truth, using data and 

estimators that are both unbiased and as precise as possible (such as species counts 

to measure species diversity, or demographic parameters such as survival rate, age 

distribution or sex ratio). It is this philosophy and its values of external 
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validity…and reliability…that drive natural scientists in their choice of methods” 

(p.2) 
 

Some social scientists are also positivists, however many who are interested in understanding 

human actions and choices; including with regards to nature, believe that the emotions, 

feelings, behaviour, values and attitudes important to understand cannot be merely observed 

as objective facts but are instead more subjective. These researchers adhere to an 

epistemology of ‘subjectivism’, which Evely et al. (2008) explain thus; 

“[Subjectivism] accepts that individuals generate their own reality, one shaped by 

their emotions and experience, and that this social world is in continual flux as 

people create and recreate their reality in relation to ongoing interchange of 

perceptions, meanings, feelings, emotions, and motives” (p.3) 
 

Subjectivists are closely related to ‘constructivists’ who believe not in ‘truth as fact’ (as 

positivists do) but in the social construction of all knowledge (Haraway 1991). In other 

words, the knowledge we produce is based in history, culture and geography in such a way 

that ‘truth as fact’ is impossible, or at least contingent. 

 

Positivist to subjectivist epistemologies exist along a continuum, including extreme 

positivism, structural realism, critical realism, transcendental realism, hermeneutics, 

nominalism and extreme subjectivism. Critical realism is thought to offer a good middle-

ground between positivism and more extreme subjectivist epistemologies as it assumes 

“there are objectively knowable, mind-independent realities, but the influence of human 

perception and cognition in shaping that reality is acknowledged” (Evely et al. 2008, p.5). In 

interdisciplinary work aimed at understanding relations between nature and society – such as 

community-based conservation – critical realism may thus potentially appeal to both natural 

and social scientists involved (Evans & Randall 2008). We now turn to what a recognition of 

epistemologies mean for the design of research projects.  

 

Methodology 

Methodologies are the approaches or strategies for a piece of research which link its 

underlying epistemologies and theories with its methods and analyses. An often 

unquestioned positivist epistemology in the natural sciences means researchers may turn 

straight to the methods they will use in their research; although even here methods and 

methodologies can have serious implications for a study’s findings, for example the methods 

used for detecting predation on bird populations (Nicoll & Norris 2010). Given the range of 

epistemologies which may underpin social science research careful attention is often given to 
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the overall methodology and to ensuring that methods and analysis are appropriate for the 

theories engaged with and the epistemology adopted.  

 

The questions addressed by a piece of research are of the utmost importance. Questions are 

considered to have both substance i.e. what is the study about, and form i.e. whether it is 

asking a ‘who’, ‘what’, ‘where’, ‘why’ or ‘how’ question (Yin 2003). This explains why 

there are many possible interpretations of one overall research subject (substance) e.g. 

understanding outcomes in community-based conservation, and why different types (forms) 

of question are so relevant to the potential findings of different researchers. Epistemologies 

and theories inform the choice and type of research question and this in turn affects the 

research approach adopted. Surveys and archival analysis may most effectively answer 

‘who’, ‘what’ and ‘where’ questions, whilst experiments, case-studies and histories best 

address ‘why’ and ‘how’ questions (Yin 2003).  

 

Although many natural scientists more familiar and comfortable with quantitative methods 

may gravitate towards things they can ‘measure’ or ‘count’, it may not necessarily be that 

these methods are the best ones for addressing the questions asked. Evely et al. (2008) 

suggest that positivist researchers searching for causal relationships between motivation for 

and involvement in a volunteer wildlife recording scheme may tend to use surveys and 

questionnaires to gather quantitative data and provide generalisable facts about motivation in 

relation to wildlife encounter rate i.e. questions of ‘what’ levels of motivation are sustained 

by ‘what’ wildlife encounters. They propose that subjectivist researchers may employ 

ethnographic approaches in case-studies which are more appropriate for understanding 

questions of ‘why’ motivations are linked to encounters with wildlife. Of course, many 

studies in fact involve a multi-method and phased approach to research, with quantitative 

data used firstly to provide the context of a situation and qualitative data later to explore 

more nuanced research questions (Nightingale 2003b).  

 

Many methods are available to those assessing the outcomes of community-based 

conservation, including interviews, focus groups, surveys, questionnaires, oral histories, 

ethnography and participatory rural appraisal tools including mapping and ranking. 

Schreckenberg et al. (2010) provide an interesting review of the ways in which such methods 

are currently used in different methodologies aimed at assessing the social impact of 

conservation initiatives, particularly in the global South. Some of the methods reviewed 

assume positivist causal links between aspects of the systems they’re studying whilst others 
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draw on conceptual frameworks such as the sustainable livelihoods framework (which in its 

most sophisticated form is more explicitly aimed at using multiple epistemologies (Leach et. 

al. 2007)); while others fail to specify their theoretical underpinnings. These underpinnings 

are likely to guide decisions about the scale at which research and fieldwork are conducted. 

Despite their range of epistemologies/theoretical approaches, few of the methodologies 

reviewed were thought to sufficiently capture intra-household dynamics – concentrating 

instead at the community and household level – despite the importance of this scale in 

community-based conservation (Agrawal & Gibson 1999, Leach et al. 1999, Blaikie 2006).  

 

Another methodological choice is whether or not to also study ‘control communities’ i.e. 

communities not directly affected by conservation initiatives with which to compare those 

that are. Some consider control communities necessary in order to address issues of 

‘attribution’ i.e. of being able to attribute an observed impact on the presence of the 

conservation initiative and not some other factor. Those adopting a subjectivist epistemology 

are likely to see such control communities as not only unnecessary but problematic because 

of the dynamic nature of human communities which belies the very idea of a ‘control’. 

Subjectivists will be more interested in trying to understand social practices and relationships 

within one community and why they arise in the particular circumstances they do. Some 

wish to ensure the ‘representativeness’ of the communities which they study, however in 

case-study research desires for generalisable results are misplaced; the contribution of case-

studies instead being to provide findings on which to build theories which may (or may not) 

be generalisable to other sites (Yin 2003). Put slightly differently, case-studies should be 

used not to predict or make sweeping statements about the likely conditions or processes 

occurring in other situations, but rather to propose questions and theories which it might be 

pertinent to examine in other cases 

 

Analysis of data can take many different forms, depending on both the type of data involved 

and the epistemology informing the research and researcher. Quantitative data may be 

subjected to statistical analyses which either describe or summarise the data in terms of 

averages or proportions, or go further to reveal underlying trends or to draw inferences from 

the data (Fowler, Cohen & Jarvis 1998). The former can be relatively straight-forward and is 

the form of statistics most often associated with social science data, for example to describe 

the results of a survey or questionnaire. A variety of more and less structured tools exist to 

help in qualitative data analysis, which often occurs through a number of stages. Such 

analysis seeks to understand, interpret and explain data and is about comparing and 
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contrasting and interpreting meaningful themes (Orton-Johnson 2010). Stages of data 

analysis may include familiarisation and reduction, description and categorisation, analysis 

and identification of important concepts or themes, explanation and interpretation, and 

verification (Orton-Johnson 2010). Research into community-based conservation often 

occurs in distinct phases including a defined period of fieldwork followed by a period of 

analysis and write-up ‘back home’. Qualitative data analysis may occur throughout both 

periods however, as it is a continual, iterative and reflective process, on-going throughout a 

piece of research.  

 

Whilst in the field, research diaries may be kept and can be used to guide the initial stages of 

qualitative data analysis. Research diaries are a standard tool employed in qualitative 

research, particularly that involving ethnographic work, as is common in research on 

community-based conservation. They may be used record any or all of the following; 

observations, reflections on what was seen or on re-reading through the diary, a summary of 

events, stories of particular interest emerging from interviews etc, guesses and hunches, 

diagrams and mind-maps (Orton-Johnson 2010). They can act as a vital link and connection 

between data collection, analysis and write-up.  

 

On return from the field, qualitative data generally take the form of recordings of interviews 

or focus groups. These first need to be transcribed and whilst this process is seldom 

discussed at length by researchers, some believe it to be highly important, reflecting the 

theories held by researchers, hence its’ importance epistemologically (Lapadat & Lindsay 

1999). Whilst some view transcription from a positivist perspective as something which 

represents an objective and accurate conversion of a conversation from spoken to written 

format, those coming from a constructivist philosophy highlight that transcripts are not 

neutral and necessarily involve selectivity on the part of the transcriber. Issues of mishearing, 

spontaneous editing, trade-offs between readability and conserving exact words, and dialect, 

all mean that transcripts are inherently a social construction (Lapadat & Lindsay 1999). 

Whilst some researchers transcribe as close to verbatim as possible, others produce a 

‘sanitised’ or ‘repaired’ transcript which conveys the meaning and intent of the conversation, 

if not all of the exact words spoken (Orton-Johnson 2010). The approach taken will reflect 

the epistemology underlying the research, as well as the aim of the research and potentially 

limitations placed upon it by resource constraints.  
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Adding to the complexity of transcription in much community-based conservation research 

is the issue of translation. Similarly to transcription, translation can be viewed from a 

positivist perspective whereby ‘back-translation’ and checks between translators can ensure 

that translations are an accurate, objective reflection of what has been said. It can also be 

viewed from a constructivist philosophy whereby translator’s personal and professional 

background impacts on the translations they produce, making them “active producers in 

research rather than neutral conveyors of messages” (Temple 2002, p.846). Interviews and 

focus groups etc. in cross-cultural research therefore involve additional levels of subjective 

interpretation. This should not be seen as a barrier to such work however, merely it 

highlights the need to consider the ‘intellectual auto/biographies’ of translators – as well as 

of researchers – when dealing with issues of positionality and reflexivity in research (Temple 

2002) (see the next section of this paper). How translation is dealt with when transcribing 

interviews and focus groups etc is another consideration. Some transcripts may include 

records of words spoken in both languages (or more if applicable), whilst others may include 

only words spoken in the language in which the transcriber/researcher is fluent. For the 

former to occur, a bilingual translator who can also act as a transcriber is obviously required. 

Again, the approach chosen will reflect the aims and epistemology of the research, along 

with its resources.  

 

Once transcribed (and translated if necessary), qualitative data is often, although not always, 

‘coded’. Coding involves the marking of segments of data with either a descriptive word or a 

category label. These words or labels are then used to help sort and order data and to help in 

the process of understanding, making sense of, interpreting and explaining it. Different types 

of coding exist, amongst which Richards and Morse (2002) and Richards (2005) identify 

four categories. The first are ‘descriptive codes’ which help to label data according to for 

example the age or gender of the respondent or the context or location of an interview. These 

do not help in the interpretation of data but are useful in sorting and ordering it. The second 

type of coding is ‘topic coding’, which is descriptive or interpretive of particular people or 

behaviour or attitudes for example. These codes relate to the data itself and are seen as 

coding up from the data. The third type of coding is ‘analytic coding’, which is more abstract 

and relates to questions of ‘why am I interested in that?’. These codes help to establish the 

significance and meaning of topics and are seen as emerging out from the data. The fourth 

and final type of coding is ‘thematic coding’ which aims to identify themes running 

throughout the data and across other codes. The other major distinction between codes are 

those which emerge from the theories and questions asked in the research and in the 
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interviews etc., referred to as a priori or top-down, and those which emerge from the data 

and research process itself, referred to as inductive, bottom-up or according to ‘grounded 

theory’ (Orton-Johnson 2010). Although some researchers work along either an a priori or 

grounded theory basis, many include a mix of these, often starting with some initial a priori 

codes and then looking to see what others emerge through grounded theory.  

 

Coding can be done manually by labelling and highlighting certain portions of text in 

interview transcripts etc, however many researchers use computer software packages 

designed to aid the process (referred to as CAQDAS or Computer Assisted Qualitative Data 

Analysis Software). Amongst other things, these packages allow the marking of text with 

one or more codes, allow hierarchies of codes to be built and altered, and allow the text 

coded to certain categories to be sorted and retrieved. CAQDAS cannot perform analysis for 

researchers; it simply supports it, although debate exists as to this point (Gibbs, Friese & 

Mangabeira 2002). Reviewing and altering codes as research progresses is a useful analytical 

process in itself (Richards & Morse 2005), and this is most definitely made easier by the use 

of computer software.  

 

Multiple methods are often used in research on community-based conservation but 

differences arise in how the results of these methods are ‘triangulated’ i.e. how they are seen 

to relate to each other (Nightingale 2009). Triangulation can take three forms; ‘convergence’ 

is used in epistemologies which assume different methods can produce the same picture of 

reality, in which case triangulation demonstrates the degree of overlap between methods and 

their results thereby validating or invalidating certain ones. ‘Complementarity’ recognises 

the importance of positionality in fieldwork in producing differing pictures of reality from 

different methods or researchers, but ones which hopefully make sense in light of each other 

and serve to enrich the research overall. ‘Divergence’ is used by postmodernists who are 

interested in the complementarity, dissonance and gaps between data sets themselves. 

Nightingale (2003b) for example uses this form of triangulation to compare the results of 

aerial surveys of community forests in Nepal with oral histories of the forest from local 

residents, showing the latter to provide a more nuanced picture of environmental change and 

one which is intimately linked to social and political processes.  

 

Dissemination of research findings is in no way restricted to the latter stages of research – 

and is often important during on-going fieldwork with communities – however it is 

ultimately the reason research is undertaken and should follow on naturally from analyses. In 



 95 

their review of methodologies used for social assessments of conservation initiatives, 

Schrekenberg et al. (2010) found that in almost all of them there “was a focus on data 

collection rather than on how the resulting evidence would be analysed and used in learning 

processes” (p.ix, emphasis in original). Placing emphasis on the end-users of research 

findings and how these may inform and improve on current conservation practices is of the 

utmost importance. To increase the relevance and comprehensibility of research to particular 

intended audiences, some advocate using particular methods or data, such as quantitative 

data for policy-makers or natural scientists who may be more familiar with and therefore 

more receptive to this type of information (Rocheleau 1995, Silverman 2007). It may also be 

that given the explanatory power of qualitative methods that natural scientists and 

conservationists should become more familiar with their outcomes.  

 

Of particular concern to some natural scientists may however be the use of quotes made by 

respondents during interviews, focus groups and the like. Given the qualitative nature of 

quotes, it may be that some scientists more comfortable with quantitative data are unsure 

how to interpret their use in research findings. Quotes are by their nature specific to 

individuals and are unlikely to be repeated word for word by others. A number of 

respondents may give similar responses to specific questions however and some researchers 

group these in order to be able to provide data such as “x number of respondents said 

similarly that…” (Silverman 2007, Lewis 2010). Researchers may present some form of 

quantitative assessment of the responses in this way, particularly if they are aiming to 

provide a comprehensive account of responses gained through interviews etc, i.e. if they 

wish their work to be ‘data-rich’. In so doing these researchers may look for representative 

quotes from which they can generalise to wider social processes and practices. Of course 

they may also use these quotes to generalise to theory, drawing on a variety of literatures. 

 

Other researchers however are keen not to group responses based on similarity as they feel 

this excludes even small but significant differences or because it forces a quantitative 

assessment of data which is specifically used for its qualitative qualities. Such researchers 

may instead choose particular quotes – or events in their fieldwork – not for their 

‘representativeness’ or as a basis for generalisation, but rather to illustrate particular 

theoretical assertions i.e. if they wish their work to be ‘theoretically-rich’. In this way, they 

are attempting to elucidate how certain theories may work empirically and their interest is 

not in the general, but rather in the specific. The use of quotes in this way is in some ways 

analogous to the use of case-studies, as described above. The utility of case-studies is their 
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ability not to predict or make sweeping statements about the likely conditions or processes 

occurring in other situations, but rather to propose questions and theories which it might be 

pertinent to examine in other cases i.e. to generalise to theory, not all other situations; 

referred to by Yin (2003) as ‘analytic generalisation’. 

 

A well thought-out methodology can clearly ensure that epistemologies driving research are 

attended to in the ways in which the research is conducted; one important aspect of this is the 

positionality of those conducting fieldwork. 

 

Positionality 

The importance placed on the positionality of researchers conducting fieldwork depends on 

the epistemologies and methodologies driving the research. Most positivist natural scientists 

would appreciate the value of training, experience, ability and conscientiousness in 

fieldworkers in terms of producing accurate, precise and rigorous data. The extent to which 

results of faunal surveys reflect the credentials of the researcher have for example been 

studied (Genet 2003, Fitzpatrick et al. 2009), as has the effect of botanist training and 

experience on the comparability of biodiversity surveys regionally and globally (Ahrends et 

al. 2011). Many working in the social sciences go further than this however, as they see the 

researcher as integral to the process of research and knowledge production and therefore 

explicitly seek to address the effect positionality has on research outcomes.  

 

Positionality can relate to many aspects of the relationships between researcher, respondents 

and research context; it is far from static and may change over time and during the course of 

the work. Issues of gender, race, class, caste, sexuality and age are often thought important 

and much is written on the complexities involved in say, white women interviewing black 

women (Edwards 1990), straight people interviewing gay men or lesbians (England 1994), 

or interviewing ‘elites’ holding positions of power (Smith 2006). The status of researchers as 

either ‘insiders’ or ‘outsiders’ in relation to the research context is also considered important; 

affording both opportunities and constraints in terms of the likely responses they gain and 

their prior knowledge of the subject area (Katz 1994, Nast 1994). Language is also an issue, 

particularly in cross-cultural research where researchers may not be fluent in local languages 

and thus need to work with translators (Temple 2002, Cooke 2004). Others argue for 

personality as a ‘new positionality’ (Moser 2008).  
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Positionality in whatever form is ultimately an issue of power, with unequal power relations 

between researchers and respondents potentially constraining responses or creating bias. 

Concerns over positionality also spread to a ‘politics of representation’, whereby questions 

are raised over who is eligible to represent the views of others (Kobayashi 1994). In the 

global South particularly, the legacy of colonialism in terms of current perceptions, 

relationships and politics between researchers and respondents should not be overlooked.  

 

Those studying community-based conservation have paid very little attention to issues of 

positionality.  Twyman et al. (1999) provide one exception, discussing positionality in their 

cross-cultural work in Botswana. Their research is typical of much of that conducted in the 

global South as it is done by white foreign academics who don’t speak the local language in 

conjunction with in-country research assistants who also act as translators. The paper is 

written by three female academics about their personal experiences and highlights the 

importance not only of their own changing positions in relation to their respondents, but also 

importantly of their assistants, who have as much input into shaping the outcomes of the 

research as do they. Another exception is work by Sundberg (2004) who through her work 

with indigenous communities involved in conservation projects in Guatemala, shows the 

difficulty of remaining a ‘neutral observer’ whilst conducting fieldwork. She relays how 

entering into relationships with respondents unwittingly established power relations which 

reinforced notions of ‘white women helping’ and ‘indigenous women in need of help’; 

despite her wishes to bring to the fore the knowledge and capabilities of the indigenous 

population.  

 

The effect of positionality on research cannot be removed, rather a recognition and 

acceptance of its importance for research outcomes brings with it a need to be reflexive 

(Haraway 1991, Rose 1997). Reflexivity has been described thus; “[it] is self-critical 

sympathetic introspection and the self-conscious analytical scrutiny of the self as researcher” 

(England 1994, p.82 emphasis in original). Reflexivity is relevant during all stages of a 

research project, including whilst gathering data in the field and whilst conducting later 

stages of analysis and write-up, although few specific methods exist in order to help with 

this. One exception is the ‘voice-centred relational method’ for reading through transcripts of 

interviews etc., whereby one of three separate readings looks for moments where the 

researcher’s own views and assumptions might be affecting their interpretation of the 

respondent’s words (Mauthner & Doucet 2003). In short, positionality is ultimately a 

reflection of multi-dimensional power dynamics within a research context and due to its 
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importance in shaping research outcomes, should be of interest to those researching 

community-based conservation.  

 

We now turn to our empirical work in Nepal to explore how epistemology, methodology and 

positionality mattered to the research process and the findings which emerged from our study 

of community-based conservation. In doing so we provide details of the significant findings 

of the research; more detailed accounts of which can be found elsewhere (Staddon et al. 

a,b,c). These findings are presented in order to demonstrate what our approach to 

epistemology, methodology and positionality allowed us to investigate and subsequently to 

conclude.  

 

Putting it in to practice: a case-study from Nepal 

Background to the study 

At one time considered the exclusive realm of professional biologists, there is increasing 

interest in the role non-professionals have to play in the monitoring of our natural world – of 

species, habitats and ecosystems. Such ‘participatory monitoring’ projects seek the 

involvement of members of the public, amateur naturalists, paying volunteers, resource-

dependent communities and in developing countries, largely non-specialist staff of protected 

areas. In collaboration with scientists, these people use simple scientific techniques to 

monitor everything from populations of individual species to the dynamics of particular 

habitats to the provision of ecosystem services (Becker et al 2005, Danielsen et al 2005b, 

Topp-Jorgensen 2005, Guijt 2007, Evans & Guariguata 2008, Lawrence 2010a). In some 

cases it is intended that the data produced are used by participating resource-dependent 

communities to enhance the sustainability of their environmental actions, whilst in others the 

data is fed upwards to influence policy or development planning, demonstrate compliance 

with international environmental agreements or local certification schemes, and to fuel the 

increasing demand for ‘evidence-based conservation’.  

 

Participatory monitoring projects claim successes including environmental awareness-

raising, promoting communication between stakeholders and aiding environmental decision-

making (Danielsen et al. 2005a, 2010). Others however point to problems of sustainability; 

as many projects fail when collaborating scientists hand over full responsibility for 

monitoring to participating communities (Garcia & Lescuyer 2008). Attention is also drawn 

to the efficiency with which monitoring data are turned in to environmental decision-making, 



 99 

as although it is generally assumed that this important step will occur, “rarely do authors 

discuss the actual outcomes of the process, and real applications of the data” (Lawrence 2010 

p.11).  

 

The research on which this paper is based had the overall research aim to investigate the 

multiple ways in which members of the public monitor their environment and the outcomes 

that this may have for socio-ecological systems. Its specific research objectives were; 

• To explore what forms monitoring of nature can take; considering that based on 

different knowledge, as well as variations at an individual level 

• To explore how monitoring is mobilised in decisions and practices of natural 

resource management and conservation 

• To explore how monitoring fits into wider human-environment relationships and is 

affected by factors governing these 

• To explore how monitoring contributes to the emergence of socio-ecological systems  

  

This paper draws on empirical research of participatory monitoring projects in which the 

participants themselves are meant to use the data generated in order to promote sustainable 

resource use. Research was carried out in the community forests of Nepal (Box 3.1), 

specifically with two Community Forest User Groups (CFUGs) in the district of Ramechhap 

in the Middle Hills of eastern Nepal. Both CFUGs are considered well organised and active 

and so along with seven others were chosen by the Nepal Swiss Community Forestry Project 

(NSCFP) (who has been working in the area for twenty years) (SDC n.d. b) as ideal sites for 

the development of participatory monitoring projects, to which the CFUGs agreed.  

 

Under the name of ‘Community Forest Management Schools’ (CFMS), around thirty CFUG 

members were chosen to participate in the projects to perform particular management 

practices within plots in their own forest and, with the help of forest technicians, monitor 

their progress annually over a five year period (during which time the plots are ‘closed’ for 

harvesting forest products). The aims and plot treatments reflected local priorities in terms of 

management or use of forest products (Table 3.1). You will note that Golmatar Paleko 

CFUG had three monitoring projects established, whilst in Burke CFUG there was only one. 

Unfortunately – although like many participatory monitoring projects – monitoring activities 

ceased with the withdrawal of technical support after two years. 
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Epistemology 

Underling our research of participatory monitoring was a subjectivist epistemology i.e. one 

in which there is no single objective ‘truth’ lying out there to be discovered, but rather 

multiple realities depending on who is concerned. Although each author has their own 

personal epistemology along the continuum from positivism to extreme subjectivism, the 

research could overall  be said to adhere to a relativist approach.  

 

To inform our research we drew on post-modern theories and literature which adhere to 

subjectivist and constructivist notions of reality. Nature-society studies, political ecology and 
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development studies all provided insights which seemed to resonate for community-based 

conservation projects such as ours. We shall now briefly introduce these theories; what an 

appreciation of them prompted us to ask of our case-studies; and therefore what we were 

able to find out and conclude from them. As mentioned previously, these research findings 

are provided in far more detail elsewhere (Staddon et al. a,b,c) and thus the work presented 

here serves merely as a demonstration of the relevance of epistemology and underlying 

theory in research work. Whilst research findings seldom find there way into a discussion of 

methodology, this paper does just this in order to justify its claim that epistemology and 

theoretical insights are important methodological considerations. 

 

Firstly, the theoretical insights for the research suggest that there “is no single objective 

knowledge of nature – only particular, socially constructed knowledges in the plural” (Braun 

2001, p.10). This claim underpinned our work on ecological monitoring as it opened up the 

possibility that there are multiple ways in which to monitor environmental change – not only 

using the scientific methods and equipment of participatory projects. Work on ‘traditional 

ecological knowledge’ notes that “monitoring the state of [natural] resources is a common 

practice among  resource users” (Folke et al. 1998, p.417) and we chose to refer to such 

monitoring as ‘local monitoring’, given that it is performed by people in relation to their 

local environment. Drawing on these ideas allowed us to question whether local monitoring 

was practiced by people in our case-studies and if so, what form it took and what it was used 

for. We could also question the relationship between local monitoring and participatory 

monitoring.  

 

By asking these questions we found ample evidence for local monitoring amongst both case-

study communities. People observe changes in plants and products according to the seasons, 

on a year by year basis, due to biophysical growing conditions, through ecological processes, 

and as a result of their own management practices. These observations underpinned daily 

harvesting and grazing practices; for example one woman described how observing the 

effects of collective efforts to protect fodder trees led to an increase in fodder use; “we have 

been protecting these species so there is an increase in growth, so we can use more” [HH06 

25/01/08].  

 

Local monitoring was also interestingly used by many people to make sense of the 

participatory monitoring plots – despite the fact that these were monitored formally using 

simple scientific methods which produced quantitative results on annual change. We were 
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told that these technical results were “difficult for all to understand” [Interview GP11 

29/10/07], however many participants talked about observing the plots themselves and 

noticing changes in the growth form of the remaining trees, the density of the vegetation, the 

presence of new species, the growth of seedlings and harvestable amounts of products 

available there. One man for example told us that in the pine conversion plots (cf. Table 3.1) 

they “found a drastic change amongst the plots. In the plot where nothing was done it is not 

good and is bushy and no different from the past. Where we cut more, its growing well and 

seedlings of chilaune, foril and lakouri are regenerating” [Interview GP04 28/10/07].  

 

Recognising the social construction of nature and therefore the multiple ways in which it is 

possible to know environmental change enabled us to appreciate local understandings of the 

participatory monitoring plots and how these may influence project success. Environmental 

knowledge is a political topic, with struggles arising over who is seen to possess the ‘right’ 

sort of information to enable the ‘rational’ use of natural resources and therefore over who 

may be considered legitimate managers of local environments (Nygren 2000, Nightingale 

2005). By engaging in the literature we did, by asking the questions we did and by gaining 

the responses we did, we can conclude that there is a need to appreciate local monitoring not 

only for its practical utility in understandings of participatory monitoring practices, but also 

for its importance in demonstrating local people’s knowledge of and therefore claims to local 

environments.  

 

Secondly, we drew on theories which emphasise the importance of people’s situated and 

embodied interactions with nature; both for the production of environmental knowledge and 

the production of social norms and identities (Braun 2001, Gururani 2002, Sundberg 2004, 

Nightingale 2005, 2010, Harris 2006, Sultana 2009). Patterns of labour in subsistence 

resource-based communities mean that men, women and children tend to harvest different 

products and perform different management practices, meaning they develop different 

environmental knowledges. It has been claimed that natural resource management is also 

“another context within which social relations, including gender, are constituted, contested 

and (re)produced” (Nightingale 2003a, p.529). Gururani (2002) for example discusses the 

many meanings of forests in India, not just as resources or as sources of livelihood, but as 

spaces within which culturally specific notions of ‘proper behaviour’ as ‘good mothers’ or 

‘dutiful wives’ are created. The discourses and practices of conservation are also considered 

instrumental in ‘mapping ways of life’ that are gendered and racialized; with local 

participants not merely arriving to conservation projects with pre-formed identities, but 
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rather having their identities produced in part through their involvement in the project 

(Sundberg 2004). Such work suggests that it is imperative for conservation and 

environmental management projects attend to how their activities impact on social processes 

and practices. Recognising these issues prompted us to question whether practices of local 

and participatory monitoring are situated and how monitoring contributes to the production 

of social identities.  

 

By addressing these questions we found that practices of local monitoring were certainly 

situated, arising as they do from gendered patterns of labour, meaning men, women and 

children observed changes in different aspects of their environments. Participants in the 

monitoring projects also experienced their involvement differently, particularly as jobs were 

allocated such that literate men were typically involved in measuring and recording, elderly 

men typically in supervision, illiterate women typically in fixing the ribbons and providing 

the snacks15; and all doing vegetation cutting. The degree to which participants understood 

the monitoring activities and knew of its official outcomes (i.e. those based on formal 

participatory rather than local monitoring) – and thus the degree to which they benefited 

directly – depended on the jobs they had personally performed and thus reflected the 

intersection of gender, age and literacy; literate men fared best and benefited most, whilst 

older illiterate women fared worst and benefited least. When asking one older illiterate 

female participant about her memories of the set up of the plots, she told us “I don’t know, 

men have the knowledge about it, not the women” [Interview B04 05/11/07].  

 

In this way, the monitoring project did little to challenge social inequalities present within 

the community and instead became a part of processes of social differentiation and 

marginalisation. Some of those who benefited most from their participation, for example by 

learning new skills such as how to calculate timber volumes – mainly literate young men – 

are unfortunately those who tend to leave rural areas in search of work or study 

opportunities. One elderly man for example told us “those who know [i.e. learnt from the 

project] have left the village, therefore the office [the District Forest Office] should do 

training for those living here” [Focus Group B07 19/06/08].  

 

We also noticed the importance of embodied actions when finding out how far knowledge of 

the participatory monitoring had spread throughout the community; given that the 30 people 

                                                 
15 The practice of (typically) women bringing snacks to be consumed during breaks in training courses 
is an ‘NGO activity’, as historically when groups of people came together in collective work efforts 
each person would have bought their own food, albeit prepared by women in their household. 
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actually participating represented just 7% and 6% of households in the two CFUGs. It 

seemed that unless people were physically involved themselves, few knew very much about 

the monitoring.  

 

Recognising the situated nature of peoples’ interactions with the environment and processes 

of knowledge production allowed us to understand how costs and benefits of participation 

were thus unevenly distributed throughout the community. Community-based conservation 

is often accused of being engaged with ‘mythic communities’ (cf. Agrawal & Gibson 1999), 

as it assumes communities are homogenous and share a set of common interests; they thus 

ignore internal social differences and power relations. By engaging in the literature we did, 

by asking the questions we did and by gaining the responses we did, we can conclude that 

there is a need to appreciate the consequence of situated and embodied experience by 

proactively attending to the internal dynamics of participating communities. This will help 

ensure that costs and benefits of participating are more evenly spread – potentially 

throughout the entire community, and that projects do not inadvertently contribute to 

processes of social differentiation and marginalisation. We can also conclude that whilst 

representation of all social groups within a project is important e.g. based on gender and 

literacy, attention should also be given to how these groups will actually make sense of what 

they learn and use it for personal or community benefit.  

 

Thirdly and finally, we took on board work by international development scholars on 

participatory development projects. Keen to understand how participatory projects actually 

influence local decision-making processes, some have noted how decisions made in formal 

committees established through participatory projects are often hotly disputed and rarely 

complied with, with much debate and decision-making instead occurring in people’s daily 

interactions (Cleaver 2001). A participatory development project in Ghana which sought to 

make decision-making more public and transparent was for example in fact resisted by many 

women as it reduced their opportunities for informal politicking through the male elders 

(Waddington & Mohan 2004). Some warn that what outsiders consider to be informal the 

community may consider to be just the opposite (Mosse 1994).  

 

Calls have therefore been made for participatory projects to pay more attention to social 

norms and the ‘non-project’ side of people’s lives, both in explaining motivations to 

participate and in understanding the actual influence of participatory decision-making 

(Cleaver 2001). Despite participation affording opportunities to engage in certain decision-
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making processes, important issues also remain of who retains control over the process and 

how this control is negotiated (Peluso 1992, Agrawal & Gibson 1999, Gauld 2000). Drawing 

on this work encouraged us to question the influence of monitoring in people’s interactions 

with nature; to see how knowledge was put into action. It also prompted us to question what 

factors other than monitoring may influence people’s environmental decision-making. 

 

By posing these questions we quickly realised that environmental decision-making is 

influenced by all manner of factors – of which knowledge gained through monitoring is just 

one. One CFUG was successfully in the process of applying the results of the pine 

conversion plots in its on-going forest management – thinning and pruning in the manner 

most effective for conversion as demonstrated in the monitoring plots. The other two 

monitoring projects in this CFUG; relating to khayar management and grass production (cf. 

Table 3.1), and the lauth salla project in the other CFUG had however been less successful 

in applying the results of the monitoring plots. Although all the projects had produced good 

results and indicated preferred management practices, it was difficult to recreate the 

conditions of the plots throughout the rest of the community forest, in some cases due to 

difficulties in strictly enforcing grazing restrictions and in others due to the presence of 

invasive weeds.  

 

During fieldwork we also became aware of the influence of perceptions of where power and 

control lies in community forestry. The aim of the lauth salla monitoring project was to 

demonstrate sustainable management of the species as a basis for its small-scale commercial 

harvest as a medicinal plant. When a trading company representative visited the Chair of the 

CFUG to enquire whether they may wish to sell their lauth salla however, the Chair refused 

outright, stating as his reason the presence of the monitoring plots which the Operational 

Plan (official management plan for the community forest approved by the District Forest 

Office) stated were to be protected for 5 years – with 2 years left to run. Rather than 

encouraging the community to take decisions on the sustainable management and harvesting 

of lauth salla, the perceived power within the participatory project itself – along with that in 

the District Forest Office – in fact restricted the project’s influence.  

 

The application of knowledge gained through local monitoring can similarly be constrained. 

Although it generally underpins daily harvesting and management decisions in the forest, 

people told us that on occasions they may take decisions which they know to be 
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unsustainable – such as harvesting too much of a product in one area – because their 

livelihood situation forces them too.  

 

Appreciating the complexity of participatory decision-making processes and the influence of 

the ‘non-project’ side of people’s lives (cf. Cleaver 2001) led us to realise the importance of 

a wide number of intersecting factors in the daily decisions of the community and 

individuals. We were subsequently able to see the place of monitoring within these. By 

engaging in the literature we did, by asking the questions we did and by gaining the 

responses we did, we can conclude that there is a need to steer clear of assuming that just 

because a community is provided with accurate scientific data on changes in nature, that 

these will automatically result in actions being taken to safeguard that nature. This is not 

necessarily a reflection of people’s willingness or ability, rather a result of social, economic, 

political and ecological forces which may be beyond their control.  

 

In order to arrive at these findings and conclusions, we had to ensure that our 

epistemological and theoretical basis was translated into an effective programme for data 

collection. We now go on to outline our methodological approach and highlight the 

significance of this for our outcomes. 

 

Methodology 

The substance of our research was participatory ecological monitoring, about which we were 

asking ‘why’ and ‘how’ questions (cf. Yin 2003). As is recommended for addressing such 

questions, we chose to take a case-study approach – as is often the way when studying 

community-based conservation as research focuses on particular projects. Whilst we were 

not under any illusions that our case-studies were necessarily ‘representative’, they allowed 

us to observe practices and processes which helped us identify the sorts of questions it might 

be productive to ask of other participatory monitoring projects – although we were not able 

to predict what the answers to these would be in any particular case.   

 

We were aware however that in terms of community-based natural resource management, 

Nepal’s community forestry is often held as a shining example of how it should be done. Not 

only that, but the CFUGs with which we worked are themselves some of the best examples 

of groups in Nepal, given not only their years of support by the Nepal Swiss Community 

Forestry Project but also their individual leadership and organisational skills – which is why 
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they were chosen as sites for the development of the participatory ecological monitoring 

projects in the first place. The chance for success in our CFUGs was thus high, meaning any 

achievements made in these may not necessarily be matched in other locations – and equally 

that problems encountered here may be magnified in other sites.  

 

In line with our subjectivist epistemology we chose not to study any ‘control communities’, 

partly as we were interested in the interaction of participatory monitoring and local 

monitoring, and this could not be studied in a ‘control’ situation. Within our case-study 

CFUGs we were interested not only in the response of the community as a whole to 

monitoring practices, but also at the household and importantly intra-household level. A 

CFUG may be made up of a number of toles, or ‘hamlets’, which often house people of a 

particular caste who generally maintain good relationships (Banjade & Ojha 2005). Given 

the importance of caste in determining local social and power relations and therefore access 

to natural resources (Nightingale 2002), we also attempted to understand practices of 

monitoring and related issues at the tole level. Finally, we were keen to talk to people from 

the community who did not participate.  

 

By taking a case-study approach and conducting research at the various levels that we did, 

we were able to understand how processes operated at different scales and how these 

effected monitoring. Focusing at the intra-household level for example revealed in one case 

that despite the household head being an active member of the CFUG and the participatory 

monitoring projects, his wife knew absolutely nothing of the latter. This was despite calls for 

participants to actively disseminate the project findings amongst family and friends. By 

focusing at the tole level we became particularly aware of local power relations between 

different castes, with dalit and marginalised castes accusing the dominant castes of 

controlling CFUG activities and funds. This suspicion and mistrust extended in some cases 

to the participatory monitoring projects. Although participatory monitoring projects work 

mainly at the ‘community’ level, we would suggest that this ignores important processes at 

other scales; all of which have relevance for how monitoring operates and its likely impacts. 

 

Within our case-studies we employed a variety of standard social science methods in a 

phased approach during eight months of fieldwork spread between three visits conducted 

over a year (Table 3.2)16. These methods were used to gather both quantitative and 

                                                 
16 See Appendix 2 and 3 for more details of the methods used and the respondents spoken to. See 
Appendices 5 to 11 for the questions asked during various methods. 
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qualitative data. They were chosen as they allowed a wide variety of questions to be asked 

and thus a wide variety of data to be collected in a wide variety of situations; more details 

are given below. They importantly enabled previously collected data to be considered and 

built upon. This was possible given the general semi-structured nature of most methods – 

providing flexibility to follow interesting lines of inquiry – and because spreading fieldwork 

between three visits meant that data from previous visits could be briefly analysed between 

visits and appropriate methods and question developed for subsequent visits. 

�

�
+���/,.����������������
���#!��
�
��������!
"��$���������"������������6�����

����C���#����&���
��-����
���
����������#�����������	�

����
� )���!�� ���!����

��0�����

I��������

@�����'� � � �

)����������"� .��"����
���������!�������������6�C�

��
�#������#��������!�����!������������

#��(���	�

���������� �

���&��������
�

������"��

<����#������#�����������#������#������

��!�����!������������#��(�������
�������

�����@#����������	�.����!���������!���	�

 �
���
��!�� 4%�

@�����.� � � �

9�����!
������� I�����������
����������������-���!��

"����#������#�����������#������#������

��!�����!������������#��(��-���!��"����

���&#������#����	�.����!���������!���	�

9�����!
�B�

��
���
��!�

45�

>9������������#�=� *����#�������#������#�����B����&

#������#�����
������
��!�����#��������������

����������������������#��
����	�6����%��

����������%�������!���	�

 �
���
��!�

�����#�#!�

"�����

����#���

���

@�����/� � � �

6���������#�� <����#������#�����B����&#������#����������


��������
��������!�������
�������

�������������
����������	�.����!����

������!���	�

�
�������!���

B���
���
��!�

�3&���#�#!��

�5�

���&��������
�

������"��

<����+CH���
�������������������)��������

��
�+������!�!�!����
�������#������#������

��
�����������	�6����%�������������������

!���	�

)��������B�

�������!�

�3�

��	������
���-������ � � �

/������#����

�����������

��������!!���������������!
"��$-������$�

�#��##�����������������
�������-�

"��$���#�-�����������
��������!�

����������

 �
���
��!�B�

������!
�B�

����������

�

G�.�#��
�����������������!
������-��������������#����
�����������#��"���!��
������

��������
����
���������"����������������������
�����
�������!��-��������
���
�	��

 

The methods employed in the research (Table 3.2) related specifically to the research 

objectives of the study and the theoretical insights on which it was drawing (as detailed 

briefly above in the section on epistemology). Firstly, document review allowed us to find 
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out more about the participatory monitoring projects, the organisation initiating the project 

and the CFUGs involved. Of course all documents are written from particular viewpoints 

and thus primary research with those involved in the projects was necessary to be able to 

draw any real findings.  

 

Semi-structured interviews with project participants allowed us to question them about their 

experiences with the project, including why they became involved; what they did personally 

for the project and what it tried to achieve; what they learnt from their involvement; what 

input they were able to give to it; what the results of the project were and how they came to 

know these; how the results of the project have been applied and shared throughout the 

community; what socio-economic and environmental benefits have emerged as a result of 

the project; and how influential they thought the project was. Additional questions were 

asked about the experience of female participants in relation to gender inequalities. We 

spoke to all project participants available for interview in the CFUGs during our fieldwork.  

 

The household survey was used to gather primarily quantitative data on household domestic 

and agricultural characteristics; their use, harvesting and management of forest products and 

how these practices are shared within the household; the influences they perceive in 

decision-making and control of forest products, both in the community forest and on their 

own land; and in the case of Burke CFUG, their past and current knowledge of and 

interaction with lauth salla. As the household survey was conducted with equal numbers of 

participants and non-participants of the monitoring project, differences in responses based on 

their involvement could be assessed. Respondents were chosen on a random stratified basis, 

according to tole (hamlet) and caste, in order to assess any differences in responses based on 

these characteristics. Within the households thus selected for the survey, we attempted to 

conduct the survey with an equal number of male and female respondents in order to assess 

any differences in responses based on gender. The most obvious difference according to any 

of these factors was that female respondents knew little about the landholdings of the 

household and what they knew could seldom be quantified. Forest use and management 

tended to be similar across all respondents and participation in the monitoring projects made 

no difference to this. 

 

Harvesting trips with individual community members and some groups of people were used 

to gather qualitative data whilst people harvested a variety of forest products. Data 

concerned their knowledge of the forest; the product being harvested; issues of management 
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and sustainability; harvesting methods; observations of changes in the forest and forest 

products; and any other interesting lines of inquiry which emerged during the unstructured 

conversations. As these conversations occurred in the forest whilst people were harvesting 

products, they provided great stimulus for discussion. A variety of people were accompanied 

on their harvesting trips to the forest; participants and non-participants of the monitoring 

projects; men and women; adults and children; and people from different castes and toles.  

 

Focus groups with community members were used to gather qualitative data about their 

perceptions and knowledge of local forests; about the factors which are important in their 

environmental decision-making; about their observations of changes in local forests and 

forest products over various time scales; and about their knowledge and possibly experience 

of the monitoring projects. Focus groups were conducted in each tole throughout the two 

CFUGs, given the social cohesion generally present within a tole based on shared caste 

status and often close kinship ties (as discussed above). Some focus groups included mainly 

participants of the monitoring projects, however most were a mix of participants and non-

participants, given that these are themselves distributed throughout the toles of the CFUG.  

 

Semi-structured interviews with what were referred to as ‘secondary stakeholders’ were also 

conducted. These were used to gather the opinions of people working for NSCFP, civil 

society organisations and government involved in community forestry and conservation at 

both the district (3 interviews) and national (12 interviews) level. These interviews were 

used primarily to gather opinions on issues of participation and environmental monitoring 

and involved the use of quotes on these issues from academics and practitioners as prompts 

for discussion. These were extremely interesting conversations and revealed much about the 

motivations and working practices of a variety of organisations involved in conservation and 

natural resource management in Nepal. They did not however necessarily relate specifically 

to participatory monitoring, as not all organisations are involved in such types of projects. 

 

Whilst the structured methods such as interviews, survey and focus groups provided rich and 

informative data, the ethnographic practice of participant observation was vital in order to 

provide a deeper understanding of the situation. In one of the CFUGs for example, it would 

appear on paper and by numbers alone that the running of the group promoted the 

empowerment of women and those of lower castes, given that the CFUG Committee Chair 

was a woman of lower caste. By attending an annual General Assembly of the CFUG we 

observed however that in practice this was not necessarily the case, as the Chair sat with all 
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the others attending the meeting whilst the Committee Treasurer; an educated and higher 

caste man, entirely ran the meeting – despite this being one of the stated jobs of a CFUG 

Chair. Such an example demonstrates the value of qualitative methods in understanding 

social practices and we would urge those researching community-based conservation to give 

serious thought to their use. 

 

As a combination, the methods used thus enabled us to ask a huge host of questions to a wide 

variety of people, including participants and non-participants, men and women, young and 

old, literate and illiterate, elite and marginalised. By relating these factors to the responses 

they gave and by paying careful attention to the aims and objectives of the research, its 

theoretical underpinnings and its analytical approach (detailed below), it was possible to 

draw many interesting findings from the work. These findings tried to capture in different 

ways the impacts of the participatory monitoring projects. ‘Impacts’ can occur at different 

levels – the community, household or individual; participants or the wider community – and 

can be those intended by the project; for example the application of monitoring results to 

other areas of forest, as well as more subtle impacts and possibly unintended ones, for 

example those related to learning or the exercise of power in natural resource management. 

The findings also related to how the monitoring projects impact upon natural resource 

management in the face of competing social, economic, political and ecological forces i.e. 

the ‘non-project’ nature of people’s lives.  

 

Having collected data through a variety of methods, it needed to be analysed. Analysis was 

an on-going process throughout the research and took a variety of forms. In the field, 

analysis occurred alongside data collection as time was taken at the end of each day to reflect 

on the information gathered through the various methods used. The possible interpretations, 

meanings and significance of the day’s information were discussed and initial conclusions 

and findings were contemplated. This initial form of analysis was recorded in a series of 

field notebooks and these proved invaluable as a source of inspiration and reference when 

conducting more formal analysis on return from the field, as well as when writing-up the 

findings. These daily discussions also allowed us to identify interesting lines of inquiry that 

were emerging. These were followed-up on during subsequent interactions with respondents 

whilst conducting more structured interviews and focus groups etc. As fieldwork was 

conducted over three main field visits, this form of initial analysis was also crucial in 

developing the research methods and questions to be used in later visits. This flexible 
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approach, typical of ethnographic work, allowed us to delve deeply into what seemed to be 

pertinent issues.  

 

Formal analysis of quantitative data was relatively straight forward, with descriptive 

statistics produced of data emerging from the household survey for example. Proportions of 

categories of responses and percentages of households involved, were for example produced. 

Formal analysis of qualitative data was a far lengthier and more involved process. 

Interviews, focus groups and harvesting trips, which had all been digitally recorded, were 

firstly transcribed. Transcription was viewed in line with constructivist philosophies which 

hold that such processes are a social construction and necessarily involve the influence of 

those transcribing. This was also the attitude taken to translation – an issue dealt with at 

length in the next section. Despite the inherent translation in all interviews, focus groups and 

harvesting trips, transcripts contained only the English words spoken and did not attempt to 

represent a verbatim record of discussions. Transcripts rather aimed to provide a faithful 

record of the issues discussed and the sentiment and meaning of the respondents as far as 

was possible. This reflected the aims of the research, which related to substantive issues of 

natural resource management across an entire community, rather than in-depth and very 

nuanced understandings of individuals through discourse analysis. Notes were made at the 

time of transcription to act as pointers for analysis and coding. 

 

Transcripts underwent a process of coding, concentrating on what have been referred to as 

‘topic codes’ and ‘analytic codes’ (cf. Richards & Morse 2002, Richards 2005). A mixture of 

a priori and emergent codes were used, reflecting the importance placed on the theories 

informing the research, as well as the pertinent issues arising during fieldwork respectively. 

The CAQDAS NVivo 2.0 was used to aid the process. We saw ‘topic codes’ as closely 

related to the questions being asked during interviews and focus groups etc., thus transcripts 

from these methods were firstly coded for the questions asked during them, or the topics 

discussed; for example ‘why involved in the monitoring project?’, ‘decision-making 

influences’ and ‘local monitoring’. ‘Analytic codes’ were seen as relating to the overall 

research questions, the broader issues involved in the research, and the theories and literature 

informing it. These codes thus included for example ‘participation’, ‘mythic community’, 

‘knowledge’, and ‘power’. Other codes emerged from the data and the research process 

itself, based on grounded theory. These included ‘leadership’ in light of the importance 

placed on the former Chair of one of the CFUGs who had died, and ‘other things matter 

more’ in light of factors other than monitoring which kept emerging as highly relevant in 
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environmental decision-making. Many other important insights emerged from the fieldwork, 

for example through participant observation. These were not necessarily strictly coded as the 

interview and focus group etc transcripts were, but were instead recorded as ‘interesting 

stories’ and referred to whenever necessary.  

 

Data from the multiple methods were triangulated mainly on the basis of ‘complementarity’, 

thus based on an acceptance that different understandings may emerge from different 

methods but that these should make sense in light of each other. Quantitative data obtained 

through the household survey could thus be combined with qualitative data from interviews 

and focus groups, to provide a more profound interpretation of the case-studies. We also on 

occasions triangulated on the basis of ‘divergence’, whereby the differences between data 

sets were the focus of attention. A comparison of the formal scientific results of the 

monitoring plots with the qualitative observations of the plots through local monitoring for 

example reveals two very different pictures of the same thing. Rather than dismiss either one 

as ‘invalid’ (as would be done if triangulating on the basis of ‘convergence’), our analysis 

allowed us to place these two versions of the same plots side by side and consider how they 

related to each other. It revealed what aspects of the environment were important to people 

and what changes were meaningful to them. Respecting the on-going process of data 

analysis during fieldwork and beyond and the need to respond to issues and themes emerging 

from the data is vital to understanding social processes. The ways in which data sets are 

compared is critical to the sorts of findings a piece of research arrives at. We conclude from 

this that those researching community-based conservation should pay careful attention to 

their analytical approach so that it effectively interprets all relevant data.  

 

The final stage of analysis was the writing-up of the findings. Ideas for papers began to 

emerge in the field and were recorded in the field notebooks for later reference. Some papers 

were in some ways a priori, based on theories informing the research; for example the 

contribution and insight work on participation in international development had for 

participation in ecological monitoring. Others were in some ways based in grounded theory, 

emerging from the data and research process itself; for example the fact that things other 

than monitoring may matter in the use and management of natural resources (although this 

paper builds directly on the work of Danielsen et al. (2005a) which states that ‘monitoring 

matters’; work which informed the research initially). Writing was very much an on-going 

and in many ways dynamic process, from initial analysis and ideas recorded in field 

notebooks, to coded and statistical analysis, to the written-up text.  
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Presentation of data in the written papers involved combining quantitative and qualitative 

results and findings. Certain data, such as that derived from the household survey, was 

quantitative and we were able to present this in the form of percentages or proportions of 

respondents providing certain responses for example. Other data, such as that derived from 

semi-structured interviews with participants of the monitoring projects, was qualitative and 

took the form of quotes. Quotes were used in various ways; sometimes similar quotes were 

grouped together in order that quantitative assessments of responses could be made (Staddon 

et al. a), whilst at other times specific quotes were chosen in order to demonstrate certain 

theoretical arguments empirically (Staddon et al. c). This varying use of quotes reflected the 

target audience of the paper involved, with more quantitative and ‘data-rich’ use aimed to 

appeal to natural scientists, and wholly qualitative and more ‘theoretically-rich’ use aimed at 

those more familiar with social science research practices. Papers could take quite a narrative 

format when presenting many quotes and whilst this format may not be to all natural 

scientists’ liking, we felt it necessary to present data in this format, given that we wished to 

convey something of the social sciences and their approaches to research, other than just 

utilising their methods during fieldwork.  

 

Other data, such as that derived from participant observation, by its very nature, related to 

specific events encountered during fieldwork. An example of this might be the refusal of the 

Burke CFUG Chair to consider selling lauth salla from the community forest to an interested 

medicinal plant company, citing as his reason the presence of the monitoring plots which the 

Operational Plan (the management plan for the forest, approved by the District Forest 

Office) states is to run for five years. It is inherently difficult to quantify such events as they 

are just that – individual events. They nonetheless can illustrate important issues in the 

context of the research and in that way are no different from other ‘events’ or pieces of 

information, such as for example, the success of Golmatar Paleko CFUG in applying the 

findings of their pine conversion monitoring project in the wider community forest. Such 

data may be used frequently in papers, given their relevance to important issues in the 

research and due to the fact that their very nature means it is not possible to find other 

identical examples. 

 

Finally, having analysed the data and made conclusions and recommendations, these needed 

to be disseminated to the appropriate audiences. Throughout our research we kept a focus on 

Schrekenberg et al.’s (2010) call to attend to how the resulting evidence will be used in 
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learning processes. We hoped our research findings would be of interest primarily to 

conservationists engaged in participatory ecological monitoring and would contribute to 

continual learning processes in these and similar community-based conservation projects. 

Everything from the theories we drew on, to the questions we asked in interviews and focus 

groups, to the new lines of enquiry which we followed during fieldwork, to the themes and 

findings emerging overall; all were chosen because of their relevance and novelty, meaning 

they would present a new picture of participatory monitoring and one which would hopefully 

stimulate reflection on the subject and potentially new ways of working. Given our intended 

audience we aimed to publish our findings in conservation-based journals. Publishing is an 

on-going process and one which given the interdisciplinary nature of the work has presented 

challenges.  

 

The other audience for our work was of course the communities involved themselves. 

Although we tried to feed back emerging findings whilst talking to people during fieldwork, 

it was interesting to note that what many people wanted from us was in fact technical 

forestry advice; of which they got very little from the poorly resourced District Forest Office 

but of which they felt they were desperately in need. This presented us with something of an 

ethical dilemma (that shared by Sundberg 2004); our work aimed to promote a wider 

understanding of the communities’ own knowledge, capabilities and complex livelihoods, 

whilst providing them with technical forestry advice would only reinforce notions that 

technical fixes alone are what are needed to improve lives, and the forest, and that ‘outsiders’ 

knowledge is superior to their own. Respecting the communities’ wishes and all that they 

had provided us with – and realising that it is not possible to change structural inequalities 

overnight or in isolation – we gave the information they asked for and this felt like the right 

thing to do at the time. Such moral quandaries often occur during fieldwork in community-

based conservation, but are something which can be worked through by taking a clear view 

of the positionality of the researchers; which is what we discuss next.  

 

Positionality 

All fieldwork was carried out by the first and last author; Staddon and Shrestha. Staddon is a 

white, female academic from the UK who trained and worked in conservation biology and 

subsequently undertook an interdisciplinary PhD in geography studying participatory 

ecological monitoring; she has a basic understanding of Nepali language. Shrestha is a 

Nepali man who grew up in the same district in which the research was undertaken in a 
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village very similar to those studied; he speaks fluent Nepali and English. He has received 

scholarships to study up to Masters level in Forestry and Natural Resource Management and 

had worked in community forestry in Nepal for 15 years at the time of the fieldwork. Some 

researchers like to work in a team of either all females or all males; however we found the 

mix of male and female a good combination. Men generally dominate in Nepali culture and 

so having a man who could sit and converse freely with other men often gathered in 

prominent locations in the village was a real asset. This often left Staddon free to sit with 

women and despite only a basic grasp of Nepali, to interact and build relationships. Most 

fieldwork was done jointly however, with Shrestha providing all translations between Nepali 

and English at the time of speaking.  

 

Whilst Shrestha may be considered an ‘insider’ to the research, in terms of being Nepali and 

having been brought up in a village not dissimilar to those which we were studying, some 

respondents clearly felt him to be unlike them in that they saw him as an educated man from 

Kathmandu and referred to him as ‘Sir’. This became apparent during conversations in 

which respondents were quite obviously taking pains to explain basic matters of subsistence 

farming and the use of natural resources to Shrestha – not realising his upbringing. In so 

doing however they potentially provided us with more detailed information than might have 

been offered had they thought Shrestha to be ‘one of them’ and therefore to have known this 

taken-for-granted information.  

 

Other respondents – generally illiterate women – clearly felt deferential to Staddon as a 

foreigner and ‘expert’. On a number of occasions younger women requested Shrestha – in 

Nepali, before he translated to English – to alter the responses they were giving to questions 

in order that they be seen to give the ‘correct answer’; this was despite pains to ensure 

respondents that we were interested in everyone’s views and that there were no such thing as 

a ‘correct answer’. Shrestha did not alter responses when translating and only informed 

Staddon later of the discussion so as not to cause any embarrassment on the part of the 

respondent. Not all people working as translators in fieldwork may be as conscientious or 

diplomatic however, and this may have implications for the ‘truth’ of responses gathered as 

well as relationships with respondents. Still others saw us both as experts, not to whom they 

should be deferential, but from whom they could request technical forestry advice, which as 

stated above was poorly lacking but perceived as needed.  
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Not all respondents viewed us as ‘experts’ or were deferential to us however. On one 

occasion an elderly woman berated Staddon for her lack of fluency in Nepali, presumably 

drawing on her age and position within the community to be able to challenge the foreigner 

(Staddon respected the women greatly for it). Our positions in relation to the staff of 

government departments, NGOs and donor agencies who we interviewed towards the end of 

the fieldwork were markedly different from within the CFUGs. Now it was Shrestha’s turn 

to defer to others as ‘Sir’, although such an obligation was felt less by Staddon as a foreign 

academic and person of ‘position’ in her own right. Whilst some of these respondents talked 

openly about the subject of participation and monitoring, others did seem to use their 

positions of power in order to avoid topics they found potentially controversial. The 

intersection of gender, nationality, upbringing, training and age served to establish particular 

relationships with respondents during our fieldwork. At times these were productive for us as 

they generated interesting responses from people; at all times however they were significant 

in themselves, for example the standing in society of the elderly and the authority they are 

able to command based on this. We conclude from this that those researching community-

based conservation pay particular attention to the consequences of positionality in their 

work; seeking not to dismiss it or ignore it but to work with it and at times make it part of the 

research itself. 

 

Staddon and Shrestha conducted all fieldwork with the help of a number of local field 

assistants and these proved invaluable in providing local information, promoting good local 

relations and helping to access respondents. Field assistants included men and women from 

the age of 17 to 50 from a number of different castes; none spoke English to any great 

degree. The importance of these field assistants can be seen on one occasion when trying to 

arrange a household survey. We had walked to the house of a family who had been selected 

on a stratified random basis (stratification based on tole (hamlet) and caste) and found only 

the female household head at home. After explaining our work and about the survey we 

wished to conduct the woman said she thought we should come back and ask her husband 

when he returned, suggesting that she would not know any of the answers. Our field assistant 

at the time; a middle-aged woman from the Sunuwar ethnic group – identical in these 

respects to the woman we wished to talk to – told the woman very matter of factly that she 

needn’t worry, that she had done the survey herself and that the questions were easy. The 

woman then agreed and provided very interesting responses to the survey; ones which would 

most likely not have been forthcoming had Staddon and Shrestha gone to the house alone 

and ended up talking with her husband. The importance of positionality is again revealed, as 
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is the relationship between positionality and power; in this case the power to influence 

someone’s perspective of the survey and actions towards us. Again, we urge those 

researching community-based conservation to pay careful attention to issues of positionality.  

 

Like much research on community-based conservation in the global South, our research 

hinged on issues of language translation. Shrestha translated between Nepali and English at 

the time of speaking, although all conversations occurring as part of the structured methods 

e.g. interviews or focus groups, were also recorded digitally. Whilst some researchers may 

wish to have such recordings translated by an ‘independent’ third party, we adhered to 

postmodern ideas that there is no one ‘correct’ translation possible between languages, only 

those produced from the perspective of the translator, encompassing their positionality and 

background. According to such ideas it is better to work with subjective translations, rather 

than try to eliminate them. Shrestha’s technical training in forestry for example meant that to 

begin with he often translated respondents’ descriptions of the forest in rather technical 

terms, such as trees being ‘malformed’. Noting this we discussed its implications for the 

research in terms of being able to understand local perceptions of the environment and 

subsequently effort was spent on trying to more directly translate what respondents were 

saying, for example a tree which was ‘zigzag’ rather than ‘malformed’. It is possible that 

professional translators would better avoid bringing such personal ‘baggage’ to their 

translations (although they are not able to eliminate it entirely); professionals however are 

rarely employed in research into community-based conservation which tends to have limited 

resources, and thus these are pertinent issues.  

 

The importance of translation was also noted whilst conducting a household survey with a 

respondent who had a good grasp of English and who was keen to practice it. Whilst in 

theory Staddon could therefore have carried out the survey with the respondent directly in 

English – and this is how we started, on basic questions of household composition, land-

holdings etc – we quickly realised that the main questions relating to the use and 

management of forest products and activities within the CFUG needed to be presented in a 

way which was consistent with the way Shrestha presented them in Nepali. Sometimes the 

questions needed elaborating on so that respondents were clear of what we were asking them 

and if Staddon needed to do this it was just not possible to know that she would convey 

exactly the same meaning of a question and thus gain comparable responses. For this reason 

we continued the survey with Shrestha translating between Nepali and English, as was done 

for all other surveys.  
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Translation in cross-cultural research is clearly not a straight-forward ‘objective’ process of 

converting the exact meaning of words between languages; the influence of the translator in 

giving meaning to questions when talking to respondents and meaning to responses when 

talking to researchers, should not be overlooked. We conclude from this that researchers 

working with translators should accept and work within these boundaries, paying attention to 

their relevance for the research outcomes.  

 

The influence of translation, positionality, methodologies and epistemologies on a piece of 

research cannot be done away with and certainly should not be hidden. Instead by 

recognising these influences, paying attention to them and working productively with them, 

research will in fact be strengthened and researchers more confident in what they are able to 

conclude from a piece of work. This has relevance for research into participatory monitoring 

as well as other community-based conservation projects, as is concluded below. 

 

Conclusions 

This paper set out to address how epistemology, methodology and positionality can affect 

the research process and in the context of community-based conservation, how this 

necessarily impacts on the results and recommendations which emerge. Although all 

research work hails from particular theoretical or disciplinary perspectives, the influence of 

these in shaping the outcomes of the research is seldom the subject of debate. This is a 

particularly important debate in the field of community-based conservation however, as it is 

inherently interdisciplinary and brings together a diversity of researchers and modes of 

working inherited from particular disciplinary backgrounds. Whilst these researchers may 

think about these issues in their different ways, very few write about them and thus this 

paper has attempted to fill the gap left as a consequence. In contrast, much is written on these 

issues in the social sciences and by drawing on this literature and applying it to the 

conservation context, this paper has also explored the benefits of interdisciplinarity.  

 

Research conducted from particular epistemological or methodological backgrounds is of 

course no more ‘valid’ than from any other. The point is not that one approach to research is 

better than others and produces a more representative picture of reality; it is rather that the 

different pictures they produce may be more a reflection of the studies’ approach than the 
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reality that they’re studying. In this way all are in fact equally ‘good’ – and importantly all 

are equally valid (Haraway 1991, Nightingale 2003b).  

 

This paper has attempted to demonstrate how the approach we took to epistemology, 

methodology and positionality shaped our research findings. We showed how the 

epistemology and theories informing our research prompted us to question the multiple ways 

in which it is possible to monitor ecological change and how these are personal to 

individuals. We questioned how participatory monitoring contributes to social processes 

within participatory communities – sometimes to the detriment of marginalised groups, and 

how there can be a real need to work hard at disseminating information on participatory 

monitoring and affecting real influence on local environmental decision-making. Our 

methodology enabled us to study the interaction of local forms of monitoring with 

participatory ones, to understand the importance of social processes at different scales, to 

gather particularly insightful qualitative data, and to respond to interesting lines of inquiry 

emerging during fieldwork. Our positionalities during fieldwork reflected the intersection of 

gender, nationality, upbringing, training and age. These served to establish particular 

relationships with respondents which at times were productive but always significant. The 

importance of translators as active agents in providing meaning to both respondents and 

researchers was noted.   

 

Having taken the approaches we did to epistemology, methodology and positionality, we 

would only be able to speculate at what the findings would have been had we taken different 

approaches. These would have involved drawing on different literatures and asking different 

questions of different respondents in different ways – thus our data would have been 

different and we would have analysed it differently. These arguments do not suggest that 

what you start out to do necessarily affects the findings you arrive at; of course all research 

must abide by the appropriate mechanisms to ensure validity and reliability. Rather, these 

arguments are made to highlight that, particularly in an interdisciplinary field such as 

community-based conservation, research findings and recommendations necessarily reflect 

the ethics and practices adopted by the research – and its disciplinary hailing – as well as the 

‘reality’ being studied.   

 

The challenge in such interdisciplinary research is then to bring together these different 

pictures which emerge and ensure that they all have bearing in debates over policy and 

practice. Research drawing on epistemologies, theories and methodologies common to the 
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social sciences – as done in the research on which this paper is based – can highlight points 

of contention, conflict and the ‘trade-offs’ involved in conservation. This need not however 

“yield paralysis, but…instead provide insight and the opportunity for genuine reflection, 

honest communication, and responsible action” (Hirsch et al. 2010, p.5). Such 

interdisciplinary scholarship is considered vital to the future of conservation (Mascia 2003) 

and hopefully this paper serves in a small way to promote such work by demonstrating what 

can be achieved by taking such an approach.  
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Abstract 

Some researchers propose that for successful conservation and sustainable resource use 

‘monitoring matters’; particularly if it involves participatory approaches (Danielsen et al. 

2005a). Others however suggest that such efforts may represent ‘red-herrings’ (Garcia & 

Lescuyer 2008). We analyse these competing claims by considering the multiple ways in 

which participatory monitoring can matter i.e. have impact. We also question the multitude 

of ‘other things’ that can also matter in the conservation of nature. In order to do this we 

draw on the social sciences and pay particular attention to practices of what are referred to as 

‘local monitoring’. We draw on extensive empirical evidence from the community forests of 

Nepal which provides the rare opportunity to document the longer-term impacts of 

participatory monitoring once technical support has been withdrawn. We document how 

both participatory and local monitoring matter to people at difference scales (community and 

individual level), in different locations (community- and privately-held land), and for 

different purposes (promoting active forest management as well as its protection). We also 

document how various forces and factors effect the potential of participatory monitoring, not 

least of which are practices of local monitoring that enable people to make sense of its 

results. We suggest that the holistic picture of participatory monitoring to emerge in the 

paper allows for a greater understanding and appreciation of the potential of this increasingly 

popular approach to conservation. 

 

Key words 

Ecological monitoring, participatory monitoring, community-based conservation, impact 

assessment, interdisciplinary, Nepal 

 

Introduction 

Danielsen et al. (2005a) claim that when it comes to biodiversity conservation and the 

sustainable use of natural resources, ‘monitoring matters’, particularly if it involves the 

collaboration of scientists and local people. Such ‘participatory monitoring’ projects seek the 

involvement of members of the public, amateur naturalists, volunteers, resource-dependent 

communities and in developing countries, largely non-specialist staff of protected areas. In 

collaboration with scientists, these people use simple scientific techniques to monitor 

everything from populations of individual species to the dynamics of particular habitats to 

the provision of ecosystem services (Danielsen et al. 2005b, Topp-Jorgensen 2005, Becker et 
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al. 2005, Guijt 2007, Evans & Guariguata 2008, Lawrence 2010a). In some cases it is 

intended that the data produced are used by participating resource-dependent communities to 

promote the sustainability of their environmental actions, whilst in others the data is fed 

upwards to influence policy or development planning, demonstrate compliance with 

international environmental agreements or local certification schemes, and to fuel the 

increasing demand for ‘evidence-based conservation’. In this paper we deal with the former 

type of participatory monitoring, in which the participants themselves are considered the 

end-users of the data.  

 

Many have shown that participatory monitoring can indeed ‘matter’ (cf. Danielsen et al. 

2005a), i.e. that it can have positive impacts for the environment being monitored, those 

participating in the monitoring, or both. Danielsen et al. (2005b, 2010) have conducted 

excellent research in which they quantitatively assess the number of management 

interventions made by resource-dependent communities involved in participatory monitoring 

projects in the global South. A case-study from the Philippines showed how over two and 

half years of monitoring involving 97 rangers and 350 community volunteers in eight 

protected areas, 156 management interventions were made; 98% of which were considered 

by the authors to be ‘meaningful and justified’. Others have shown how participatory 

monitoring in all manner of contexts and locations has led to increased trust and 

communication between the stakeholders involved; often local communities or interest 

groups and government or higher authorities (Lawrence & Elphick 2002, Danielsen et al. 

2005a, Van Rijsoort & Zhang 2005, Ballard et al. 2010, Boissiere et al. 2010). Others have 

considered the subjective, personal aspects of monitoring, showing the emotional attachment 

people have to the data they collect and to processes of data collection (Lawrence 2006, 

2009, 2010c, Lawrence & Turnhout 2010). Participatory monitoring can clearly ‘matter’ in 

many ways. 

 

In terms of conservation, some caution however that that “measuring is not protecting” 

(Sheil 2001, p.1181) and that whilst “monitoring of resource population trends is a critical 

first component of sustainable management…it is not sufficient unto itself” (Moller et al. 

2004, p.2). In order for participatory monitoring to make a difference environmentally, the 

data produced needs to be acted upon by those in a position to do so. This important step in 

participatory monitoring is however under-reported (Lawrence 2010b), with information 

given on the establishment and working-practices of projects but not often on how they are 

operationalised or sustained in the longer-term (but see Van Rijsoort et al. 2010 and below). 
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Projects in which resource-dependent communities participate in order to promote the 

sustainability of their resource use (i.e. those addressed in this paper) are often intended, 

after the initial collaboration and assistance of scientists, to be self-sustaining. When 

instigating scientists’ hand-over full responsibility of projects to participants however, 

monitoring activities often decrease or stop all together (Evans & Guariguata 2008, Garcia & 

Lescuyer 2008, Van Rijsoort et al. 2010). Given that the positive social impacts of 

participatory monitoring could be achieved using other participatory approaches – ones not 

involving environmental monitoring – some question whether participatory monitoring 

projects are therefore ‘red-herrings’ (Garcia & Lescuyer 2008). Given that their 

environmental outcomes may be minimal in the longer-term, these authors ask “[i]n short, 

are they worth the trouble?” (Garcia & Lescuyer 2008, p.1311).  

 

So how can these seemingly competing claims; on the one hand that ‘monitoring matters’ 

(Danielsen et al. 2005a) and on the other that it is merely a ‘red-herring’ (Garcia & Lescuyer 

2008), be reconciled? The impacts of participatory monitoring are clearly multifarious and 

depending on the way impact is measured and what is taken to count as an ‘impact’, different 

conclusions can be drawn as to the worth of participatory monitoring. It has been stated that 

“[i]n essence, monitoring exists to support decision-making and planning by providing 

information on trends and changes, on what works or how activities might be adjusted” 

(Abbot & Guijt 1998, p.14). With regards this unique contribution of monitoring – to support 

environmental decision-making – it would seem pertinent and perfectly reasonable to 

question further the impacts and therefore ways in which it matters in conservation and 

natural resource management; particularly if we are to justify the resources, enthusiasm and 

effort put into such projects.  

 

It is in this context that this paper seeks to do two things; firstly to explore the multiple ways 

in which participatory monitoring may impact on both nature and society and in so-doing 

reveal more about how monitoring can in fact ‘matter’. It considers a wide range of what 

may be considered ‘impacts’ and attempts to assess how participatory monitoring may 

matter to whom, where and for what. By drawing on extensive empirical evidence of 

participatory monitoring projects five years after their initiation and which are in receipt of 

little collaborator support, this paper affords the rare opportunity to see how such monitoring 

can matter in the longer-term.  
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The paper secondly aims to place participatory monitoring within its wider context and 

consider what other things can ‘matter’ in conservation and natural resource management – 

things which may either enhance or possibly constrain the potential of participatory 

monitoring and affect how much it matters. This second aim is based on a serious 

engagement with work in the social sciences; work which reveals much about the forces and 

factors that may impinge on efforts in conservation more generally. It also highlights the 

relevance of and need to question people’s informal observations of environmental change; a 

practice referred to in this paper as ‘local monitoring’. These issues and the approach taken 

in this paper are now elaborated. 

 

Background 

People that rely on natural resources for subsistence or commercial livelihoods may well 

monitor their environment, in the absence of participatory projects (Abbot & Guijt 1998). 

Editors of a book on traditional ecological knowledge highlight that “monitoring the state of 

resources is a common practice among resource users, and virtually every case study in this 

volume provides local recipes and examples of monitoring” (Berkes & Folke 1998, p.417). 

Others point out that “indigenous harvesters are not simply optimal foragers, but have ways 

of proactively responding to environmental signals” (Moller et al. 2004, p.2). Those involved 

in documenting such practices of ‘local monitoring’ have long been calling for its 

recognition and inclusion in the management of protected areas and species of conservation 

concern (Ghimire et al. 2004, Hermann 2006), with some highlighting the ‘areas of 

complementarity’ between scientific and local forms of monitoring (Moller et al. 2004) 

(Table 4.1).  

�
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Whilst the goals of participatory monitoring projects often explicitly include to combine 

scientific and local practices of monitoring, some suggest that many projects work on the 

assumption that they will incorporate such local monitoring and knowledge of local 

environments through their inclusion of local people, but that in reality, scientific techniques 

still tend to dominate (Abbot & Guijt 1998, Garcia & Lescuyer 2008). Writing over ten years 

ago, researchers found that “despite such in-depth local knowledge about the environment, 

many externally-driven monitoring approaches exclude or ignore the informal, conscious and 

unconscious ways in which communities, as resource users, monitor their environments” 

(Abbot & Guijt 1998, p.32). Ten years on, researchers are still stressing that participatory 

monitoring “should draw as much as possible on local knowledge and on the pre-existing 

informal systems of data gathering” (Garcia & Lescuyer 2008, p.1305). A typology of 

                                                 
17 ‘Science’ here is taken to refer to the focus of activities conducted by professional scientists who 
claim to broaden our collective understanding of some objective truth about the world. For critiques of 
this notion and introductions to ideas of the social construction of all knowledge, including scientific 
understanding, see Haraway (1998), Latour (1987), and Collins & Evans (2002). 
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participation in participatory monitoring has recently been produced which highlights at one 

end of the continuum monitoring that involves only resource users themselves, conducting 

what is referred to as ‘local autonomous monitoring’ (Danielsen et al. 2009). The 

contribution of this local monitoring to practices of participatory monitoring is not however 

alluded to.  

 

This paper aims to build on these important works by taking seriously the claims that 

scientific knowledge can dominate over local ways of knowing and seeing to what extent 

this is the case in the empirical evidence upon which it draws. It goes further however 

through its’ attempts to document how local forms of monitoring interact with those based 

on science introduced through the participatory monitoring projects and show how each are 

operationalised in environmental decision-making. In this way it tries to demonstrate how 

different forms of monitoring really can impact and matter in conservation and natural 

resource management. The paper also importantly aims to document how local monitoring 

matters unto itself – as a separate entity to participatory monitoring projects – in on-going 

everyday environmental decision-making.  

 

Alongside understanding more about the ways in which participatory monitoring can impact 

and therefore matter in conservation and natural resource management, we are also interested 

in how other factors and forces may influence environmental decision-making and 

potentially enhance or constrain the activities and outcomes of both local and participatory 

forms of monitoring. In order to do this we turn to the social sciences, which as 

conservationists we are increasingly being encouraged to do (Agrawal & Ostrom 2006, Chan 

et al. 2007, Watkinson 2010). We draw widely on work in geography and anthropology in 

the fields of ethnobotany, common property studies, political ecology and international 

development for their insights into the complex world of conservation and natural resource 

management. We look specifically for work which may have resonance for how we might 

better understand how monitoring – and other factors – matter to whom, where and for what. 

 

With regards to ‘who’, work in these fields demonstrates the importance of understanding 

intra-community dynamics and heterogeneity in community-based conservation (Agrawal & 

Gibson 1999, Leach et al. 1999, Blaikie 2006). Differences in gender, class, caste, wealth 

and education for example are important in determining people’s access to and control over 

natural resources and knowledge about them, and thus their ability to govern them 

sustainably (Leach et al. 1999, Nightingale 2003a, 2006). Academic critiques of 
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participatory projects in international development draw attention to the fact that “much of 

what is considered participation is more a process whereby large numbers of people are 

represented by a relatively small group of participants” (Hickey & Mohan 2004, p.19). 

Others highlight the importance of looking beyond the mere representation of different social 

groups i.e. at what participation means above and beyond being represented and ‘just sitting 

in’ (Nightingale 2002). Such comments point to a need to consider the impacts of projects 

not only at the individual level amongst participants, but also on the wider community, most 

of whom do not in fact participate directly.  

 

In terms of ‘who’ monitoring – and other factors – can matter to, those researching 

participatory monitoring have conducted important work to assess some of the impacts of 

monitoring at the community level, demonstrating how it can lead to pro-conservation 

measures being taken at this scale (Danielsen et al. 2005b, 2010). Others have shown how 

monitoring data can also have relevance at the individual, personal level and how monitoring 

processes can lead to important changes in attitude (Lawrence 2006, 2009, 2010c, Lawrence 

& Turnhout 2010). Some have however suggested that little attention is paid in participatory 

monitoring to the consequences of community heterogeneity in terms of gender, class, 

wealth etc. (Abbot & Guijt 1998); although some projects do refer specifically to ensuring 

the representation of men and women (Lawrence et al. 2006, Van Rijsoort & Zhang 2005, 

Boissiere et al. 2010). This paper aims to build on these important works by looking for 

impacts of participatory monitoring at a variety of levels; at the community level but also 

importantly the intra-community level in order to capture the consequences of community 

heterogeneity. It therefore aims to move beyond an appreciation that all social groups should 

be represented in participatory monitoring projects, to consider the consequences of such 

differentiation.  

 

With regards to ‘where’, other development scholars emphasise the importance of assessing 

how participatory projects impact beyond the participatory sphere in what they refer to as 

‘everyday life spaces’ (Kesby 2005). They suggest that rather than concerning themselves 

with the duration of participatory projects, practitioners and researchers should pay more 

attention to space and to ensuring that any feelings of empowerment are made permanent by 

being transferred back to people’s everyday lives. This suggests the need to consider in what 

contexts and which locations participatory projects have impacts. 
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In terms of ‘where’ monitoring – and other factors – can matter, some researching 

participatory monitoring have suggested the need to move beyond the confines of these 

projects to consider how they impact on people’s decision-making in relation to their own 

privately held land (Abbot & Guijt 1998). This may have less relevance for projects aimed 

specifically at community-held resources, but the adoption of lessons learnt through 

monitoring on people’s own land could be taken as an indication of monitoring becoming 

engrained in local resource management practices. This paper aims to build on this work by 

considering how monitoring matters not only on community-held land but also on people’s 

private property.  

 

With regards to ‘what for’, the work of political ecologists shows that certain forms of 

knowledge, for example formal science, have been used to manipulate local environmental 

practices to suit particular economic and political ends (Peluso 1992, Fairhead & Leach 

1995, Nygren 2000). This can occur at a variety of scales, from the global to the local, and 

relates closely to issues of power and control. It has been written for example that 

“colonization [and its development projects] meant not only a struggle over the physical 

occupation of space, but also a cultural struggle over knowledge and power regarding the 

‘rational’ use of natural resources” (Nygren 2000, p.17). Even today, in situations of 

devolved environmental management such as in community forestry, struggles for control 

are dominated by issues of who is seen to hold the appropriate forms of knowledge 

(Nightingale 2005). These comments suggest that attention should be given to the purposes 

knowledge generated through participatory projects is put to i.e. the types of impacts the 

project generates and who these benefit. 

  

In terms of ‘what’ monitoring – and other factors – can matter for, whilst some researching 

participatory monitoring have indicated that it can lead to pro-conservation measures 

(Danielsen et al. 2005b, 2010, Topp-Jorgensen et al. 2005), others have suggested that it can 

in fact lead to the over-protection of natural resources (Poulsen & Luanglath 2005, Van 

Rijsoort et al. 2010). This paper aims to build on this work by documenting the various 

purposes to which participatory monitoring can be put and by considering who these impacts 

may benefit. 

 

A wide variety of literatures additionally help to illuminate some of the factors and forces 

other than monitoring which can matter in conservation and natural resource management. 

Work on traditional ecological knowledge and harvesting practices of rural populations in 
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Nepal for example, shows that traditional Tibetan doctors base their decisions to harvest on 

signs of over-grazing, trampling, over-harvesting and the spread of pests and diseases i.e. on 

local monitoring (Ghimire et al. 2004). Local commercial collectors of medicinal plants on 

the other hand, despite their extensive ecological knowledge harvest mainly as a function of 

the market demand, value of the species and their own economic needs; what the authors call 

‘extra-local socio-economic factors’.  

 

Those studying common property regimes; whose aims include to understand the conditions 

under which groups of resource users self-organise and sustainably govern resources held in 

common, find that a whole variety of factors are important in this regard; only one of which 

is related to a knowledge of environmental change i.e. monitoring of the resource (Agrawal 

2007) (Table 4.2). The academic field of political ecology reminds us that problems of 

sustainable natural resource management are social in origin and not merely a matter for 

technocratic interventions, based purely on technology or knowledge alone (Blaikie 1989, 

Watts & Peet 2004, Nightingale 2005). Political ecology scholars have taken great pains to 

demonstrate the relevance and consequences of social, cultural, economic, political and 

environmental factors in all situations related to the management and use of nature (Blaikie 

1989, 1995, 2006, Peluso 1992, Bryant 1998, Peet & Watts 2004). 
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Those researching participatory monitoring have also in passing referred to a variety of what 

might be considered the factors and forces influential in conservation and natural resource 
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management – those which can potentially constrain the influence of monitoring. Danielsen 

et al. (2010) for example note the potential for corruption and hidden political agendas to 

constrain participatory monitoring. Lawrence et al. (2006) refers to the importance of tenure, 

markets and economic development in how biodiversity is perceived and valued locally. Van 

Rijsorrt et al. (2010) mention local government policies as having more influence on forest 

management than participatory monitoring, as well as the importance of changing socio-

economic environments.  

 

A number of researchers also refer to the constraints placed on participatory monitoring due 

to participants lacking the control to be able to act upon and operationalise monitoring data. 

Danielsen et al. (2010) for example found that 50% of interventions suggested as a result of 

monitoring in Tanzania were not implemented because they would have required a 

modification of village forest management plans or joint forest management plans – 

modifications which were outside the scope of the participatory monitoring project. Van 

Rijsoort et al. (2010) provide a very telling quote by one respondent in their study of a 

participatory monitoring project in China five years after its implementation; that “PRM 

[participatory monitoring] cannot change management decisions, they are taken by the 

relevant authorities” (p.157). Lawrence (2010b) concludes conversely that “implementation 

[of participatory monitoring] on a continuous and useful basis relies in many cases on 

genuine devolution of management power” (p.20).  

 

This paper aims to build on this important work by explicitly considering these ‘other things’ 

which can matter in conservation and natural resource management and relating them 

directly to the potential of participatory monitoring.  

 

Case-study 

This paper draws on extensive empirical data collected in the community forests of Nepal 

(Box 4.1). People here rely on local forest resources for subsistence livelihoods and 

commercial opportunities meaning they have intimate ecological knowledge – thus they may 

well practice forms of local monitoring. The presence of international donors also affords 

them possibilities for involvement in participatory monitoring projects – projects in which 

those participating are meant to make use of the data collected in their daily and routine 

environmental decision-making and management.  
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The case-study participatory monitoring projects involve two Community Forest User 

Groups (CFUGs) in the district of Ramechhap in the Middle Hills of eastern Nepal. Both are 

fairly representative of those in their localities in terms of the number of households, the area 

of forest, the types of forest and the social composition of households (in terms of different 

castes and ethnic groups18); however being at different sides of the district there are 

differences in these measures which provided opportunities for analysis. Both CFUGs are 

considered well organised and active and so along with seven others were chosen by the 

Nepal Swiss Community Forestry Project (NSCFP), who has been working in the area for 

twenty years, as ideal sites for the development of participatory monitoring projects i.e. 

NSCFP initiated the projects, not the CFUGs.  

 

Under the name of ‘Community Forest Management Schools’ (CFMS), around thirty CFUG 

members were chosen to participate in the projects to perform particular management 

practices within plots in the forest and, with the help of forest technicians, monitor their 

                                                 
18 Nepalese society is made up of a complex caste system traditionally dominated by the high castes 
with systematic discrimination against the Dalits, along with numerous ethnic groups of varied social 
and economic status. 
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progress annually over a five year period (during which time the plots are ‘closed’ for 

harvesting forest products). The aims and plot treatments reflected local priorities in terms of 

management or use of forest products and those conducted in the case-study CFUGs are 

detailed in Table 4.3. Golmatar Paleko CFUG had three monitoring projects established, 

whilst in Burke CFUG there was only one. Unfortunately – although like many participatory 

monitoring projects – formal monitoring activities ceased with the withdrawal of technical 

support after two years.  
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Research was carried out in Nepal over an eight month period between June 2007 and July 

2008, involving three separate visits. Fieldwork was conducted by the first and last author, 
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with the latter providing all translations. We found the mix of a foreign female 

ecologist/social-scientist, male Nepali forester and various local Research Assistants from 

the CFUG in question promoted wide ranging discussions with local people. We paid 

attention to our positionalities and were reflexive with regards the effects of these on 

fieldwork and data (Haraway 1991, England 1994, Rose 1997, Twyman et al. 1999, 

Sundberg 2004, Silverman 2007).  

 

A mix of standard social science methods were used to gather both quantitative and 

qualitative data (Table 4.4).  By conducting research over three separate visits to the CFUGs, 

we were able to build on responses gathered during previous interactions and to hone our 

questions and discussions based on our growing understanding of the communities with 

which we were working. Through the variety of methods we were able to question people 

directly about the influence of the participatory monitoring projects on environmental 

decision-making at the community and individual level; to find out how far knowledge of the 

projects had disseminated throughout and therefore mattered to members of the community 

not directly involved; to discover ways in which people observe and monitor their 

environment informally and outside of the participatory projects and the influence such 

monitoring has in environmental decision-making; and to try and understand what other 

factors influence people’s use and management of their natural resources.  
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Formal analysis of quantitative data was relatively straight forward, with descriptive 

statistics produced of data emerging from the household survey for example. Formal analysis 

of qualitative data was a far lengthier and more involved process. Interviews, focus groups 

and harvesting trips, which had all been digitally recorded, were firstly transcribed. 

Transcripts underwent a process of coding, concentrating on what have been referred to as 

‘topic codes’ and ‘analytic codes’ (Richards & Morse 2002, Richards 2005). We saw ‘topic 

codes’ as closely related to the questions being asked during interviews and focus groups 

etc., whilst ‘analytic codes’ were seen as relating to the overall research questions, the 

broader issues involved in the research, and the theories and literature informing it. A 

mixture of a priori and emergent codes were used, reflecting the importance placed on the 

theories informing the research, as well as the pertinent issues arising during fieldwork 
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respectively. The CAQDAS (Computer Assisted Qualitative Data Analysis Software) NVivo 

2.0 was used to aid the coding and analysis process. Data were triangulated on the basis of 

both ‘complementarity’ i.e. with different data sets adding new dimensions to the overall 

picture emerging, and ‘divergence’ i.e. where differences between data sets are used 

productively to question different forms of knowledge (Nightingale 2009).  

 

Those using case-studies should not strive for some kind of ‘representative’ case, as unlike 

experimental work which can make statistical generalisations and inferences about a sample 

population, the value of case-studies lies in the opportunity they afford to generalise to 

theory, i.e. they can be used to make ‘analytic generalisations’  (Yin 2003). In other words, 

case-studies should be used not to predict or make sweeping statements about the likely 

conditions or processes occurring in other situations, but rather to propose questions and 

theories which it might be pertinent to examine in other cases. As long as case-studies adhere 

to conventions which ensure validity and reliability, the context in which their findings are 

relevant and applicable can be defined.  

 

The case-studies presented in this paper relate to participatory monitoring which involves 

resource-dependent communities in the global South monitoring forest resources on which 

they depend for subsistence livelihoods. The case-studies are thus widely relevant to projects 

which share some or all of these characteristics. In our case-studies, monitoring is conducted 

in experimental plots and is not of on-going resource use in the wider environment – as is 

more common amongst projects for example referred to by Danielsen et al. (2005b). One of 

the main features of the projects however is that it is the participants themselves who are the 

intended end-users of the data. This data is meant to form the basis for learning and to be 

used to inform decision-making and management in the wider environment; thus the projects 

are fundamentally comparable to those which monitor on-going resource use.  

 

The participatory monitoring projects studied and the approach taken to research mean that 

the case-studies presented in this paper offer opportunities for novel insights of participatory 

monitoring to be made however. It considers projects five years after their initiation and 

which no longer receive technical support, thus they provide a rare opportunity (cf. 

Lawrence 2010b) to understand the longer-term impacts of participatory monitoring. We 

consider a wide range of what may be thought of as impacts of monitoring i.e. the ways in 

which it can matter. By questioning ‘who’ and ‘where’ monitoring can matter, we look not 

only at the community level and in community forests, but at the individual level, in the 
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wider non-participating community and on people’s own land. By questioning what 

monitoring matters for, we look at both what may be thought of as ‘intended’ and ‘non-

intended’ outcomes of monitoring. By questioning the importance and role of local 

monitoring we add to debates over the need to increase the emphasis placed on such 

practices in participatory projects. Finally, by questioning what other things matter in 

conservation and natural resource management we aim to provide a realistic picture of what 

can be expected of participatory monitoring, given that it is merely one factor in the midst of 

complex human-environment relations.  

 

In what ways does monitoring ‘matter’? 

Participatory monitoring 

Mattering to whom? 

In both CFUGs, for one or two years after the projects were initiated, participants did annual 

monitoring of the plots. Participants and technicians monitored the plots together, using 

tapes and clinometers to measure the girth and height of trees and compare these to previous 

records of the same trees in order to calculate the overall increase in volume and height in 

each plot and see which performed best (in all but the grass project in Golmatar Paleko 

CFUG). After the first annual monitoring a technical report detailing these findings was 

produced by the technicians helping those in Golmatar Paleko CFUG, however in Burke 

CFUG we were told that whilst the District Forest Office; who were the technical support for 

the project there, had been asked for such a report, it had never been provided. Since then 

however, it seems there has been no technical support and hence no official monitoring. 

Given that the monitoring activities were meant to continue for five years, the extent to 

which they might matter could be limited by this short duration of official monitoring.  

 

At a community level and in the community forest, the participatory monitoring has already 

mattered more in one of the projects than the others. In Golmatar Paleko CFUG it was 

decided that the results of the plots demonstrating the best way to convert pine stands to 

broadleaf forest should be applied throughout the community forest – a lot of which was 

pure pine. We were told by 74% of the participants in the project that they were 

implementing the result of the plots when they conducted regular forest management i.e. 

thinning and pruning. As one focus group respondent told us; “what result we found in the 

plot, we discuss the result and suggest to all users to make all forest less dense. Year to year 
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we do it as it is impossible all at once” [FG GP07 03/06/08]. This is exactly what the project 

initiators hoped would happen and demonstrates the success of the project.  

 

The other two projects in this CFUG may be considered somewhat less successful as their 

results have not been more widely applied. In the khayar management project this is partly 

because there are only small areas of khayar in the community forest and partly because it is 

difficult to remove the banmara weeds in larger areas as was achieved in the monitoring 

plots. As one focus group respondent told us; “it is impossible for all the forest to be weeded 

of banmara. The government has to invest more [for this to be possible]” [FG GP04 

30/05/08]. The results of the grass management project had not been more widely applied, 

again because it was hard to recreate the conditions in the plots in the wider community 

forest, this time in relation to the strict ban on grazing.  

 

In Burke CFUG the story is slightly different, as whilst monitoring of the plots has yielded 

convincing results as to the best way to manage for lauth salla, to date there seems to have 

been little direct application of the results. When asked about implementation of the results, 

46% of the participants told us they thought there were plans to apply the findings of the 

lauth salla plots in the rest of the community forest, but that to date, they hadn’t. One 

participant replied that “after five years it will be implemented – now the plot is under 

supervision” [CFMS B01 05/11/07]. This is in contrast to Golmatar Paleko CFUG where the 

results of the pine conversion project were applied as soon as they provided a convincing 

result i.e. before the official end of the five year monitoring project. Similarly to the khayar 

and grass management projects in Golmatar Paleko CFUG however, there were difficulties 

in recreating the conditions in the Burke CFUG project plots in the wider community forest. 

Whilst the monitoring plots were strictly closed for the grazing of animals, we were told it is 

hard to stop this throughout the community forest and therefore it is difficult to manage the 

lauth salla as they learnt to do in the plots. As one participant responded; “we discussed the 

closure of the rest of the forest to grazing [as was done in the monitoring plots] but we 

couldn’t” [CFMS B02 05/11/07]. One participant also blamed the lack of follow-on activity 

from the monitoring project to the death of the former Chair; “after the death of the Chair, 

we didn’t decide anything about the lauth salla. We were planning [on doing something] but 

since his death we didn’t do anything” [CFMS B10 06/11/07].  

 

At an individual level, participants in the projects learnt a number of different things from 

their involvement (Figure 4.1).  
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It can be seen from Figure 4.1 that there are a number of things that participants felt they 

learnt from their involvement in the monitoring. The majority of people (80%) in Golmatar 

Paleko CFUG and almost one-third (29%) in Burke CFUG learnt how and why to manage 

the forest; for example how to do cutting, thinning and pruning, how to remove unwanted 

species, how to produce more seedlings, and that it is important to actively manage the 

forest. In Burke CFUG the thing mentioned by the highest number of participants (59%) was 

learning the monetary value of lauth salla. Roughly a quarter of all participants mentioned 

learning the importance of protecting the forest or certain species - less so in Golmatar 

Paleko CFUG however (16% compared to 24% in Burke CFUG), where the main message 

of the monitoring was to promote the active management and use of the forest, not its 

complete protection; a message which seemed to be learnt by most. Whilst some participants 

talked of learning technical knowledge relating to the monitoring plots, others admitted that 

they had forgotten all the technical knowledge they had once learnt. Some participants; 12% 

in Golmatar Paleko CFUG and 24% in Burke CFUG, felt they had learnt nothing, as they 

already knew that which was taught during the monitoring activities. Many things were 

therefore learnt by those involved in the monitoring, although these related more to general 

forest management and the commercial value of lauth salla than to the technical aspects of 

the monitoring projects. 
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With regards to the technical details of the monitoring and specific management operations 

performed within the plots, the extent to which participants’ could remember these reflected 

the jobs they performed personally during monitoring activities, which themselves reflected 

differences in gender and literacy. In establishing and monitoring the plots there were a 

number of different ways to participate in terms of the jobs carried out by different people 

and these were closely related to their gender and literacy (Table 4.5).  
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Participants’ understandings and what they’d learnt of the activities of the monitoring project 

were related closely to the particular jobs they performed, and hence reflected gender and 

literacy (Figure 4.2). In both Golmatar Paleko and Burke CFUG, it was mainly men and the 

literate who had learnt most and could recall the monitoring activities most accurately. 

Conversely, it tended to be women and the illiterate who had learnt least and could in some 

cases not recall the monitoring activities at all. There was a category in the middle who could 

recall the monitoring activities but only incompletely, and this comprised both men and 

women, literate and illiterate. 
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In both CFUGs, the participatory monitoring mattered more to those directly involved than it 

did to the rest of the community who didn’t physically participate. The roughly 30 

participants in each project represented just 7% and 6% of the 182 households in Golmatar 

Paleko CFUG and 156 in Burke CFUG respectively; thus there was a need to disseminate 

information on the monitoring activities and results to the wider community. Speaking to 

participants of the projects during interviews, some seemed to believe that “almost all CFUG 

member know about CFMS [the participatory monitoring project]” [Interview GP02 

04/10/07]. Almost two-thirds of participants (63% of respondents) in Golmatar Paleko 

CFUG and almost one-third (30%) in Burke CFUG believed that details and results of the 

monitoring projects had been passed on during General Assemblies of the CFUG. Again, 

almost one-third of participants (30% of respondents) in Burke CFUG and 19% in Golmatar 

Paleko CFUG said that they had passed on details personally to friends, family or 

neighbours. One participant responded to the question of whether they shared details of the 

monitoring with others thus; “We shared with users, we asked why didn’t you go there, as all 

people should be involved” [CFMS B07 06/11/07]. The same participant thought however 
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that the only people applying the results of the monitoring in their management of lauth salla 

were participants of the projects – indicating that dissemination of information to the wider 

community was not entirely effective.  

 

The quality of information passed on by participants and through the General Assemblies or 

friends and family was varied however. One participant who joined the project after the plots 

were established said that “before I heard only about fastening the ribbons on trees” but that 

after she’d joined the project she “went to the plot, measured height and diameter and saw 

the condition [of the trees]” [CFMS B15 07/11/07]. Another CFUG member whose name 

was down as a participant of the monitoring project but who in fact was not involved told us 

that he had “heard only that some did measuring, some fastened tape – like this only” 

[CFMS B16 07/11/07]. Another CFUG member whose name was down but did not 

participate in the projects in Golmatar Paleko CFUG, relayed how she had heard of the 

project “as I am a committee member” [CFMS GP22 03/11/07], indicating that certain 

people within the community may be more likely to be aware of the projects than others.  

 

Despite many of the participants feeling that information about the monitoring projects had 

been passed to the wider community, speaking to non-participants during the household 

survey revealed that only 20% in Golmatar Paleko CFUG claimed to know anything about 

the projects, whilst in Burke CFUG 33% claimed to have heard about the project there 

although only half of those knew of any of the details of the activities. Similarly, speaking to 

non-participants during focus groups, only 33% in Golmatar Paleko CFUG and 39% in 

Burke CFUG claimed to know anything about the projects. In Golmatar Paleko CFUG, in 

individual focus groups, the number of non-participant respondents who knew about the 

monitoring projects varied from 2 out of 7 (29%), to 4 out of 6 (67%). In Burke CFUG, in 

individual focus groups, the number varied greatly; from only 1 out of 10 (10%) knowing, to 

8 out of 8 (100%) knowing.  

 

Mattering where? 

Participatory monitoring mattered not only in the intended community forests; as detailed 

above in relation to community-level decision-making, but also in other, neighbouring 

CFUGs, as well as on peoples’ own private land. In Golmatar Paleko CFUG, a number of 

participants (11% of respondents) said that they had applied the results of the monitoring in 

other CFUGs of which they were also members. When asked if she’d been able to apply the 
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results of the monitoring in either the community forest or on her own private land, one 

woman replied “I have no private forest or trees on my agricultural land, but I have 

implemented in the next CFUG – Kaful” [CFMS GP14 29/10/07]. Over one-third of 

participants (37% of respondents) in Golmatar Paleko CFUG said that they had applied the 

results of the monitoring on their own land. One participant told us for example that on their 

own land, “in sparse areas we retained all [trees], if dense, we cut the small ones and if we 

found two [trees], like twins, we cut one; and we thin and prune as per need. What is done in 

the plots, we do the same on our own land” [FG GP08 04/06/08]. In contrast, another 

participant responded however that the monitoring had had no influence on how they 

managed their own land as they had already done thinning and pruning [CFMS GP21 

03/11/07]. 

 

When asked about applying what they’d learnt on their own land, many participants in Burke 

CFUG told us that they’d planted lauth salla seedlings on their own land as they’d learnt that 

they were valuable. It turned out that 23% of respondents had planted and managed lauth 

salla on their own land before the initiation of the monitoring project however and 38% 

since.  

 

Mattering for what? 

At the community level, in Golmatar Paleko CFUG the monitoring mattered in terms of 

encouraging the sustainable use of multiple forest products, however in Burke CFUG it 

resulted in the complete protection of the species involved19. In Golmatar Paleko CFUG, the 

participatory monitoring projects were all aimed at increasing the productivity and 

availability of forest products and to this end the pine conversion project at least was very 

successful. Not only did participants in the projects receive forest products including 

firewood and timber when the plots were being established, but the longer term availability 

of products should increase given that the majority of the participants manage the forest 

more effectively based on what they learnt from the project.  

 

                                                 
19 As noted above, whilst in the past, regeneration and protection of forests had been given priority, 
the Government and international donors supporting community forestry now emphasise the 
sustainable utilisation of forests and the development of forest-based enterprises, in order to also fulfil 
social goals of the programme – and as the monitoring projects help show, promote better forest 
growth through utilisation. 
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In Burke CFUG, the aim of the lauth salla plots was to encourage and demonstrate the 

protection of the species, so that it (specifically the tips of the branches) can be harvested 

sustainably as a commercial medicinal plant. A short-term government ban on harvesting the 

species had been lifted during our fieldwork and subsequently a representative of the 

company who had been given the only permits to trade in it came to visit the CFUG and 

enquire if they might harvest their lauth salla for sale to them. At the time the representative 

came to talk to the Chair of the CFUG Committee, we were lucky enough to be talking with 

him and so witnessed first hand the exchange which occurred between the two men. This 

was fairly brief as the Chair made a quick and unilateral decision to refuse the request of the 

company representative, citing as his reason the presence of the participatory monitoring 

plots which he said were to be protected for five years. This refusal covered not only lauth 

salla in the plots but that throughout the rest of the community forest, and was despite the 

fact that formal monitoring of the plots had ceased and in fact the results from the plots had 

already indicated the best way to manage for the species i.e. it had already taught them what 

they needed to know. Although the project was meant to promote the sustainable use of the 

species, it had in fact encouraged the opposite; its complete protection.  

 

After the visit of the trading company representative to the CFUG Chair, one elderly man in 

the village harvested as much lauth salla from his own land as he could carry, chopped the 

branches into smaller bits and dried them in the sun – in the hope of selling his harvest to the 

representative. When asked how he was going to contact the representative in order to make 

his sale, he wasn’t however sure. Such an incident demonstrates the influence of such 

contacts, commercial opportunities and coincidences in people’s environmental decision-

making. 

 

By talking to project participants during the semi-structured interviews, it would appear that 

at an individual level, participants perceived the projects to matter in a variety of ways 

(Table 4.6).  
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In Golmatar Paleko CFUG, the most commonly stated benefit of the monitoring projects was 

the distribution of forest products amongst participants at the time of establishing the 

monitoring plots – which involved thinning and pruning trees, thus the production of 

firewood and timber. A number of people mentioned that those who had cut the large trees 

for timber got free firewood instead of wages, whilst others that the ‘identified poor’ within 

the CFUG received the firewood at a low cost and that the sale of firewood and timber to 

others generated funds for the CFUG; “local users – the identified poor – got firewood and 

timber at a low cost and it helped to supply products. We deposited the sale money into the 

CFUG fund” [CFMS GP05 28/10/07]. Two participants said that they did not benefit from 

the distribution of products during plot establishment however; one as he didn’t need any 

forest products [CFMS GP03 27/10/07] and one as the plots were located far from their 

house, meaning it was too far to carry firewood loads [CFMS GP14 29/10/07].  

 

A significant number of participants mentioned longer-term benefits, in terms of the supply 

of forest products and the better protection, management and condition of the forest. In 

Burke CFUG participants were particularly keen to sell lauth salla in the future and so felt 

the monitoring projects were helping them protect their supplies for this end. In Golmatar 

Paleko CFUG, one participant told us “I thought we only got some timber and firewood [on 

the day of plot establishment], but the best thing is we got hope for the future” [CFMS GP04 

28/10/07], a sentiment repeated by others. Some felt pride over the monitoring projects, as 

well as potential development opportunities; “people of the community forest group are 

proud, as many other CFUGs have come to see the monitoring plots. We have not taken a fee 



 148 

for this, but we may do in the future” [CFMS GP06 28/10/07]. Another man noted that 

“looking at the plots, different sorts of donors will support us for development” [CFMS B16 

07/11/07]. Some in both CFUGs felt that the results of the monitoring projects should be 

more widely applied to gain greater benefits however. 

 

A few people noted some short-term costs to the community from the monitoring project. 

One said that “We have enough forest land but have over 180 households so some will suffer 

from closing grazing [in the plots]” [CFMS GP06 28/10/07]. Another pointed out that 

cutting according to methods taught through the monitoring projects takes longer; “If cut 

haphazardly we will get products very quickly, for example for one bari [local unit of 

volume] but it is not good for the forest so people should cut according to the monitoring 

project – it will be better for the forest. Haphazard management is not good; we have to 

retain the best formed trees and remove the malformed ones. This means it takes longer to 

get one bari” [CFMS GP22 03/11/07].  

 

In Burke CFUG, whilst discussing with participants their desires to have lauth salla growing 

on their private land, it became apparent that there is some difficulty in obtaining seedlings 

to plant out, as demonstrated by the following conversation; 

 “Interviewer: Do you have lauth salla on your own land? 

Respondent: No, because it is illegal to take [seedlings] from the community forest 

and it is difficult to find them from other places [in the immediate area they grow 
almost exclusively in the community forest] 
Interviewer: And other people’s plants; do you know where they come from? 

Respondent: I don’t know” [CFMS B05 05/11/07]. 
 

Another participant revealed more; 

 “Interviewer: Did you plant the seedlings before the monitoring projects? 

Respondent: Before. I brought seedlings from upside [referring to a large area of 
natural forest above the village, most probably including the community forest] and 

through contact with my relatives and friends. This year I have planted them near 

the school, having bought the seedlings 
Interviewer: Where from? 

Respondent: From Tensing Sherpa [pseudonym used] from Ward 3. He told me the 

plants came from Gupteswor VDC – but this may be false” [CFMS B12 07/11/07]. 
 

Another participant responded to the question of the origin of the seedlings he’d planted 

more evasively; “I found them at a relatives home – found en route – and knowing they were 

lauth salla I requested the relative to bring them for me” [CFMS B17 07/11/07]. The last 

two participants had planted seedlings since their involvement in the monitoring projects, 

prompting the question of whether the project has in fact promoted the illegal removal of 

lauth salla seedlings from areas of community forest for planting on private land. It is worth 



 149 

noting that the medicinal plant company who offered to buy the CFUGs supply of lauth salla 

would have provided seedlings in part-exchange for sales of the plant from mature trees. It is 

also worth noting the difficulty in growing the plant from seedling, as it would appear only 

one-third to one-quarter of all seedlings planted survive – increasing the demand for high 

numbers of seedlings.   

 

Local monitoring 

Mattering for whom? 

Local monitoring mattered at the community level as it influenced decisions taken by the 

CFUG Committee on the allocation of trees for harvest as timber and for fodder for example. 

We heard how members of the Committee regularly patrol the forest to inspect it for signs of 

illegal harvesting and general forest condition, however in some circumstances, such as for 

knowledge of remote areas, they draw on the expertise of those who live nearby; “what 

timber they [the Committee] need, the committee, or others, will ask Chandra Bahadur 

Majhi where is the cuttable size of khayar [tree valued for its timber]” [FG GP03 30/05/08, 

pseudonym used]. In Golmatar Paleko CFUG the Committee’s observations of improving 

forest condition led them to increase the ‘allowable cut’ of timber from the community forest 

(the amount agreed with the government’s District Forest Office and laid out in the 

‘Operational Plan’ for the forest) and so make more productive use of the forest – a decision 

the District Forest Office would no doubt agree to in retrospect (as it was deemed to be 

ecologically sustainable by SKS; a trained forester). In Burke CFUG however, whilst the 

Committee made similar observations and wished to increase their allowable cut, they were 

following the more normal route of waiting for confirmation from the District Forest Office 

before doing any harvesting. In Golmatar Paleko CFUG their local monitoring therefore 

mattered more as it promoted prompt and productive use of the forest, whilst Burke CFUG 

was constrained by a fear of the rules and regulations of the Department of Forests. In Burke 

CFUG we did however hear how a community-wide decision had been made based on their 

observations of the effects of a particularly bad hailstorm, leading to the cessation of grass-

cutting to allow its full recovery. 

 

At an individual level, local monitoring enables people to register changes in plants and 

products due to a wide variety of reasons. The following discussion demonstrates the 

importance of daily visits to the forest to harvest a variety of products in building people’s 

knowledge of environmental change over the seasons and the years; 
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“Interviewer: How do you know where products such as fodder or firewood will be 

available? 

Respondent 1: As per our own experience. Women will go to the forest for firewood 

[firewood collection is generally a woman’s job] in which area it is available. Men 

have to cut timber and fodder and as per their own experience and as per the season 

they will go 

Interviewer: And how do you know where it will be available? 

Respondent 1: People are using it annually and from visiting [the forest] annually, 

they know where to get products 
Respondent 2: We don’t go in the rainy season for firewood and as per our 

experience we know where to go 

Respondent 3: We don’t go only for visiting, but we go for other products” [FG B02 
13/06/08] 

 
Others similarly told us that “as per our experience and frequently visiting the forest, we will 

know where to find dense areas in need of thinning and pruning” [FG GP07 03/06/08]. 

 

People frequently observe the effects of their own management, for example one respondent 

told us “I have observed that where there has been thinning and pruning, you will get more 

fodder from there” [FG B01 12/06/08]. Another said that “which plant we didn’t cut last 

year is still growing, and that which we cut is smaller” [FG B05 17/06/08]. The following 

responses also illustrate this point; 

“Respondent 1: Since community forest handover, we cut only certain species for 

example for fodder – so plants are growing well 

Respondent 2: We have planted too. In the past we cut sapling but now we protect 

small and cut old and mature only, therefore the growing plants grow well” [FG B02 
13/06/08]. 

 

The following conversation demonstrates the same point; 

“Respondent 1: Fodder – any sort – if you don’t cut it for three years it will produce 

less, but if cut it every two years you get more fodder. If you stop cutting it for many 

years, there is less fodder…Majhuwa CFUG didn’t cut their fodder for four years 

and found decreasing production due to drying leaves as growing leaves shaded out 

[others] 
Respondent 2: Annually, thinning and pruning should be done 

Respondent 1: Every two years should do thinning and pruning for trees – annually 

for grass” [FG B04 15/06/08]. 
 

The feelings expressed above are slightly contrary to the CFUG practice of rotating fodder 

cutting on a three-year basis. Most agree however that cutting every year is not good; “if you 

go the next year after cutting, you can’t get anything” [FG B05 17/06/08]. 

 

Observations of the effects of their own management can lead to changes in harvesting 

practices, as one woman told us with regards to fodder; “we have been protecting these 
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species so there is increase growth so we can use more” [HH 06 25/01/08]. The following 

conversation demonstrates the same point; 

“Interviewer: When you are collecting products, do you see changes in them from 

year to year? 

Respondent 1: When we protected the community forest, the trees get bigger and 

shed more leaves so we have more leaf litter… 

Respondent 2: If we use fodder from the community forest it helps to protect it on 

our own land. When we collect dry leaf litter from the community forest, trees on our 

own land shed more leaves” [FG B07 19/06/08].  
 

Discussing how people know where to go to collect particular products, the following 

conversation took place; 

“Respondent 1: If we have been protecting a certain area for a few years we think 

there will be firewood there, therefore we go there and collect it 

Respondent 2: It is our own experience… 

Interviewer: Is it different on your own land? 

Respondent 2: We have to go to our own land once a day, therefore we see it 

[often]” [FG B05 17/06/08]. 
 

Others also discussed observations of their own land; “after handover [of the community 

forest] our own land is doubly changed and we have double the products as all users plant 

seedlings on their own land” [FG B05 17/06/08]. Many others said that before the 

community forest handover, people used to steal products from each others land and so there 

was little incentive to manage or protect things there. Since handover of the community 

forest there has been consensus that people should not steal not only from the community 

forest, but from each others land and this has encouraged management, planting and 

protection here – the effects of which people observe through local monitoring; “in the past 

we had no tree on our own land. As we have protected it since handover and are not allowed 

to cut in others land as we did before, now there are good trees there” [FG GP05 31/05/08].  

 

Still others discussed their observations of the community forest; “after protection, we have 

found chilaune and others growing and have planted pine and fond siris, karul, taki and 

others, cutmiro. If we knew before what we know now, we wouldn’t have planted pine as due 

to their needles, nothing will grow underneath and in the dry season you may fall down when 

walking through them” [FG GP06 02/06/08]. This statement demonstrates the importance of 

local observation in indicating to people the preferred way to manage the forest –

unfortunately in this case (as in many CFUGs across Nepal), the emphasis early on in the 

community forest programme of planting pure stands of pine will take some time to rectify 

(see Box 4.1).  
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Others discussed their observations of the community forest in a different context; “Where 

[the community forest] is open for cutting, the users have to go there. We can’t go where it is 

closed, even if there are enough products there” [FG B07 19/06/08]. This statement 

demonstrates the knowledge people hold over the availability of products throughout the 

forest, even in areas which are temporarily closed for harvesting. 

 

People clearly understand the effect of biophysical growing conditions, as revealed during a 

discussion of the planting of an area with tree seedlings; “only a few survived due to the 

dryness” [FG GP03 30/05/08], whilst others said that “if there is good soil things will grow 

well, in rocky area, there is no chance” [FG GP05 31/05/08]. Others mentioned their 

observations of the effects of weather; “last year there was lots of rain and so there is 

greenery at this time, but this year it is dry and the forest is dry – like it is burnt and there is 

a chance of forest fire” [FG GP05 31/05/08]. People are also well aware of ecological 

processes, such as the rapid spread of invasive weeds, which one woman told us had made 

her alter the species she harvested for leaf litter to the weed; called banmara (literally ‘forest 

killer’) (Chromolaena odorata syn. Eupatorium odoratum), which was both plentiful and 

therefore quick for her to harvest and beneficial for the forest [HH 18 02/02/08]. Others also 

discussed their observation of the weed; 

“Respondent 1: Banmara has increased in the areas thinned and pruned… 

Respondent 2: After thinning and pruning, there is better growth of green leaf litter. 

Before it was a thicket and not easy to enter 

Respondent 3: Golmatar area is difficult to enter because of the banmara and 

satibaya – banmara is the enemy of the forest 

Interviewer: Would you like to cut all the banmara in Golmatar? 

Respondent 4: We used to use it for firewood but now we have alternative so we 

don’t anymore and now we have firewood closer by” [FG GP08 04/06/08]. 
 

Mattering where? 

From the quotes provided above, it is clear that local monitoring matters in the community 

forests, through decisions made both at the community level and by individuals in their 

regular use and management of the community forests. Local monitoring also matters on 

people’s private land, through individual and household level decisions.  

 

Mattering for what? 

From the quotes given above, local monitoring obviously matters in terms of influencing 

people’s decisions on which species to harvest for what product, where to go to harvest, how 
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often to harvest and how best to manage the forest. Such decisions matter both for shorter-

term resource-use decisions and longer term protection. 

 

People also observe changes over the longer-term and there was emphatic agreement 

throughout both CFUGs that since the community forests were handed over to them 13 years 

before (in both cases), the forests had changed dramatically - for the better - or as one man 

saw it, as “the difference from earth to sky” [FG GP02 28/05/08]. Such long-term local 

monitoring matters in terms of altering people’s perception of the forest and as the following 

quote shows, their motivations with regards to community forestry; “in the beginning, people 

in this area weren’t interested in the community forest, but later, after seeing the condition 

was good, these people were interested to be involved” [FG GP06 02/06/08]. Many 

expressed the increasing availability of forest products they’d noticed since the handover in 

terms of the time taken to collect them – which when living a subsistence livelihood is of the 

utmost importance; “before handover, you have to spend a whole day for one bari [local unit 

of volume equivalent to one ‘headload’], now when [the community forest] is open, can get 

one bari in half an hour” [FG B05 17/06/08]. Others discuss the change in location from 

where products are available – most now being available much closer to people’s homes; 

“[before handover of the community forest] we faced a problem in getting timber, even 

enough for making a plough. But now we have on our own land. Before we had to go to the 

neighbouring village, now we have straight boles on riser of the land”, and “before the 

community forest we had to go to the next VDC for firewood, now we have enough on our 

own land and in the community forest” [FG GP05 31/05/08].  

 

Finally, and slightly counter-intuitively, local monitoring mattered hugely in people’s 

understanding and monitoring of the participatory monitoring plots. Official monitoring 

involved precise re-measurements of the height and diameter at breast-height of trees within 

the monitoring plots, allowing calculations of increases in volume to be made and thus a 

comparison of quantifiable results of the different plot treatments (in all but the grass plots in 

Golmatar Paleko CFUG). As heard above, such monitoring was conducted for only one or 

two years and an official report detailing such technical findings produced only for Golmatar 

Paleko CFUG. Despite this official monitoring, interviews with project participants revealed 

that the vast majority actually knew of the results of the monitoring through their own 

observations of the plots on different occasions i.e. their local monitoring. In Golmatar 

Paleko CFUG, 96% of respondents (23 out of 24) said that they knew of the results through 

local monitoring, compared to 25% (6 out of 24) knowing from the technical results of 
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official monitoring; all of the latter knew also through their own observations. One 

respondent (4%) said they knew through being told by friends and family. In Burke CFUG, 

80% of respondents (12 out of 15) said they knew of the results through local monitoring, 

compared to 33% (5 out of 15) knowing from the technical results; 20% of respondents (3 

out of 15) said they knew through both channels.  

 

But what other things matter? 

People in both CFUGs revealed that many things ‘matter’ in their everyday environmental 

decision-making and in their use and perceptions of the community forest and private land. 

By placing the participatory monitoring projects within the context of these ‘other things’, it 

is possible to gain a greater appreciation of how they function and what factors may serve to 

constrain or enhance them.  

 

During the household survey, respondents were asked about the trend in their use of different 

forest products over the last ten years i.e. whether it had increased, decreased or stayed the 

same, and the reasons for any changes (this time period equates roughly to the time since the 

community forest handover). This question was particularly insightful in revealing the 

factors which are important in the demand for and use of forest resources (Figure 4.3). The 

household survey was conducted equally with participants and non-participants of the 

monitoring projects; however there was no difference in the responses given based on this 

factor. 
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Figure 4.3 reveals that in Golmatar Paleko CFUG an overall trend is apparent over the last 

10 years in the use of timber, fodder and bamboo – the use of which has increased, and in 

grazing – the practice of which has decreased. In Burke CFUG there was a discernable trend 

in the use of fodder and grazing – both of which had decreased. Results of the household 

survey showed that any increase or decrease in the use of other products in individual 

households was attributable to changes in the size of the household i.e. the number of 

members, and generally corresponding changes in the number of cattle. These changes in the 
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‘life-course’ (cf. Cleaver 2001) of households, whilst important for the individuals involved, 

do not result in net changes in the community demand for forest products. 

 

In Golmatar Paleko CFUG, the increased use of timber seemed to relate to the construction 

of new houses due to population increases and family splits i.e. when married sons move into 

their own houses; accounting for 62% of reported increases, and to the repairs and 

renovations in existing buildings, which accounted for 23%.  

 

The increased use of fodder was partly due to increases in the number of cattle people are 

keeping; accounting for 38% of reported increases, but mostly due to widespread protection 

of fodder species and hence increases in its availability and therefore use – which accounted 

for 56% of increases. One respondent said that everyone used to cut fodder haphazardly but 

that such practices have now stopped, allowing an increase in availability [HH 19 02/02/08], 

whilst another simply that they have been protecting fodder species so that they have 

increased and they can therefore use more [HH 06 25/01/08].  

 

Increases in the use of bamboo were related mainly to increased construction and 

maintenance of buildings; accounting for 71% of increases, but also interestingly to the use 

of bamboo replacing the use of poles (accounting for 21% of increases), linked to protection 

of forest resources and increased planting of bamboo, thus increasing its availability 

(accounting for 14% of increases). One respondent told us that they were ‘not allowed’ to cut 

all twigs and poles and hence replaced these in construction with bamboo [HH 11 29/01/08].  

 

Finally, decreases in the amount of grazing done by households over the last 10 years were 

related mainly to decreases in the availability of open land on which to take animals grazing; 

which accounted for 62% of reported decreases. Roughly one-third of respondents (31%), 

reported decreases in the number of cattle they had as the reason, whilst 23% said that new 

animal husbandry techniques were the reason. One respondent summarised a number of 

these reasons when saying that they had decreased practices of grazing as they now kept 

improved varieties of cattle (these are more productive, meaning they have to keep less of 

them), that grazing is damaging to the forest so the community forest is generally closed to 

grazing, and that if they keep cattle at home they benefit from retaining their dung as a 

manure [HH 1 22/01/08].  
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In Burke CFUG, the decrease in practices of grazing evident over the last 10 years were also 

mainly related to a decrease in the availability of land for grazing, most specifically due to 

rules since the community forest handover; accounting for 79% of reported decreases. 

Respondents said that they were ‘not allowed’ to go to the forest for grazing since the 

handover, since it was ‘mainly closed’ to this practice [HH 26 07/02/08, HH 27 07/02/08, 

HH 30 08/02/08]. One respondent (accounting for 7% of reported decreases) reported 

similarly to some in Golmatar Paleko CFUG, that new practices of animal husbandry, 

involving stall feeding meant that taking animals for grazing was less necessary [HH 37 

12/02/08].  

 

In contrast to Golmatar Paleko CFUG, the trend in use of fodder in Burke CFUG has 

decreased over the last 10 years. Just over one half of reported decreases; 53%, were due to 

decreases in the number of cattle being kept, however 40% was also reportedly due again to 

community forest rules, which restrict the harvesting of fodder. One respondent said that 

whilst in the past people cut fodder ‘as per their interest’, since the community forest 

handover it can be harvested only according to the rules [HH 42 14/02/08]. Although Burke 

CFUG has a large area of good quality forest, fodder trees are something it is relatively 

lacking in – hence the ‘lottery system’ to assign trees to households for cutting on a yearly 

basis.  

 

During the household survey, people were asked more specifically about the factors which 

are important to them when harvesting and using forest products, both in the community 

forest and on their own land. Some of these factors were similar to those influencing the 

trend in people’s use of forest products, however some were different and thus revealed 

additional information (Table 4.7). 
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The factors which influence people’s use and management of forest products appear to fall 

into a number of categories. Institutional factors involving the CFUG, the committee and 

rules governing the time the forest is ‘open’ for harvesting are important in the community 

forest; whilst on people’s own land, intra-household  negotiations between members were 
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more important, with household heads telling other members where, when and how to 

harvest particular products.  

 

Many factors relate to the sustainability of forest product use and management; from not 

taking everything at once or from one particular area to thinking of future supplies to taking 

only what is needed. These factors seem to be important in both the community forest and on 

people’s own land (see also Table 4.8 below). In fact, many people, particularly in Burke 

CFUG said that the factors influencing their decisions were the same in the community 

forest as on their own land. Other factors shared between the community forest and private 

land relate to harvesting and management techniques; from thinning and pruning to retaining 

the best formed trees and removing the malformed ones, and from protecting seedling during 

other activities to giving emphasis to certain products.  

 

Still other factors related to practical restrictions, such as proximity, seasons and time 

availability. The final set of factors seemed to be less sustainability-minded, for example 

people taking what they need, with no real thought and in the community forest, people 

taking as much as they can during the time it is open – although this is not necessarily 

ecologically unsustainable given the limited opening times. Others mentioned problems with 

children undertaking harvesting, one giving the example of his child being persuaded by a 

friend to harvest in the community forest – illegally – even though he’d been told by his 

parents to go to their own private land.  

 

Overall, it would seem that factors were similar between the community forest and people’s 

private land, however discussions had during interviews with monitoring project participants 

and during focus groups throughout the CFUGs, would suggest a slightly different story. 

Compared to the household survey (the responses from which Table 4.7 is based on), 

interviews and focus groups allowed people to discuss issues which were important to them 

in more depth. These discussions highlighted the differences between community forest and 

private land based on institutional factors such as CFUG rules and regulations and control by 

the CFUG committee (see below).  

 

With regards to sustainability, respondents in the household survey were also asked, even 

more specifically, what they did to ensure the supply of forest products i.e. what they did to 

ensure sustainability (Table 4.8). 

 



 160 

�
+��� 0,7� .�#����� ����� 
������ ��� ������!
� ������ ��� ��� 0������� >"��� ���� ���

���������� ������ #��
����-� ��� ���� ������� ���� 
�� ��� ����� ����� ��##!�O=� ������

��#��
����������������������#����	���M�4����������6�C�	�

$��
�
	�*
����! )$� ��	���! )$�

�

+�	����

#�#!� �

+�	����

#�#!�

C����#���������>���"��������=�#!����� 4� C����#���������>���"��������=�#!����� ���

������!����
���
�������������������� ��� ������!����
���
�������������������� ���

����$����������������B���������##!��� %� ����$����������������B���������##!��� 4�

����������!��"��������0���
� 3� ����������!��"��������0���
� %�

6�����������
���#��������#���� �� 6�����������
���#��������#���� ��

/����������
!����� �� �����������"������������
���� ��

/!��������
!����� �� /!����"����������#�� ��

������������������������������� �� ������!���������������� ��

)����������������
�#������� �� )����������������
�#������� %�

��������!��
�
�"��
��������"��
� �� � �

 

By far the greatest number of people responded that they help ensure the sustainability of 

their forest product use by giving emphasis to ‘growing stage’ plants and by cutting 

malformed trees in favour of straight and well-formed ones (which would be more useful 

later). These responses related to both the community forest and people’s private land, 

demonstrating that issues of sustainability are high on people’s priorities in all locations.   

 

As mentioned just above, respondents present at the focus groups were able to elaborate 

during discussions on some of the factors identified during the household survey that are 

influential in environmental decision-making. The difference between harvesting from the 

community forest and people’s own land was for example discussed in many focus groups. 

Many mentioned the importance of rules and regulations and the need to discuss with others 

in relation to the community forest, for example; 

“Respondent 1: The community forest is where we go for certain products. Our own 

land we use on a daily basis. In the community forest, is the committee and they 

make rules and regulations and most users know to go only during open times and 

how to protect there 

Interviewer: And what do others think? 

Respondent 2: The difference between the community forest and our own land – own 

land can use as per our decision and need. We can’t get in the same way in the 

community forest – have to discuss [with the rest of the CFUG] 
Interviewer: And any others? 

Respondent 3: I agree with [respondent 2], in the community forest you can cut only 

after the committee decision and discussion in a group. Own land – we can use as 

per need” [FG B04 15/06/08].  
 

Others mentioned that in the community forest they had to pay for products; “on our own 

land we cut without paying, but in the community forest we have to pay” [FG B06 18/06/08]. 

Some appeared not to be happy to pay for community forest products as they were unsure of 

how the funds were being used; “what happened with the money we don’t know” [FG B07 
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19/06/08]. Others however seemed to resent the power held by the CFUG committee over 

product distribution decisions. One said that “we cannot go beyond their decision – the 

committee decide and everyone has to agree” [FG GP05 31/05/08] and another that “in the 

community forest the individual cannot decide, but the committee decide”, in response to 

which one said “if you go without committee decision, you will be punished” [FG GP06 

02/06/08]. Fear of punishment for going against committee decisions was also mentioned in 

Burke CFUG; “after the community forest handover, you can’t go freely [to the forest] – like 

we will be killed. That impacts on our own land which we therefore have to use so it is under 

more pressure – destruction”, although this was countered by another respondent who said 

that “on our own land we have planted therefore it helps the supply, so it not necessary to go 

to the community forest and can use [from our own land] as per our own interest” [FG B07 

19/06/08]. In another case, punishment was mentioned in relation to people’s wealth and 

need; 

 “Interviewer: And how are the CFUG discussions and rules? 

Respondent 1: They are good. The discussion is good – if someone steals they will be 

punished therefore the forest will be protected and this is therefore good… 

Respondent 2: Some people disagree. Some people need products but when the 

community forest is not open [i.e. for harvesting], then the needy person has got to 

steal” [FG B05 17/06/08].  
 

In one focus group, respondents revealed that in their tole (hamlet), they had also made their 

own rules to control the grazing of cattle in relation to forest and private land;  

“Respondent 1: Grazing should be controlled to look after tree growth – in the 

community forest and on people’s own land… 

Interviewer: Have you always controlled the grazing? 

Respondent 2: Grazing in the forest [i.e. community forest] is almost controlled and 

on our own land it is decreasing as without other’s permission we can’t take cattle 

on other’s land 

Interviewer: You have always done this? 

Respondent 3: We are getting better. We have made rules that if you take cattle to 

others land you have to pay 5 rupees for goat and for cattle 15 rupees 

Interviewer: For the whole tole? 

Respondent 4: All the tole” [FG GP06 02/06/08]. 
 

Some noted differences according to the product which is being harvested; “for timber, users 

have to submit an application to the committee and they decide where [it can be taken from] 

and how much. As for firewood, the General Assembly will decide” [FG GP06 02/06/08]. 

The collection of dry leaf litter is even less controlled. In Burke CFUG the demand for 

fodder compared to supply is high and they have in place a ‘lottery system’ through which 

people are allocated specific trees on community land from which they can harvest fodder 

each year (trees are used one year in three). 
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People also talked about harvesting different products in their own land compared to from 

the community forest; 

 “Respondent: On my own land I cut grass – and don’t go to the community forest 

 Interviewer: Why not? 

Respondent: Because I have enough on my own land. But I go to the community 

forest for firewood” [FG GP02 28/05/08]. 
 

Another respondent said of the balance of product harvesting between people’s own land and 

the community forestry “for sustained production, have to use equally from our own land 

and the community forest” [FG GP02 28/05/08]. Another mentioned that “people going to 

the forest protect it in their own ways without rules. Only rules are not important – what they 

know in their own style, they protect” [FG B04 15/06/08]. One did say however that “in the 

community forest, most people cut haphazardly but on their own land cut sincerely and 

thinking of the long-term” [FG B08 20/06/08].  

 

The balance between the community forest and people’s own land also appears to relate to 

the seasons; “in the rainy season, we get only dry firewood and grasses from the community 

forest – the rest is from our own land in the rainy season” [FG GP04 30/05/08]; a practice 

also retold by others [FG GP03 30/05/08]. Others talked more generally of different 

harvesting activities and demands for products changing with the seasons;  

“Respondent 1: Some of the fodder trees we do not cut during the rains as new 

shoots or will die, therefore only use as fodder in the winter and in the rainy season 

we do planting 

Interviewer: Everyone knows this, or it is a rule? 

Respondent 2: Everyone knows. Rainy season don’t cut fodder – cut only grass on 

your own land” [FG B03 14/06/08].  
 

Some talked of the need to balance demands for products from the community forest with 

the potential supply; 

 “Interviewer: Are there products you would like to get but can’t? 

Respondent 1: There is enough pine, but not enough of others like chilaune and 

firke. The poor have to ask the CFUG [for these] 
Interviewer: Do the CFUG rules help them get what they need? 

Respondent 2: You get half of what you demand 

Respondent 3: You have to consider the condition of the forest and what is there and 

consider people’s demands 

Interviewer: The condition of the forest is an important factor? 

Respondent 1: Important 

Respondent 3: Important. As is who demanded - have to consider if they have 

enough” [FG GP02 28/05/08]. 
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Respondents in another focus group mentioned that it was difficult to provide for the 

demands of all users as it is a big group, and that “if provide forest products to all the forest 

will be destroyed” [FG GP08 04/06/08]. This was also mentioned in Burke CFUG, where 

one respondent said “the community forest is for all. We have to distribute to all so there is 

not enough and we have to protect products on our own land too” [FG B02 13/06/08]. 

 

Also invoking ideas of sustainability, the protection of seedlings and the retention of the 

best-formed trees were factors repeated by many respondents. One respondent said that 

“small plants have to be protected, if it is big, can cut it. We do thinning and pruning, and 

have to plant [seedlings]”, another that “we will cut zig-zag tree and keep straight ones” [FG 

GP02 28/05/08], another that “when cut firewood, have to think of minimising seedlings. It is 

the same for fodder – you have to protect seedlings and use only big trees” [FG B01 

12/06/08], and other still that “seedlings should be protected, thinning and pruning should be 

done and branches and grasses used” [FG GP05 31/05/08]. Others mentioned that “should 

not cut all things in one day – products are for all year and so need to cut thinking of this” 

[FG GP06], that “the resource should not be exhausted all in one time” [FG B02 13/06/08] 

and that “should not clear forest – even if you need to” [FG GP08 04/06/08]. One man in the 

latter focus group showed a degree of honesty however, stating that “you should cut only 

dead ones [trees] but it depends on need, if you have to cut, will cut green ones” [FG GP08 

04/06/08]. One respondent talked about making the most of the resources that they had; “we 

have to use our own resources fully. It is not necessary [for example] to go outside for 

baskets and mats as now we have planted bamboo here [which is used for making baskets 

and mats] so we are saving money in the village and so people should plant more bamboo to 

keep money in the village” [FG B03 14/06/08]. 

 

Some respondents highlighted the importance of role models in promoting sustainable 

harvesting decisions amongst all household members; 

 “Respondent 1: Need to protect seedlings when going to collect leaf litter 

 Interviewer: Lots of children collect leaf litter; do they know to protect seedlings? 

 Respondent 1: Family members teach them and they know which to protect 

Respondent 2: If the family head is more sincere to the forest [i.e. to its protection] 
the children don’t destroy” [FG GP07 03/06/08]. 
 

Processes of learning were also mentioned by another respondent, drawing attention to the 

lack of opportunities to learn from outside sources; 

 “Interviewer: And on your own land, how do you feel as there is no committee? 

 Respondent: We use as per our interest. Thinking for the future we will do 

 Interviewer: Can you give me an example? 
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Respondent: Some branches of the tree should be left for new shoots – I think about 

that when I am cutting 

Interviewer: And where did you learn to do that? 

Respondent: Myself! [laughing] Who will come daily to teach me?!” [FG GP06 
02/06/08].  

 

With regards to sustainability, when asked whether they would consider decreasing the 

number of cattle they kept in order to decrease their demand for forest products, one 

respondent spoke for all; “as far as possible we try and increase the number of cattle we 

have – how can you live here if decrease the number of cattle – it is our source of livelihood 

and there is no alternative to living here” [FG GP08 04/06/08]. When discussing why they 

decide to take cattle to a certain location for grazing, issues of sustainability can be 

important, but so can making the most efficient use of precious time; “[we take the cattle] 

where enough grass is available. If we are doing thinning and pruning in one area, we will 

take the cattle as well” [FG B03 14/06/08]. 

 

The location of different forest products is also highly relevant to people’s decision-making. 

In Burke CFUG, when talking with one focus group about the availability of forest products, 

they said how one of the two areas of community forest – that nearest to where the majority 

of people lived – did not provide enough as it was only small and many plants were not fully 

mature yet. When asked why they didn’t get products from the other area of community 

forest – that farthest from where most people live but comprising good quality, productive 

mature forest – they said; 

“Respondent 1: It is very far. It is also our own forest, but we tell to people close to 

[that] forest to use it 

Respondent 2: People living in the topside should use from there and people living 

in the downside should use from the downside forest 

Respondent 1: We have gone for patrolling and protecting in the upside forest, but 

not used [products from there]” [FG B03 14/06/08].  
 
In Golmatar Paleko CFUG, people also referred to the importance of location and proximity; 

“Interviewer: Who goes to the General Assemblies? 

 Respondents: [all go] 
Respondent 1: The General Assembly is held in our own village and we have the 

interest to see what things are happening… 

Interviewer: And which areas of forest do you know well, or not know well? 

Respondent 1: We don’t go to Golmatar or Rumbipakha [areas far away] 
Respondent 2: This year, the CFUG have decided to thin and prune [i.e. do 
management in] Maurenibhir, so we didn’t go as it is not close – but we have gone 

there for grass cutting 
Respondent 3: For dry firewood I go to Golmatar 

Interviewer: How often do you go to Golmatar? 
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Respondent 1: For the monitoring plot establishment [I have been]…we cut trees but 

left them [i.e. it was too far to bring them back home]” [FG GP07 03/06/08]. 
 

Another discussion also revealed the importance of proximity, whilst bringing together a 

number of the factors detailed above; 

Respondent 1: If is a thicket area, we will decide in the General Assembly by 

consensus to thin and prune there 

Respondent 2: Depends on proximity [to the household] and if the species should be 

protected. On a need basis 

Interviewer: What about others of you? 

Respondent 3: I think about timber when harvesting all [products] 
Interviewer: And on your own land? 

Respondent 3: More or less the same. It is our own property, so we have to look 

after it 
Interview: Are there any products you would like to have more of? 

Respondent 4: Yes. The availability stops us from getting more 
Respondent 3: Proximity [to the household] is also important [FG GP01 27/05/08]. 

 

Finally, during the semi-structured interviews with project participants for example, people 

were asked about their hopes for the future with regards to the community forest. Table 4.9 

provides a summary of these hopes and aspirations and offers an insight into their 

motivations for involvement in CFUG activities more generally and the ‘things’ that are 

important to them.  
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The largest number of people, particularly in Golmatar Paleko CFUG, wished to be able to 

get more forest products. In Golmatar Paleko CFUG 13 people mentioned wanting to get 

more timber, 8 more firewood, 3 more fodder, and 5 more grass. In Burke 3 people wanted 

more timber, 1 more firewood, 2 more fodder, and 4 more grass. The differences between the 

CFUGs reflect the abundance of products in each – Burke CFUG has a larger area of good 

quality forest providing more timber and firewood than the forests in Golmatar Paleko 

CFUG. A number of people wished to sell forest products in order to increase CFUG funds, 

for example “after protecting forest resources, we will get all sorts of forest products and 

surplus can be sold to the market to increase CFUG funds. In these ways, is a means of 

progress” [CFMS B03 05/11/07], and “lauth salla will be a good source of income for the 

community” [CFMS B12 07/11/07].  

 

A number of people referred to their hopes for future generations; “my hope is even though I 

am not sure if lauth salla is useful in my own lifetime, but in my son’s period it will be very 

beneficial and useful I hope” [CFMS B07 06/11/07], and “we are not using more products 

from this CFUG, but in the future, my future generations will take more timber and other 

products and that is why I am involved in different CFUGS – these days it is not necessary, 

but I am thinking of the future” [CFMS GP14 07/11/07]. Others talked about the desire for 

sons who have left the village for study or work opportunities to return; “[I hope] my son will 

come back home and do something as it is his parents land. Daughters have to leave the 

village and live in harmony [in their new marital home]” [CFMS B13 07/11/07]. Another 

told us “now there is only husband and wife in the house, our sons are involved in jobs so 

are not at home – it is difficult [for us] to go to the jungle” [CFMS GP21 03/11/07]. These 

quotes highlight the importance of social norms surrounding gender – when daughters marry 

they leave their natal village and move to that of their husband to live with their in-laws, 

whilst sons are needed to stay in the household to perform particular agricultural and 

domestic tasks. A number mention the need for more job opportunities in the village, which 

would presumably provide sons (and daughters) more incentive to stay in the village.  

 

It is worth noting that during interviews with project participants and the household survey 

and focus groups with participants and non-participants, many people in Burke CFUG  spoke 

about lauth salla, revealing the many factors which contribute to people’s understanding and 

perception of the species. Almost everyone spoken to in Burke CFUG knew of lauth salla 

and there were certain cultural, domestic and commercial associations with the plant. During 

interviews with project participants, a number of people mentioned the belief that only 
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shaman’s were allowed to touch it; “in the past, in childhood, people believed that children 

couldn’t touch the plant as evil souls resided there, so only Shaman used the tree for a 

[musical] instrument. That’s why no one wanted to touch the plant. Later they heard it was 

good as a medicine” [CFMS B01 05/11/07] (the instrument is known as a dhangro, hence 

the alternative local name of lauth salla as dhangre salla).  

 

During the household survey, only one respondent who answered a series of questions on 

lauth salla did not know of the species, meaning almost all respondents did (95% or 22 

people). Of these, almost one-third had harvested it at some point (7 people), roughly half for 

fodder (3 people) and half as a medicine (taken as a tea of the leaves) (4 people). Again 

roughly half of those who had harvested lauth salla did so from the community forest 

(before it was handed over) (3 people) and half from their own land (4 people).  

 

Almost three-quarters of respondents (16 people) had lauth salla growing on their own land; 

44% (7 people) had it growing naturally and 88% (14 people) had planted it (with 31% (5 

people) having both naturally growing and planted trees). Those who had planted lauth salla 

had planted between one and 60 seedlings (on average 13 seedlings), between two and 14 

years ago (on average 5 years). Some mentioned that between 50% and 100% of seedlings 

died however. When asked what factors influenced their decisions to either plant or manage 

for lauth salla on their own land, almost all respondents (94% or 15 people) said it was 

because they had heard it was a source of income; the other 6% (1 person) said they were 

just protecting what was growing naturally on their land. Of those who chose to protect lauth 

salla as a potential income source, one-third (5 people) had heard of its commercial value 

through collectors or traders in the species, one-fifth (3 people) from the monitoring project 

training and 13% (2 people) from others.  

 

Just over one-third of respondents (8 people) said that they were aware of rules in relation to 

lauth salla. Of these, half (4 people) said that they are not allowed to cut lauth salla in the 

community forest (which is correct), 38% (3 people) that the rules had changed over time 

(which is correct from a national perspective), and 13% (1 person) that you have to pay a 

royalty to the community forest if you want to harvest it (not currently correct as users are 

not allowed to cut it in the community forest at all).  

 

During interviews with project participants more details of people’s dealings with lauth salla 

were revealed. A number of people spoke of having used the plant for domestic medicinal 
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purposes; “before the community forest handover, we used the branch of lauth salla as a tea, 

believing it cured different diseases, like gastric complaints” [CFMS B07 06/11/07]. Many 

others mentioned the past practice of using lauth salla for fodder, firewood and even timber 

– a practice again widely stopped since the community forest was handed over. People often 

referred to this past use in relation to the new commercial value of the plant, suggesting they 

viewed the past use as wasteful and inappropriate – despite the fact that at the time its use as 

fodder etc was well accepted (although it is not particularly palatable as fodder). One 

participant told us that in the past they used it “for fodder, and we lost it without using it [i.e. 

without obtaining any commercial value]” [CFMS B14 07/11/07], whilst another that “I have 

used it in the past for fodder and a little bit for timber – but I had not enough idea for its 

use” [CFMS B10 06/11/07].  

 

Providing examples of local monitoring, a number of people mentioned the vigorous growth 

of lauth salla in the past, as well as the detrimental effects of its cutting for fodder. One 

talked about having to “protect [the tree, in order] for vigorous growth like in the past” and 

that “about six or seven years ago [more likely to be at least 10 years previously, before 

handover of the community forest], I have seen big trees, but it was open for grazing so 

branches were cut for fodder, so the trees died” [CFMS B02 05/11/07]. Another told us 

“before the community forest was handed over there were some mature old lauth salla, but 

at that time users cut big branches which may have caused the death of the tree. They may 

have had little knowledge of lauth salla” [CFMS B14 07/11/07]. Finally, another told us; 

 “Interviewer: And when it was taken for fodder, where was it taken from? 

Respondent 1: Before the community forest was handed over, it was found in the 

community forest, everywhere 

Interviewer: Can you still find it everywhere in the community forest? 

Respondent 1: Yes, it is found in the mixed forest 

Respondent 2: In the past there were mature trees which bore seeds and dispersed in 

the area and so now there are seedlings – if not, how can you find seedlings [now]?” 

[CFMS B15 07/11/07]. 
 

Many people mentioned that either they or others they knew had harvested lauth salla in the 

past for sale as a commercial medicinal plant. Some did so only before the community forest 

was handed over, as since then it has generally been banned. One participant summarised the 

situation thus; “before the monitoring project, some CFUG members had sold lauth salla, 

that’s why they were punished by the committee. Most of the users were using branches of 

lauth salla for fodder – cutting haphazardly. After the monitoring project they were aware of 

the importance of lauth salla and that it may be one of raw materials for medicine. Now it is 

more or less protected in the community forest and private forest and it is not being sold to 
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outside illegally – before there was smuggling to contractors who came to the village from 

outside” [CFMS B08 06/11/07].  

 

Others revealed the importance of factors other than the monitoring project in raising 

awareness of the commercial value of lauth salla. One mentioned having heard of its value 

as a medicinal plant 18 years previously [CFMS B01 05/11/07], whilst another that he 

planted the species due to a radio advertisement to ‘plant lauth salla’, although at the time he 

didn’t know what it was as there are different local names [CFMS B02 05/11/07]. Another 

heard “from different media and saw in the newspaper” of the value of lauth salla [CFMS 

B12 07/11/07], whilst another learnt of its value from a son who had been in Kathmandu and 

learnt about the plant there [CFMS B14 07/11/07]. Another mentioned having been taught at 

school that “lauth salla is important and endangered in Nepal and that it should be 

preserved. But they didn’t tell us where to find it or how to protect it”; when asked why it 

was told to be important he replied “it was not mentioned in the books what the use was nor 

were we taught how to protect or manage it” [CFMS B08 06/11/08]. The same participant 

revealed that he learnt more from elders in the village, who recommended only cutting 

branches of lauth salla every 3 years, as if it were cut annually the tree would die.  

 

During the focus groups, others also talked about how they first heard of the commercial 

value of lauth salla; one respondent telling us that “before handover [of the community 

forest], one local person sold lauth salla to outside people, so we knew it was sellable” [FG 

B01 12/06/08], whilst another that “as per the rumours, I knew it was a medicinal plant. I 

saw a local contractor harvest it from the forest area and asked why they were selling it – 

they said it is a medicinal plant. I didn’t know what, but it might be for cancer, therefore I 

am planting it on my own land, as it has market value” [FG B02 13/06/08]. Respondents in 

two of the other focus groups mentioned having first heard of the value of lauth salla 

through the presence of outside contractors who in the past came to buy small quantities of 

the plant [FG B05 17/06/08, FG B06 18/06/08].  

 

Discussion 

We have heard above how participatory monitoring can matter in a multitude of ways. The 

data presented demonstrate some of the potential impacts of monitoring with regards to 

whom, where and for what. This data relates to both participatory monitoring and to 

practices of local monitoring. We have also heard of some of the ‘other things’ that can also 
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matter in environmental decision-making and which can thus influence the conservation and 

use of nature. The relevance of this data shall now be discussed, moving from issues of 

participatory monitoring, to those of local monitoring, to those of the ‘other things’ which 

can matter.  

 

Participatory monitoring 

The participatory monitoring projects studied in this paper unfortunately no longer involve 

official monitoring activities. This confirms the concerns of others that once technical 

support is withdrawn from projects, participatory monitoring activities tend to reduce 

significantly or stop all together (Garcia & Lescuyer 2008, Van Rijsoort et al. 2010). This is 

not simply to say however that the projects have had no impacts, as from the evidence 

presented above, they clearly have.  

 

The ways in which monitoring can matter, are far more complex than simply the duration of 

official monitoring. One project for example has already resulted in the application of forest 

management techniques learnt through the project in the wider community forest – a finding 

which echoes that of Danielsen et al. (2005b, 2010) of the positive outcomes of participatory 

monitoring. The other projects were less effective at this community level however, mainly 

for reasons related to physical and environmental constraints – in terms of being able to 

recreate the conditions of the plots in the wider community forest – as well as due to the 

influence of community leadership.  

 

One of the CFUGs was clearly also more cautious in its confidence to use and apply the 

results of the monitoring project. This can be explained by the widely perceived lack of 

effective leadership in the group, as well potentially as by its remoteness. This CFUG is 

located far from the district headquarters and has little direct contact with forestry officials, 

which is in direct contrast to the other CFUG which has made bold use of the data generated 

through monitoring, possibly as a result of the confidence generated by its close relationship 

with forestry officials. The effect of remoteness has been mentioned by others (Van Rijsoort 

et al. 2010), noting that more remote communities with less formal education and 

communication opportunities chose far less novel solutions to issues of resource 

management based on participatory monitoring than those which were less remote. At the 

community level, it cannot be assured that data generated through monitoring activities will 
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automatically be acted upon; however there may be a multitude of reasons for this, which 

would require investigation in individual projects. 

 

At the individual level, most project participants learnt what it was generally intended that 

they learn i.e. forest management techniques and in one case, the value of lauth salla. Some 

however did feel that hadn’t learnt anything as they already knew this information. This 

might suggest that investigations as to what community members already know and are 

aware of may be necessary at the start of some participatory monitoring projects, to ensure 

that the monitoring is targeted correctly to generate new knowledge and information. This 

may also have relevance for the choice of individual participants i.e. choosing those who do 

not already have the knowledge.  

 

What most participants learnt was general forestry knowledge, with fewer people learning 

the technical details of the monitoring activities and management prescriptions promoted 

through the projects. Technical learning was related to the jobs participants did personally 

during the monitoring activities and was seen to relate to gender and literacy. This finding 

highlights the importance of inter-community heterogeneity (cf. Leach et al. 1999, Agrawal 

& Gibson 1999) and the need to move beyond ensuring the representation of different social 

groups e.g. men and women, literate and illiterate, to consider how these differences actually 

effect the impact monitoring may have at an individual level. The other finding relevant in 

this regard is that it tended to be those who stood to learn most about the technical aspects of 

the monitoring who leave the village in search of jobs or study opportunities, taking with 

them the knowledge they have gained and meaning it is lost from the community. This issue 

was mentioned most in the more remote CFUG, possibly given the fewer opportunities 

young, literate people have in this location and therefore the greater desire felt there to leave 

the area.  

 

In terms of the wider, non-participating community, the participatory monitoring projects 

were known of by only 20-30% of those in one CFUG and 30-40% in the other. What was 

known about the projects was varied, often being functional e.g. knowing the plots were 

closed for harvesting products, but not what the plots were actually for; and at times being 

incorrect and based on misconceptions. In order for participatory monitoring projects to have 

the widest possible impact, it may be appropriate for all community members to know of the 

activities and results of the projects. In our case-studies this would mean that all CFUG 

members would manage the forest in the way promoted in the projects during their regular 
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activities in the forest – not just those who took part in the projects, who represented just 6-

7% of the community. Careful attention to the wider dissemination of project activities may 

therefore need to be an explicit goal of some participatory monitoring projects. 

 

With regards to where the participatory monitoring projects mattered, they clearly had 

impacts in the intended CFUG, in neighbouring CFUGs and on people’s private land. 

Difficulties in physically recreating the conditions in the monitoring plots in the rest of the 

community forest have been noted above, but in some ways these were easier to overcome 

on people’s private land which involve smaller areas over which they have more control. 

Given the project aims in one CFUG, many people were able to apply what they had learnt 

from the project (as well as from other sources) about lauth salla by planting seedlings of the 

species on even small areas of their own land. Some did mention their lack of private land 

suitable for planting or tree growth and it is likely that the poorest within the community 

may benefit least in this respect.  

 

In terms of how the participatory monitoring projects mattered, i.e. what for, this was varied 

at both the community and individual level. At the community level, one project led to the 

promotion of more active forest management and thus increased subsistence use of forest 

products, whilst one unfortunately resulted (at least temporarily) in the complete protection 

of the species it hoped to promote the sustainable commercial use of. These outcomes were 

result of decisions by influential community members and as mentioned above, these were 

seen to relate at least in part to issues of leadership, confidence and remoteness. At the 

individual level, people perceived the projects to matter for various reasons; from short-term 

gains through the collection of forest products at the time of monitoring, to longer-term 

benefits from protection and product supply, to feelings of pride over the projects.  

 

Others mentioned the short-term costs of closing areas for harvesting products, an aspect 

which the poorest within the community were thought likely to suffer worst from. It was 

noted that in one CFUG, another what might be thought of as ‘unintended’ consequence of 

monitoring, was its potential contribution to the illegal harvesting of lauth salla seedlings 

from the community forest (to feed people’s desire to have the species growing on their own 

land). These findings suggest that participatory monitoring can matter for a wide variety of 

reasons, only some of which may be those intended by the project e.g. promoting good forest 

management. Others may be unintended or as a side consequence of e.g. provision of forest 

products during monitoring, but may nonetheless be important in people’s perceptions as to 
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the value and impact of the projects. The potential negative impacts of participatory 

monitoring may need to be considered in some cases, in order that they may be overcome, 

reduced or mitigated for. 

 

Local monitoring 

It was not only the participatory monitoring projects that were found to matter in many ways, 

but also practices of local monitoring. At the community level, local monitoring mattered as 

it influenced decisions taken with regards to harvesting timber from the community forest 

and community-wide decisions about grass-cutting in relation to bad weather for example. 

Similarly to the participatory monitoring however, these community-level decisions were 

effected by issues of leadership, confidence and remoteness, as again one CFUG was far 

more cautious in its application of information generated through local monitoring. This 

demonstrates that in the context of local monitoring, as with participatory monitoring, it 

cannot be assumed that the important step of putting information into practice will 

automatically occur.  

 

At the individual level, practices of local monitoring, local ecological knowledge and 

environmental decision-making are clearly intimately entwined. Local monitoring thus 

matters with regards to long-term knowledge of the environment, understanding the effects 

of forest management and of forest product use, and recognising the effects of biophysical 

conditions, weather and ecological processes. Local monitoring can influence decision-

making with regards to what products to harvest, from where and with what frequency, as 

well as how to best manage the forest and balance the use of community forest and private 

land. With regards to the latter point, local monitoring clearly matters in many locations. 

Local monitoring is related to the environments in which people find themselves, such that it 

is appropriate to their gender and age for example, as this determines the type of product 

they are likely to be harvesting and the area of forest they need to visit for this. 

 

The data presented above demonstrate that local monitoring can matter in terms of 

promoting short and longer-term protection of forest resources, short and longer-term active 

use of forest products, and in altering perceptions of the community forest and its value, and 

thus people’s interest in CFUG activities. The latter point tends to relate to the ease with 

which people can make their subsistence living, in part based on the forest resources, and 

thus arises from a very functional need, but one which is highly important to people. Local 
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monitoring was interestingly also found to be crucial in people’s understandings of the 

participatory monitoring projects. Whilst many had not learnt – or had learnt and 

subsequently forgotten – the technical project findings, most knew of the results of the plots 

from having observed them themselves, based on practices of local monitoring.  

 

This finding would suggest that more attention be given to exactly how people make sense of 

participatory monitoring and if necessary, emphasis given to local practices and 

understandings which may be inherently more meaningful to community members. Given 

that local monitoring relates more closely to gender and age for example, and not on literacy 

or numeracy skills, it may be considered more meaningful to individuals than practices of 

participatory monitoring, which may call for skills they do not have. Of course local 

monitoring is less objective than the scientific results of participatory monitoring and may 

not convey the subtleties of the technical results. It is difficult to know therefore whether 

information based on local monitoring alone is enough to ensure that people manage other 

areas of forest in the way demonstrated in the plots. It is clearly highly relevant to 

participatory monitoring projects however and it should be given the attention it deserves in 

order to make monitoring matter, potentially even more than it currently does in some cases.  

 

‘Other things’ 

This paper sought to document some of the factors and forces which influence environmental 

decision-making and thus may matter – alongside monitoring – in conservation and natural 

resource management. Presented above is extensive data on the sorts of things people in our 

case-studies told us impact on their decision-making, effecting for example the trend in their 

use of forest products over time, how they decide to use and manage forest resources in both 

the community forest and their own land, and how they ensure a sustainable supply of those 

resources. We have also heard the sorts of things which motivate people generally with 

regards to the community forest and associated activities, relating largely with concerns over 

the supply of forest products and the future of younger generations. Discussions with 

community members drew attention to the differential influence of factors in the community 

forest and on private land, as well as according to the forest product, the influence of 

location and again, issues of sustainability. Specific to people’s knowledge, perception and 

management of lauth salla are a separate list of factors, including the media, trading 

company representatives, schooling, the knowledge of elders and personal opportunities to 

travel. 
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The factors and forces evident from the data have been summarised and compiled in Table 

4.10. These ‘other things’ relate mainly to decision-making at the individual level, although 

in relation to both the community forest and privately owned land. We have grouped these 

factors into ecological, social and personal, economic and livelihood, institutional and 

communal, technical and physical categories. This list is compiled from data obtained 

through every one of the methods used in our fieldwork and thus it is not possible to assign 

any sort of ranking to them, in terms of which were mentioned most frequently as some sort 

of proxy for which are most influential in people’s harvesting and management decisions. 

We would suggest however that these factors constantly interact and influence all individuals 

differently, thus it is hard to predict which any one factor or set of factors matters more than 

others at any particular point in time20.  

 

                                                 
20 See Nightingale (2003a) for an in-depth consideration of how social and power relations, cultural 
practices and ecological processes interact through a ‘trialectical’ relationship which shows that it is 
hard to know which factor(s) have the greatest influence as this is an empirical and temporally specific 
question. Plus see Valentine (2007), Harris (2006) and Sultana (2009). 
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By placing participatory monitoring in the context of these ‘other things’ which can matter in 

conservation and natural resource management, we believe it is possible to better understand, 

appreciate and improve upon practices of participatory monitoring. Firstly, doing this can 

help in the identification of factors which may serve to either constrain or enhance efforts in 
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participatory monitoring, thus allowing them to be dealt with. Some of the factors in Table 

4.10 resonate with those identified above in the discussion of participatory monitoring and 

what may stop it mattering more than it could. Issues of leadership, fear of forestry officials, 

the proximity (or otherwise) of forestry activities, the out-migration of young, literate men, 

and intra-community conflict and power relations, have all been referred to as limiting the 

potential impact of monitoring. Other factors in Table 4.10 may point towards the sorts of 

things that may serve to enhance efforts in participatory monitoring. The widespread 

knowledge and practice of ecologically sustainable harvesting and management practices, 

the prior knowledge of people about lauth salla from alternative sources, their concern for 

future generations and people’s general compliance with CFUG rules and regulations – even 

if they are not happy about it – all help towards the ultimate goals of the different monitoring 

projects. The way in which these constraining or enhancing factors may be dealt with and 

utilised depends on the individual case involved as the factors are likely to reflect local 

circumstances. Some may be relatively easily and straight-forwardly dealt with, for example, 

potentially some of the technical factors, whilst others however may touch on more 

fundamental issues, such as perceptions of power and control, which may prove far harder to 

overcome or alter. 

 

Secondly, placing participatory monitoring in the context of these ‘other factors’ importantly 

helps to provide a realistic picture of what participatory monitoring can be expected to 

achieve – given it is just one factor amongst the multitude. Those studying political ecology 

and common property regimes have long been calling for the recognition of the interplay of 

social, political, economic and ecological factors in conservation and natural resource 

management (Blaikie 1989, Ostrom 1990, Watts & Peet 2004, Nightingale 2005, Agrawal 

2007). A comparison of Table 4.10 with that presented based on the work of commons 

scholars (Table 4.2) reveals many factors in common. An appreciation of these factors and 

the arguments that they importantly constantly interact (Nightingale 2003, Harris, 2006, 

Valentine 2007, Sultana 2009) suggests that expectations that technical data on 

environmental change will automatically over-ride these sometimes competing factors will 

not necessarily be met. This is not to suggest that monitoring is not a worthwhile endeavour, 

rather that attention should be given to how monitoring may interact with other factors and 

how these may be either overcome or worked with.  

 

Thirdly, and with regards the quote given at the beginning of this paper that participatory 

monitoring may be a ‘red-herring’ in conservation and natural resource management (Garcia 
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& Lescuyer 2008), seeing monitoring in light of these other factors may point towards a need 

to place emphasis not only on monitoring but on dealing directly with some of these other 

things. As the above two points hint at, participatory monitoring may be combined with 

other approaches to achieve its ultimate goal of conservation and sustainable natural resource 

use. Garcia and Lescuyer (2008) suggest that participatory monitoring may represent 

‘displacement behaviour’, averting attention away from other activities which may produce 

the desired outcome more effectively. There is no reason however why monitoring can not 

occur alongside other activities which help to enhance its effectiveness and make it matter 

more. Such an approach would require a serious appreciation of and commitment to these 

‘other factors’ and involve adopting an interdisciplinary approach to working, one which 

involved more than just conservationists.  

 

Conclusions 

This paper set out to demonstrate and establish some of the multiple ways in which both 

participatory and local forms of ecological monitoring can matter in conservation and natural 

resource management. It also set out to document some of the other factors and forces which 

are influential to this end and to consider how these may serve to either constrain or enhance 

participatory monitoring practices. In this way the paper aimed to contribute to debate based 

on the competing claims that on the one hand ‘monitoring matters’ (Danielsen et al. 2005a) 

and on the other that it is merely a ‘red-herring’ (Garcia & Lescuyer 2008). By taking a wide 

appreciation of what it might mean to ‘matter’ i.e. what might constitute an ‘impact’, the 

paper revealed that monitoring does in fact matter in a multitude of ways; to different people 

at different scales, in different locations and for different purposes. It also revealed however 

that a variety of factors can affect the potential effectiveness of participatory monitoring – 

not least of which is the role of local monitoring in people’s understanding and appreciation 

of the results of the participatory monitoring.  

 

Based on the findings and discussions of the paper, certain recommendations can be made 

for other participatory monitoring projects which operate in similar contexts to those of the 

paper’s case-studies; namely projects which involve resource-dependent communities in the 

global South and which aim to influence the communities’ management and use of their 

natural resources. It is worth noting also that our case-study projects were overseen by a bi-

lateral aid agency which is well versed in social science critiques of participatory 

international development and conservation, and is well respected in terms of achieving both 
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of these goals. Yet even in their projects it is difficult to ensure complete success, even when 

they have been engaged with the communities involved for over twenty years and the 

communities involved are considered model ones. This may suggest that even more 

problems may be encountered by those with less experience or connection to the 

communities involved, or where the communities themselves are not well organised.  

 

Firstly, we recommend that attention be given to practices of local monitoring, how these 

interact with formal participatory monitoring practices and how as scientists we value 

different forms of monitoring. We found that participatory monitoring had positive 

environmental impacts in both community and privately held land and this was thanks in 

large part to processes of local monitoring which made the monitoring result intelligible to 

people. We thus agree with calls for participatory monitoring projects to draw as much as 

possible on local knowledge and pre-existing systems of data collection (Abbot & Guijt 

1998, Garcia & Lescuyer 2008). Many participatory monitoring projects are established with 

communities who are dependent on the natural resources they are monitoring and thus these 

communities are likely to practice local monitoring. In this regard, we prompt those involved 

in participatory monitoring to consider what sort of monitoring is it that we want to promote 

and to matter? Is it only that based on scientific techniques (albeit simple ones), or that based 

too on informal, qualitative observations? 

 

Secondly, we recommend that attention be given to the scale at which projects have impacts, 

to the heterogeneity of participants in participatory monitoring projects, and as to the wider, 

non-participating community. We found that community-level decision-making depended on 

leadership and confidence; that learning can relate to gender and literacy; and that the 

‘trickle-down’ approach to disseminating project information is not particularly effective. 

We therefore agree with calls to appreciate the heterogeneous nature of communities 

involved in conservation and natural resource management (Leach et al. 1999, Agrawal & 

Gibson 1999), the fact that representation of social groups does not equate to equal 

participation (Nightingale 2002), and that the impact of projects for community members not 

directly involved should be considered (Hickey & Mohan 2004). Many participatory 

monitoring projects established with communities in the global South are likely to encounter 

these issues. In this regard, we prompt those involved in participatory monitoring to consider 

who and where it is that we want monitoring to matter for? Only the community as a whole 

and on community-held land or the individual and privately-held land too? Those 
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participants who already have literacy skills or all those involved? Only those who directly 

participated or the entire community? 

 

Thirdly, we recommend that attention be given to exactly what participatory monitoring 

projects empower people to do or what it provides them with. We found that whilst one of 

the projects achieved it goal of promoting more active forest management, another resulted 

in the complete protection of the species it similarly aimed to promote the sustainable use of. 

We also noted that people found benefits in aspects of the monitoring which may be 

considered spin-offs of the projects – namely the provision of forest products during the 

establishment of monitoring – but that some also found costs to participating. These findings 

may help understand people’s motivations when it comes to participatory monitoring and 

provide a better appreciation of the costs and benefits involved. Some have expressed 

concern that participatory monitoring, rather than promoting the sustainable use of resources, 

may over-emphasise restrictions in their harvesting and their complete protection (Poulsen & 

Luanglath 2005). In participatory monitoring projects involving resource-dependent 

communities, levels of sustainable resource use may be a contentious issue. In this regard, 

we prompt those involved in participatory monitoring to consider what it is that we want 

monitoring to matter for? Do we want it to reassure us that natural resources are being 

preserved, or are we ready to trust local communities in its sustainable use? Should we 

promote participatory monitoring only for its intended goals, or also its spin-offs? 

 

Fourthly and finally, we recommend that attention be given to the wide variety of things 

other than monitoring that can also matter in the ultimate goal of nature conservation and 

sustainable resource use. We found that these factors may both constrain and enhance the 

effectiveness of participatory monitoring and that a greater understanding of it can be had 

through an appreciation of these factors. We sympathise with calls that because of the 

importance of these other factors, participatory monitoring may be considered a ‘red-herring’ 

or merely ‘displacement behaviour’ (Garcia & Lescuyer 2008). We suggest however that 

participatory monitoring may be complemented by activities which address these other 

factors and that on a case-by-case basis, the affect these have on projects should be assessed 

and dealt with. In this regard we do however prompt those involved in participatory 

monitoring finally, to consider why is it that we want monitoring to matter? Does it say more 

about our own obsession with what we like to think of as objective scientific data, rather than 

what the communities we are engaging with need for what they desire probably more so than 
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us, namely a sustainably managed natural resource, and the multiple ways in which this may 

be achieved?  
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Abstract 

Members of the public are increasingly participating alongside professional scientists in 

efforts to monitor the natural world. Many have demonstrated that the success and outcomes 

of such projects relate to the level of participation offered to those involved, with greater 

levels of involvement promoting project sustainability and participant empowerment. In this 

paper we hope to further our understanding of ‘participation’ in participatory monitoring by 

drawing upon the field of development studies and of participatory approaches to 

development in particular.. The paper presents a theoretical framework based on the work of 

leading development scholars and tests the utility of the framework by applying it to four 

case-studies of participatory monitoring in the community forests of Nepal. The results of 

this analysis are then used to address current debates in participatory monitoring. Firstly, it is 

suggested that rather than asking what the benefits and costs of participating are for 

participants, we need to consider who benefits (or otherwise), as costs and benefits are not 

evenly spread throughout participating communities. Secondly, rather than questioning 

which are the simple tools that can be employed to monitor changes in nature, we need to 

consider how these are used and to what effect in terms of resource governance. And finally, 

rather than seeking to make projects work for multiple purposes, we should be considering 

how to make them more effective in specific situations.  The paper concludes that by taking 

on board these insights, efforts in participatory monitoring may be strengthened and their 

impacts on both nature and society made more meaningful. 

 

Key words 

Ecological monitoring, participatory monitoring, community-based conservation, citizen 

science, Nepal, interdisciplinary, participation, international development 

 

Introduction 

The rise of community-based or participatory monitoring is considered one of the major 

developments in the field of ecological monitoring over the last ten years (Spellerberg 2005). 

Participatory monitoring projects seek the involvement of members of the public, amateur 

naturalists, volunteers, resource-dependent communities and in developing countries, largely 

non-specialist staff of protected areas. In collaboration with scientists, these people use 

simple scientific techniques to monitor everything from populations of individual species to 

the dynamics of particular habitats to the provision of ecosystem services (Becker et al. 
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2005, Danielsen et al. 2005a, Topp-Jorgensen 2005, Guijt 2007, Evans & Guariguata 2008, 

Lawrence 2010a). In some cases it is intended that the data generated are used by 

participating resource-dependent communities to promote the sustainability of their 

environmental actions, whilst in others the data is fed upwards to influence policy or 

development planning, demonstrate compliance with international environmental agreements 

or local certification schemes, and to fuel the increasing demand for ‘evidence-based 

conservation’. This paper addresses participatory monitoring which is intended for the 

benefit of the participating communities themselves, to help in their environmental decision-

making.  

 

Participatory monitoring projects claim many successes, including environmental awareness-

raising, promoting communication and trust between stakeholders and improving 

environmental decision-making (Lawrence & Elphick 2002, Danielsen et al. 2005a, 2010 

Van Rijsoort & Zhang 2005, Ballard et al. 2008, 2010, Evans & Guariguata 2008, Anadon et 

al. 2009, Boissiere et al. 2010). Some have also drawn attention to the social aspects of 

monitoring (Ellis & Waterton 2004, 2005, Bell et al. 2008, 2010), for example demonstrating 

the subjective, personal aspects of monitoring and the emotional attachment people have to 

the data they collect and to processes of data collection (Lawrence 2006, 2009, 2010c, 

Lawrence & Turnhout 2010).  

 

A recent, comprehensive review of participatory monitoring in a wide variety of contexts 

and habitats highlights however that there remain ‘gaps in our knowledge and experience’ of 

the field (Evans & Guariguata 2008) (Table 5.1). Firstly, the costs and benefits – and 

incentives and motivations – for participants are thought to be poorly understood. One 

consequence of this can be the cessation of monitoring activities when instigating scientists 

hand-over full responsibility to the participants (Evans & Guariguata 2008, Garcia & 

Lescuyer 2008, Van Rijsoort et al. 2010). In projects for example involving resource-

dependent communities to promote the sustainability of their resource use (i.e. those 

addressed in this paper), it is often intended that after the initial collaboration and assistance 

of scientists the projects are self-sustaining. This is based on an assumption that the 

communities involved are sufficiently motivated by the data, the monitoring processes and 

what this enables them to do i.e. how it feeds into their environmental decision-making. This 

latter, important step in participatory monitoring is however under-reported (Lawrence 

2010b), as information is often given on the establishment and working-practices of projects 

but not so commonly on how they are operationalised or put into practice and thus 
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sustainable in the longer-term (Van Rijsoort et al. 2010). More research is thus needed in 

order to establish the costs, benefits and motivations for participation and how this can 

ensure long-term commitment to a project and sustainable outcomes. 

 

Secondly, the review of participatory monitoring (Evans & Guariguata 2008, Table 5.1) 

draws attention to the need to develop simple, cheap, robust tools for monitoring that can be 

used with minimal external input. There is subsequently a perceived need to test these tools 

and techniques against scientific approaches in order to build the credibility of participatory 

monitoring amongst scientists so that it can work at bigger scales. Many participatory 

monitoring projects involving resource-dependent communities in the global South employ 

simple scientific techniques, such as line transect surveys, standardised recording of routine 

observations, fixed-point photography and focus group discussions (Danielsen et al. 2005a).  

 

A number of researchers have tested the accuracy, precision and reliability of particular 

methods used in participatory monitoring (Hellier et al. 1999, Jones et al. 2008, Leopold et 

al. 2009, Anadon et al. 2009, 2010). Anadon et al. (2009, 1010) for example, conducted 

interviews with Spanish shepherds regarding their observations of a local tortoise, comparing 

them to standard scientific field sampling of the species and finding them to be accurate. 

Jones et al. (2008) similarly interviewed households in Madagascar regarding their 

harvesting and use of local resources, which they modelled in order to assess their reliability 

which again was thought to be good, particularly with repeat interviews of the same 

participants. More studies are thought necessary however to test a wider variety of 

participatory monitoring techniques (Danielsen et al. 2005a, 2010). A comprehensive 

assessment is currently underway to do just that in six countries of the global South; aiming 

to answer what is referred to as this ‘accuracy question’ (MOMA n.d.). Despite tests of 

accuracy, the appropriateness of the various techniques available to monitor changes in 

nature – in terms of their utility to the participants - has not been assessed; affording 

opportunities for further research. 

 

Thirdly, the review draws attention to questions of the use of participatory monitoring in 

relation to mechanisms for payments for ecosystem services and biodiversity conservation. 

Data generated through such monitoring is used not necessarily to feed into local 

environmental decision-making to promote sustainability, but rather or also to provide 

information for certification schemes or conservation planning for example (Becker et al. 

2005, Karky & Banskota 2007, Monro & Jones 2010). The costs, benefits and motivations 
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for participants associated with such projects are thus likely to be different to those where the 

monitoring data is intended specifically to be of value to the participants themselves. This is 

particularly true if the participants are not local communities, but rather employees of 

conservation areas (in the global South, such employees – rangers, guards etc – are not 

necessarily considered to be ‘professionals’ as they lack training and education, thus the 

monitoring is still seen as ‘participatory’, necessitating the collaboration of professional 

scientists). Given that this is an area of potentially growing future importance, questions 

pertaining to participatory monitoring specifically in these circumstances thus remain 

unanswered. 
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In order to contribute to efforts to address these ‘gaps’ in our knowledge and experience, this 

paper critically examines the concept of ‘participation’ in participatory monitoring. It 

therefore looks not at the technical aspects of monitoring, but rather those associated with the 

‘participatory’ part of ‘participatory monitoring’. Other researchers have in the past 

addressed issues of participation, finding for example that issues of project success and 

sustainability are closely linked to the level of participation offered through a project and the 

stage at which participation occurs (Carter 1995, Abbot & Guijt 1998, Lawrence & Elphick 

2002, Stringer et al. 2006) (Table 5.2). Guidelines have been developed to assist those 

initiating participatory monitoring projects, providing ways to promote high levels of 

participation and therefore hopefully project success (Abbot & Guijt 1998, Lawrence & 

Elphick 2002, Pilz et al. 2006) (Table 5.3). Others have produced typologies of participation 
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in participatory monitoring specifically, emphasising that participation can occur at a variety 

of levels and stages (Danielsen et al. 2009) (Table 5.4). This typology – developed to 

“stimulate a more nuanced debate” (Danielsen et al. 2009, p.33) – argues that projects 

involving local stakeholders merely as data collectors can be useful for projects which feed 

data up to a higher level, however agrees that to promote local level decision-making for 

conservation, participants need to be involved with the interpretation of data. Some have 

argued against seemingly simple dichotomies which divide participatory monitoring projects 

into those which are either ‘instrumental’ i.e. providing data, or ‘transformative’ i.e. 

empowering participants, arguing that both can occur simultaneously (Lawrence 2006).  
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Despite this wealth of research and the fact that many participatory monitoring projects 

strive for the highest levels of participation, questions remain as to the best way to develop 

projects and many are still failing in the long-term (Evans & Guariguata 2008); why? We 
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believe answers to this question may be found by further examining issues of ‘participation’ 

and in order to do this we turn to another field in which participation is highly prized, that of 

international development. Community involvement in development projects pre-dates that 

in conservation and the academic literature that accompanies it is empirically-rich and well 

theorised; it therefore offers great opportunities for interdisciplinary learning and improving 

conservation practice, although to date this has seldom occurred (Campbell & Vainio-Matilla 

2003). Whilst participatory approaches to development and conservation arose out of 

dissatisfaction with previous top-down and technocratic approaches, they themselves are 

now subject to critiques built on evidence emerging over the last 30 years, suggesting that 

what they offer in reality does not match the theory (Cornwall 2002). The scholarly field of 

participatory development seeks to understand the reality of participatory approaches and to 

critically assess the social mechanisms and processes involved in order that 

recommendations can be made for improvements in policy and practice. 

 

This paper draws directly on the field of participatory development and presents a theoretical 

framework based on this work with which we explore participation in participatory 

ecological monitoring. In order to work through the framework and consider what it has to 

offer, we apply it to extensive empirical evidence from participatory monitoring projects in 

the community forests of Nepal. Through this framework-based analysis, we aim to better 

understand and thus make recommendations for current practices and policies of 

participatory monitoring.  

 

We now outline our framework and consider how current literature on participatory 

monitoring accommodates it. We then move on to detail our case-studies in Nepal before 

working through the framework itself based on our empirical evidence. We end the paper by 

returning to the ‘gaps in our knowledge and experience’ of participatory monitoring (Evans 

& Guariguata 2008, Table 5.1) as we consider how the findings of our framework-based 

analysis can contribute to and take these forward.  

 

The framework: ‘Participation: the New Tyranny?’ 

Our framework is based upon the work of leading development scholars who question 

whether participation in international development constitutes ‘the new tyranny’ – defined as 

‘the unjust exercise of power’ (Cooke & Kothari 2001). This hard-hitting critique of 

participation is now infamous in the development literature and in its arguments draws 
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together a wide range of literature. It has elicited wide-ranging responses and serves as a 

great entry point into the work and debates of development scholars. We therefore make use 

of this radical critique not in order to suggest that all participatory monitoring is tyrannical, 

but rather because we believe it provides the greatest opportunities for interdisciplinary 

learning and thus the potential to improve policy and practice. The critique suggests that 

participation may constitute a tyranny in three ways; as a ‘tyranny of the group’, as a 

‘tyranny of the method’ and as a ‘tyranny of decision-making and control’. The main 

arguments of the critique and some of the literature which supports its’ claims shall now be 

introduced. The ways in which these relate to participatory monitoring and current research 

on it shall also be reviewed. 

 

i) ‘Tyranny of the group’ 

Firstly, Cooke and Kothari (2001) question whether participation constitutes a ‘tyranny of 

the group’ as group dynamics can mean that supposedly participatory decisions serve only to 

reinforce the interests of the already powerful. It has been claimed that many conservation 

and natural resource management projects are engaged with ‘mythic communities’ (Agrawal 

& Gibson 1999) as they assume they are working with a group of homogenous people who 

share common views and interests which promote the making of desirable collective 

decisions. This is despite evidence which demonstrates that communities tend to be 

internally differentiated according to gender, class, race, caste, wealth, education, age and 

political affiliation and that these factors are important in determining local social and power 

relations and therefore access to and control over natural resources (Nightingale 2003a, 

2005, 2006). Even in globally respected programmes of devolved management, such as 

community forestry in Nepal, local ‘elites’ often dominate management decisions to the 

detriment of marginalised groups such as the poor, women and those of particular castes 

(Campbell 2003, Harper & Tarnowski 2003, Thoms 2008).  Harper & Tarnowski (2003) 

suggest that when local elites hold positions of authority in Community Forest User Group 

committees, what are meant to be participatory monthly committee meetings “are more 

typically venues within which the chair imposes unilateral decisions (made prior to the 

meeting) under the guise of acting on behalf of the user group members” (p.45).  

 

Such ‘mythic communities’ are considered a “poor reflection of empirical reality, and hence 

a misleading guide to practical intervention strategies” (Leach et al. 1999, p.242), resulting 

in fact in uneven participation and benefits with negative trade-offs felt mostly by the poor 



 191 

(Blaikie 2006). Agrawal and Gibson (1999) argue that assumptions of a ‘mythic community’ 

may undermine their advocate’s ultimate goal of increasing the role of local communities in 

natural resource management and that in order to do this in an equitable and sustainable 

manner, the term ‘community’ should be carefully defined and examined. Others highlight 

that “much of what is considered participation is more a process whereby large numbers of 

people are represented by a relatively small group of participants” (Hickey & Mohan 2004, 

p.19). This brings to attention a need to consider the impact of projects on the majority of 

community members who do not participate directly, i.e. do benefits ‘trickle-down’ to all? 

 

Assertions that participation may constitute a ‘tyranny of the group’ (Cooke & Kothari 

2001), suggest that participatory monitoring projects which fall into the trap of assuming 

they are engaged with ‘mythic communities’ (cf. Agrawal & Gibson 1999) could ignore 

existing social and power relations and serve merely to reinforce the interests of the already 

powerful. A first step to avoiding this is defining what a project means by ‘community’; 

however a review of monitoring projects with resource dependent communities in the global 

South found that most fail to differentiate participants based on gender, age, ethnicity, class 

or tenure (Abbot & Guijt 1998) i.e. they fail to examine or define what they mean by 

community. Some projects do mention ensuring there are both male and female, literate and 

illiterate representatives amongst the participants (Lawrence 2006, Boissiere et al. 2010, Van 

Rijsoort et al. 2010), and suggest working with those “whose abilities are particularly suited 

to forest resource assessment work” (Carter 1995, p.251). Few however discuss the 

consequences of such differences amongst participants for the monitoring process and its 

likely outcomes. Only one project with resource-dependent communities in the global South 

explicitly considers the non-participating wider community within which the project is set 

(cf. Hickey & Mohan 2004) (Van Rijsoort et al. 2010). In a follow-up study to a 

participatory monitoring project in China, these researchers interview two or three 

community members who were not part of the monitoring project, alongside those who were, 

finding little overall difference in their values and perceptions since the project. 

 

Whilst assessments of the impact and accuracy of many projects are focused at the 

community level (Danielsen et al. 2005b, 2010, Jones et al. 2008, Anadon et al. 2009, 2010), 

other researchers do concentrate specifically at the level of the individual participant. These 

demonstrate the importance of personal and emotional meanings attached to data, the social 

relationships built through monitoring processes, and the heterogeneity of knowledge and 

practices brought to monitoring by participants (Ellis & Waterton 2004, Lawrence 2006, 
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2009, 2010, Bell et al. 2008, 2010, Lawrence & Turnhout 2010). Whilst these latter works 

provide important examples of how certain individuals in projects benefit from processes of 

monitoring, they do not attend to the ways in which monitoring is experienced differently by 

each participant according to their personal characteristics. In other words, they do not 

provide a systematic account of the ways in which benefits from monitoring may relate to 

the heterogeneity inherent amongst participants. In this way they fail to consider how 

monitoring may – or may not – benefit certain groups more than others, such as the already 

powerful. Lawrence et al. (2006) do however mention the appropriation of biodiversity 

discourses by local elites in Nepal, whilst Paudel and Ojha (2008) make the fact that a 

participatory forest inventory policy introduced to Nepal’s community forestry legitimises 

the power of local elites a central theme of their highly innovative work. 

 

ii) ‘Tyranny of the method’ 

Secondly, Cooke and Kothari (2000) question whether participation constitutes a ‘tyranny of 

the method’ as participatory methods can drive out others which have advantages that 

participation cannot provide. Whilst most participatory projects in conservation and natural 

resource management attempt to draw on local practices and knowledge, it has been claimed 

that even in such situations, local knowledge “has not been able to negotiate on an equal 

basis with official scientific knowledge, but has instead been shaped by what is offered by 

outsiders, who make strategic choices about which “local knowledge” is heard and 

conformable to their scientifically given environmental goals, and then ventriloquised as the 

voice of the community” (Blaikie 2006, p.1944). In Nepal for example, local knowledge is 

often greater and more detailed than that of officials (Campbell 2003, Pokharel & Larsen 

2007), however it is often denied the status of ‘systematic knowledge’ and thus replaced by 

science in conservation (Campbell 2003). There is also an assumption in the way many 

participatory projects are run, that people will find it in their ‘rational’ interests to participate 

(Nightingale 2011). Economic rationality is seen to over-ride social norms in explaining 

motivations to participate, despite the fact that people may find it habitually easier or more 

beneficial not to participate, making non-participation a ‘rational’ strategy in some situations 

(Cleaver 2001). Others suggest that rather than being a choice or opportunity to be offered 

by others employing particular methods,  a ‘rights-based approach’ should be taken to 

participation, seeing it as a basic human right to be demanded in what they term ‘uninvited’ 

or ‘citizenship participation’ (Cornwall 2002).  
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Assertions that participation may constitute a ‘tyranny of the method’ (Cooke & Kothari 

2001), draw attention to the use and promotion in participatory monitoring of the different 

ways or methods with which it is possible to monitor nature. Methods employed in 

participatory monitoring tend to be simple scientific techniques which incorporate local 

practices and knowledge to a greater or lesser extent. Some however argue that more 

attention should be paid to the ways in which we all observe and monitor the environment in 

our own, informal ways, outside of participatory projects (Abbot & Guijt 1998, Moller et al. 

2004); what may be considered ‘uninvited’ or ‘citizenship participation’ (cf. Cornwall 2002). 

Although such ‘local autonomous monitoring’ has recently been recognised by those 

promoting participatory monitoring (Danielsen et al. 2009), some believe it “continues to be 

an expert driven system with incorporates some C&I [criteria and indicators] that are either 

built upon local practices and/or monitored by locals” (Garcia & Lescuyer 2008, p.1306). 

These authors go further to state that the development of participatory monitoring systems 

may “introduce a new form of interference by external stakeholders into traditional informal 

practices which had so far passed unnoticed yet may have been quite successful in managing 

the resources in a sustainable manner (Garcia & Lescuyer 2008, p.1308). 

 

With regards to claims that participatory projects assume ‘economic rationality’ (cf. Cleaver 

2001) in people’s motivations to be involved, some have noted that “[m]ost project-initiated 

monitoring processes make the rather tenuous assumption that the monitoring process has 

value for local people. But this may not always be the case” (Abbot & Guijt 1998, p.25). 

Garcia and Lescuyer (2008) go further, stating that “[w]e doubt the local stakeholders feel 

the same need for self-evaluation tools based on a formal, endogenous assessment of 

sustainability” (p.1311). Motivations and incentives for participants are important issues to 

those researching participatory monitoring however. Whilst in theory the benefits accruing 

from involvement in participatory projects – from learning new skills, to improving 

relationships with other stakeholders, to gaining valuable data on which to base their 

environmental decision-making – should be enough to maintain participants’ interest, some 

note that this is not necessarily the case. Lawrence (2010b) writes that remuneration of 

participants may be necessary if the data collected are not directly useful to them, however 

even in cases where it is supposedly of direct use, others find that levels of monitoring are 

related to levels of revenue obtained as a result of monitoring with which to compensate 

participants (Topp-Jorgensen et al. 2005, Danielsen et al. 2010).  
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ii) ‘Tyranny of decision-making and control’ 

Thirdly, Cooke and Kothari (2001) question whether participation constitutes a ‘tyranny of 

decision-making and control’, as participatory approaches can over-ride legitimate decision-

making processes already in place. Waddington and Mohan (2004) for example show how a 

participatory development project in Ghana which sought to make decision-making more 

public and transparent was in fact resisted by many women as it reduced their opportunities 

for informal politicking through the male elders. Others warn that what outsiders may 

consider to be informal may in fact be considered as just the opposite by the community 

(Mosse 1994). Decisions made in formal committees established through participatory 

projects can also be hotly disputed and not necessarily complied with, with much debate and 

decisions being made instead as part of people’s daily interactions (Cleaver 2001). It is 

therefore thought that participatory approaches may “become mere empty shells, with 

meaningful decision-making, interaction and collective action taking place elsewhere” 

(Cleaver 2001, p.44). Cleaver (2001) finds that critical units for decision-making are often 

those above and below the level of community, such as individuals, households, kinships 

groups or work groups. Similarly, whilst many projects assume “that empowerment through 

participation takes time and will fail if initiatives do not last long enough” (Kesby 2005, 

p.2053), others highlight the importance of space and the need to transfer successes from 

participatory arenas back to people’s ‘everyday life spaces’. They warn however how these 

spaces are governed by potentially constraining social norms and power relations (Kesby 

2005).  

 

With regards to control, although communities may be afforded the opportunity to engage in 

decision-making processes through participatory projects, important issues remain over who 

retains control and how this control is negotiated (Twyman 1998, Songorwa 1999, Harper 

and Tarnowski 2003). Gauld (2000) considers the case of community-based forestry in the 

Philippines, where despite participatory policies the state retains tight control, leading him to 

conclude that “the delegation of responsibility without authority limits the extent to which 

communities can be empowered to manage forest lands” (p.233). Agrawal and Gibson 

(1999) see the exercise of authority as important in three aspects; in making rules, in the 

implementation of these rules and in dispute resolution. They argue that participatory 

projects and government authorities typically retain the authority to create rules and deal 

with disputes, only devolving the authority to implement these pre-determined rules. Without 

local communities having all three forms of authority; and therefore a greater degree of 
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control, the potential of participatory projects for development and conservation are 

considered severely limited.  

 

Assertions that participation may constitute a ‘tyranny of decision-making and control’ 

(Cooke & Kothari 2001), suggest that participatory monitoring may need to be aware of its 

place in local, informal systems of debate and decision-making, as well as how it fits into 

local negotiations of control over natural resources. Lawrence (2010b) writes that “rarely do 

authors discuss the actual outcomes of the [participatory monitoring] process, and real 

applications of the data” (p.11). Given this lack of attention, it is not surprising that the 

influences of participatory monitoring in local, informal systems of debate or decision-

making have not been considered to date. Assessments of decision-making as a consequence 

of participatory monitoring have been conducted at the community-level (Danielsen et al. 

2005b, Jones et al. 2008, Anadon et al. 2009). Although extremely important, this work does 

not capture impacts at other scales, such as within households, kinship groups or work 

groups (cf. Cleaver 2001), or in what have been referred to as ’everyday life spaces’ (cf. 

Kesby 2005), i.e. on people’s private land.  

 

With regards to control over decision-making, some see control over the process of using 

and benefiting from the results of participatory monitoring as the ‘truest test’ of participation 

(Carter 1996). As the typology of participation offered in Table 5.2 demonstrates, the greater 

the level of control by participants, the more likely the project is to sustain local action and 

ownership. Some point out that participatory monitoring can be important in demonstrating 

and therefore gaining recognition of communities’ “planned, rational forest use” (Carter 

1996, p.246) and that it can be “critical to securing political credibility for [management] 

recommendations” (Wong 2000, p.65). Researchers in Nepal have however argued that a 

participatory forest inventory policy introduced there into the country’s community forestry 

programme has shifted power relations in favour of forestry authorities and local elites – thus 

taken control away from communities themselves (Ojha 2002, Paudel & Ojha 2008, Hull et 

al. 2010). As the inventory necessitates the involvement of forestry technicians, they argue 

that it actually dis-empowers and de-motivates communities and that it is therefore 

counterproductive.   

 

This paper goes on to use the framework outlined above; based on the critique of Cooke and 

Kothari (2001), to explore and analyse participatory monitoring. We draw on extensive 
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empirical evidence to work through our framework and the case-studies of participatory 

monitoring from which this is drawn shall now be introduced.  

 

The case-study: Participatory monitoring in the community forests of Nepal 

This paper draws on empirical research of participatory monitoring projects in the 

community forests of Nepal (Box 5.1).  

 

 

The case-study participatory monitoring projects involve two Community Forest User 

Groups (CFUGs) in the district of Ramechhap in the Middle Hills of eastern Nepal. Both are 

fairly representative of those in their localities in terms of the number of households, the area 

of forest, the types of forest and the social composition of households (in terms of different 

castes and ethnic groups21); however being at different sides of the district there are 

differences in these measures which provided opportunities for analysis. Both CFUGs are 

                                                 
21 Nepalese society is made up of a complex caste system traditionally dominated by the high castes 
with systematic discrimination against the Dalits, along with numerous ethnic groups of varied social 
and economic status. 
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considered well organised and active and so along with seven others were chosen by the 

Nepal Swiss Community Forestry Project (NSCFP), who has been working in the area for 

twenty years, as ideal sites for the development of participatory monitoring projects, to 

which the CFUGs agreed.  

Under the name of ‘Community Forest Management Schools’ (CFMS), around thirty CFUG 

members were chosen to participate in the projects to perform particular management 

practices within plots in their own forest and, with the help of forest technicians, monitor 

their progress annually over a five year period (during which time the plots are ‘closed’ for 

harvesting forest products). The aims and plot treatments reflected local priorities in terms of 

management or use of forest products and those conducted in the case-study CFUGs are 

detailed in Table 5.5 Golmatar Paleko CFUG had three monitoring projects established, 

whilst in Burke CFUG there was only one. Unfortunately – although like many participatory 

monitoring projects – formal monitoring activities ceased with the withdrawal of technical 

support after two years.  
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Research was carried out in Nepal over an eight month period between June 2007 and July 

2008, involving three separate visits. Fieldwork was conducted by the first and last author, 

with the latter providing all translations. We found the mix of a foreign female 

ecologist/social-scientist, male Nepali forester and various local Research Assistants from 

the CFUG in question promoted wide ranging discussions with local people. We paid 

attention to our positionalities and were reflexive with regards the effects of these on 

fieldwork and data (Haraway 1991, England 1994, Rose 1997, Twyman et al. 1999, 

Sundberg 2004, Silverman 2007).  
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A mix of standard social science methods were used to gather both quantitative and 

qualitative data (Table 5.6). By conducting research over three separate visits to the CFUGs, 

we were able to build on responses gathered during previous interactions and to hone our 

questions and discussions based on our growing understanding of the communities with 

which we were working. Through the variety of methods employed, we were able to 

question people about issues which relate to the framework presented in this paper. We were 

able for example to collect data on individual participant’s experience of the project, the 

ways in which different monitoring methods were employed and understood, participant’s 

motivations for involvement and continued support for the project, how the monitoring 

impacted on environmental decision-making and how it related to issues of control in natural 

resource management.  

�
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Formal analysis of quantitative data was relatively straight forward, with descriptive 

statistics produced of data emerging from the household survey for example. Formal analysis 

of qualitative data was a far lengthier and more involved process. Interviews, focus groups 

and harvesting trips, which had all been digitally recorded, were firstly transcribed. 

Transcripts underwent a process of coding, concentrating on what have been referred to as 

‘topic codes’ and ‘analytic codes’ (Richards & Morse 2002, Richards 2005). We saw ‘topic 

codes’ as closely related to the questions being asked during interviews and focus groups 

etc., whilst ‘analytic codes’ were seen as relating to the overall research questions, the 

broader issues involved in the research, and the theories and literature informing it. A 

mixture of a priori and emergent codes were used, reflecting the importance placed on the 

theories informing the research, as well as the pertinent issues arising during fieldwork 



 201 

respectively. The CAQDAS (Computer Assisted Qualitative Data Analysis Software) NVivo 

2.0 was used to aid the coding and analysis process. Data were triangulated on the basis of 

both ‘complementarity’ i.e. with different data sets adding new dimensions to the overall 

picture emerging, and ‘divergence’ i.e. where differences between data sets are used 

productively to question different forms of knowledge (Nightingale 2009).  

 

Those using case-studies do not strive for some kind of ‘representative’ case, as unlike 

experimental work which can make statistical generalisations and inferences about a sample 

population, the value of case-studies lies in the opportunity they afford to generalise to 

theory, i.e. they can be used to make ‘analytic generalisations’  (Yin 2003). In other words, 

case-studies should be used not to predict or make sweeping statements about the likely 

conditions or processes occurring in other situations, but rather to propose questions and 

theories which it might be pertinent to examine in other cases. As long as case-studies adhere 

to conventions which ensure validity and reliability, the context in which their findings are 

relevant and applicable can be defined.  

 

The case-studies presented in this paper relate to participatory monitoring which involves 

resource-dependent communities in the global South monitoring forest resources on which 

they depend for subsistence livelihoods. The case-studies are thus widely relevant to projects 

which share some or all of these characteristics. In our case-studies, monitoring is conducted 

in experimental plots and is not of on-going resource use in the wider environment – as is 

more common amongst projects for example referred to by Danielsen et al. (2005b). One of 

the main features of the projects however is that it is the participants themselves who are the 

intended end-users of the data. This data is meant to form the basis for learning and to be 

used to inform decision-making and management in the wider environment; thus the projects 

are fundamentally comparable to those which monitor on-going resource use.  

 

The participatory monitoring projects studied and the approach taken to research mean that 

the case-studies presented in this paper offer opportunities for novel insights to be made. It 

considers projects five years after their initiation and which no longer receive technical 

support, thus they provide a rare opportunity (cf. Lawrence 2010b) to understand the longer-

term impacts of participatory monitoring. By drawing explicitly on the insights of 

participatory development scholars and applying them directly to the field of participatory 

monitoring, we follow the advice of other researchers to search for interdisciplinary lessons 

that may help to improve conservation practice (Campbell & Vainio-Matilla 2003).  
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Putting the framework into practice 

i)‘Tyranny of the group’ 

With regards to intra-community dynamics amongst participants and the consequences of 

these for the monitoring process, we found that an understanding of the participatory 

monitoring projects - and thus potentially the benefits arising from them - were varied across 

the participants based on differences in gender, literacy and age. In establishing and 

monitoring the project plots there were a number of different ways to participate in terms of 

the jobs carried out by different people. Some measured and recorded details of plants within 

the plots, some cut unwanted vegetation, some fixed ribbons on the plot boundary or trees 

within it, some supervised activities, some counted trees and some provided snacks.  

 

Discussions surrounding our framework above raise the point that a division of labour in 

participatory monitoring can be an advantage, for example through giving jobs such as 

recording or measuring to those with literacy skills (Carter 1995) This was the case in both 

of the case-study CFUGs, where participants were selected by the CFUG Committee based 

on their skills and the jobs they did were closely related to both gender, literacy and age. 

Jobs were allocated by the CFUG committee and collaborating technicians such that it was 

predominantly literate men and some young literate women who measured and recorded 

plants, older men who supervised, illiterate women who fixed ribbons to trees around the 

plot and provided snacks; with all people cutting vegetation inside the plot.  

 

One consequence of this division of labour was that participants’ recall and understandings 

of the activities of the monitoring project were closely related to the particular jobs they 

performed, and hence reflected gender and literacy.  Of those with what was considered a 

good recall of the activities, 85% in Golmatar Paleko CFUG and 86% in Burke CFUG were 

men. Conversely, of those who were unable to recall any of the activities, 100% were 

women, in both CFUGs. Of those with a good recall of activities, 77% and 71% were literate 

in the two CFUGs respectively, whilst of those unable to recall any of the activities, 67% and 

80% were illiterate, respectively. There was a category of people who had what was 

considered an incomplete recall of the activities, and this included both men and women, 

literate and illiterate. 
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With regards to the wider, non-participating community, we found that information about – 

and thus potentially benefits from – the participatory monitoring project had largely failed to 

‘trickle-down’. The roughly 30 participants in each project represented just 7% and 6% of 

households in Golmatar Paleko CFUG and Burke CFUG respectively. Speaking to members 

of the non-participating community (who thus represented 93% and 94% of the community) 

during the household survey revealed that only 20% in Golmatar Paleko CFUG claimed to 

know anything about the projects, whilst in Burke CFUG 33% claimed to have heard about 

the project there although only half of those knew of any of the details of the activities. 

Similarly, speaking to non-participants during focus groups, only 33% in Golmatar Paleko 

CFUG and 39% in Burke CFUG claimed to know anything about the projects. 

 

Exactly what the non-participants knew about the monitoring projects is more relevant than 

the numbers however. Some women in a focus group in Golmatar Paleko CFUG for example 

said that they knew the plot areas were closed for grazing and that they needed to get grass 

from other areas, but they had no idea why the area was closed or what it was for [FG GP02 

28/05/08]. In another focus group there, one woman talked a lot about the ribbons tied to 

trees in the plot, concluding “inside the ribbon area should be protected and outside it is OK 

[to harvest forest products]” [FG GP04 30/05/08]. Another woman in another focus group 

repeated the same thing; “[the plots] are strictly controlled for cutting everything” [FG GP06 

02/06/08]. The first woman went on to say “if I go to the plot it is closed [for harvesting 

products] and so I don’t know [what is happening there]” [FG GP04 30/05/08]. In Burke 

CFUG, another woman said similarly “If we don’t go there – who knows? [laughing] What is 

the plot and what plants are there, I don’t know” [FG B01 12/06/08]. Another said that “the 

plots were established as per the committee [decisions] so if someone is not involved in the 

CFMS it is closed for products so they don’t need to go there so they don’t know what is 

happening – the committee members know” [FG B04 15/06/08]. Such comments 

demonstrate a problem in the dissemination of information about monitoring activities and 

results. 

 

In Burke CFUG, several misconceptions of what the monitoring plots were for emerged. One 

respondent told us that the plots were for “finding out who did mis-cutting [i.e. illegal 

cutting] or if someone steals” whilst another said that they were for “seeing what species will 

be there” (in fact the project aims only to monitor for lauth salla) [FG B02 13/06/08]. Others 

have a better idea, although still not entirely correct or complete, as the following discussion 

demonstrates; 
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 “Interviewer: And do you know about the plots? 

 Respondent 1: I have not visited it unnecessarily 

 Respondent 2: Dhangre [lauth salla] is growing there 

 Respondent 3: Dhangre is growing behind the sign 
 Interviewer: Have you been to the area? 

 Respondent 4: I have gone, there are more than 200 plants growing there 

 Respondent 2: I have heard lauth salla is growing well and there are many 

 Interviewer: And do you know what has been done there? 

 Respondent 4: It is for all who don’t know anything – to teach them 

 Interviewer: And what will it teach them? 

Respondent 4: For all people [to know that] lauth salla is not used properly. It is a 

medicinal plant and so all have to plant on their own land” [FG B03 14/06/08]. 
 

This discussion also demonstrates how whilst some have visited the plots themselves, others 

have not and rely only on what others tell them – for example because they have not felt the 

need to go there ‘unnecessarily’, which is reminiscent of some of the comments heard earlier 

from focus groups in Golmatar Paleko CFUG.  

 

In terms of our case-studies of participatory monitoring, it would appear that the claims of 

Cooke and Kothari (2001) that participation can constitute a ‘tyranny of the group’ may be 

considered true. Participation certainly is uneven and those who took most from the 

experience of participating tended to be literate men rather than the already marginalised 

group of illiterate women. Many of those in the wider community who did not participate 

directly gained very little from the project at this stage. The story is a complex one however, 

as the next section describes how ‘local monitoring’ (i.e. that based on people’s informal 

observations of their local environment) enabled more widespread interpretation of the plots 

based on individual understandings and interest in the results stage of the project.  

 

ii) ‘Tyranny of the method’ 

With regards to the privileging of certain methods and knowledge over others, we found that 

the monitoring projects were weighted rather heavily towards the knowledge of forest 

technicians, however people’s understandings of the plot were interestingly based largely on 

their own observations of the plots; a practice that we refer to as ‘local monitoring’.  

 

Whilst the project aimed to provide a ‘joint platform’ for learning between the participants 

and forest technicians (staff of either NSCFP or DFO), the vast majority of participants said 

they were only involved in learning, not exchanging their own skills. When asked about the 

balance of input between their own knowledge and that of the forest technicians, 95% of 

participants in Golmatar Paleko CFUG and 100% in Burke CFUG said they followed the 
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technician’s advice. Twenty five percent in the former CFUG and 17% in the latter said they 

felt their own knowledge was also some how included, although it was hard to ascertain 

exactly how in many cases. One example demonstrates this however; 

“Respondent: Technicians taught us if it is a big tree, hindering the growth of lauth 

salla, it should be cut. We told them only cutting of the branch is enough. 

Interviewer: And then what happened? 

Respondent: We did as our own experience and only pruned” [CFMS B07 06/11/07] 
Others; 5% in Golmatar Paleko CFUG and 17% in Burke CFUG, told us what one man put 

succinctly; “We discussed about what we learnt in the past but we implemented what the 

technicians taught” [CFMS B12 07/11/07].  

 

Many appeared to be happy with this rather one-way flow of knowledge however, as one 

man told us “It was not necessary [to input anything himself] in the presence of the 

technicians. I was interested to learn more form the technicians” [CFMS GP24 14/11/07]. 

Others mentioned not only the importance of learning skills from technicians, but from other 

participants, particularly friends or elders. One woman told us “Rangers were also involved 

and other friends taught me – ones that had been in the training – and being practical work, 

I learnt [it] easily” [CFMS B11 06/11/07]. Another participant told us; 

“Respondent: We especially did as per the advice of the technicians and as per the 

advice of elders who had experience of lauth salla 

Interviewer: And can you remember what the technicians and the elders were 

saying? 

Respondent: In the case of pruning, the technicians advised us to cut the branch 

closer to the stem. The elders said to leave some branch, but we did as per the 

advice of the technicians” [CFMS B08 06/11/07]. 
This conversation mentions the practice of pruning branches, for which the ‘best practice’ 

guidelines according to the Department of Forests have changed over time. In the past, a 

small portion of the base of the branch was left, whilst in the new practice the branch is 

completely removed. The former practice was widely used as the base of the branch could 

act as a foot hold if the tree needed to be climbed – the latter, new practice does not allow 

this, however it is thought to be better for the health of the tree. The monitoring projects 

allowed the change in best practice to be disseminated whilst performing treatments in the 

plots, both in Burke CFUG as the example above demonstrates, and in Golmatar Paleko 

CFUG, where we were told; “on our own land we leave 15cm of the branch by the stem, as 

per village practice. CFMS taught us differently” [CFMS GP10 28/10/07] and that “if you 

cut the branch at the base of the stem it recovers well. In the past we left a length of branch – 

this disturbs the growth [of the tree]” [FG GP08 04/06/08]. During another focus group 

however, a problem associated with this new practice was raised; 

 “Interviewer: Was there anything not so good to come out of the monitoring? 
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Respondent 1: Cutting the branch close to the stem – if it is cut, next time we go to 

prune it is difficult to climb the tree 

Respondent 2: One or two branches need to be left for climbing for successful 

pruning 
Respondent 3: No branches are left on the bottom half of the tree 

Interviewer: Can you still climb it? 

Respondent 1: [laughing] We can’t climb them – it is difficult…what is the 

solution?” [FG GP07 03/06/08]. 
Whilst not strictly a part of or a result of the monitoring project, controversial practices 

associated with them may effect participants’ and others’ views of the project. 

 

With regards to people’s own methods of observation i.e. ‘local monitoring’, we found this 

to be highly integral to their understanding and interpretation of the monitoring plots. 

Official monitoring was conducted for only one or two years and an official report of this 

produced only for Golmatar Paleko CFUG. We were told by one man in Golmatar Paleko 

CFUG however that the technical results were “difficult for all to understand. Only a few 

people understand” [CFMS GP11 29/10/07]. The following conversation was had with a 

female participant in Golmatar Paleko CFUG; 

“Interviewer: What did you do when you went with the technicians to observe [i.e. 
monitor] the plot? 

Respondent: I don’t remember what they told us 

Interviewer: Did you see or hear of the technical results or report? 

Respondent: I haven’t seen. I have been told but I have forgotten” [CFMS GP16 
30/10/07]. 
 

Similarly, another man told us; 

“Respondent: We observed the forest and went up to Golmatar [a tole in the CFUG] 
and discussed, like in a meeting 

 Interviewer: And what did you discuss? 

 Respondent: I forget” [CFMS GP24 14/11/07]. 
 

One participant did talk about learning from the technicians however; 

“Interviewer: Have you seen the official results, or just observed the results 

yourself? 

Respondent: I was involved in measuring the trees in the different plots and so I 

have some knowledge from talking to NSCFP staff” [CFMS GP05 28/10/07]. 
 

In both CFUGs, for one or two years, participants did annual monitoring and some can 

remember comparing the measurements made during plot establishment with those taken at 

the time, however since then there has been no official monitoring and hence no calculation 

of overall gains in volume or height (in all but the grass plots). Many participants however 

talk about observing the plots themselves and seeing a change in the plots, not based on 

accurate overall difference in volume or height, but on the appearance of the plot in terms of 
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the growth form of the remaining trees, the density of the vegetation, the presence of new 

species and the growth of seedlings.  

 

People told us that in the pine conversion plots for example that they “found drastic change 

amongst the plots. In the plot where nothing was done it is not good and is bushy and no 

different from the past. Where we cut more, its growing well and seedlings of chilaune, foril 

and lakouri are regenerating” [CFMS GP04 28/10/07]. Another said “the growth rate is 

good where we did thinning and pruning and less where it was left in a natural 

condition…and seedlings are growing well too” [CFMS GP14 29/10/07], another that “I 

observed where we cut 50% the regeneration of new natural species is very good, [but] 

where we cut 25% there are just a few species regenerating there, so it is not so good, not so 

bad” [CFMS GP1529/10/07], and another similarly that “in the more cut area there is better 

growth and new seedlings” [CFMS GP11 29/10/07]. Another participant also mentioned the 

growth of new species; “I have found new regeneration and new species in plot 1 – four new 

species; kalikat, kaful, kapor and chhap” [CFMS GP06 28/10/07], although some admit to 

not knowing what the new species are; “I have seen new ones, but I don’t know what they 

are” [CFMS GP08 28/10/07]. That woman expressed her surprise at seeing for herself the 

results of the pine conversion monitoring project; “where we cut 50% I thought it would not 

be safe for the forest, but we found there was better growth” [CFMS GP08 28/10/07].  

 

When asked about the grass plots, one said “in the cut area there are new species 

growing…we did no measurements, but I noticed drastic changes – I noticed that the grazed 

area would gave 20 bari [local unit of volume], but the closed area would give 100 bari. I’ve 

observed 3 plots almost – where the third is the area open for grazing [i.e. rest of the 

community forest]” [CFMS GP06 28/10/07]. Similarly, another said that they did no 

recording, but that “people observe the growth is higher where we cut it twice – now there is 

enough grass [there]” [CFMS GP01 27/10/07] and another that “now that [the plot is] 

closed, there’s more grass than in the past” [CFMS GP20 03/11/07]. 

 

One man who did not participate but knew about the Khayar plot due to living near by told 

us “for supervision [i.e. monitoring] I didn’t go, but from having to chase away monkeys 

[from agricultural land] I have gone to the plot. Where they cut old trees I have found nearby 

seedlings growing well and the coppice is growing well as they already cut malformed trees” 

[CFMS GP21 03/11/07]. Another said that “after cutting the bushes and shrubs, mostly 

khayar seedlings are regenerating, rather than other species – the khayar growth is good” 
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[CFMS GP15 29/10/07]. Others mentioned having observed the khayar plots “but the growth 

is not good due to banmara invading” [CFMS GP12 29/10/07] and that “now the growth of 

khayar is disturbed by banmara” [CFMS GP20 03/11/07]. 

 

In Burke CFUG, whilst some told us that its difficult to observe changes in the lauth salla as 

it’s a slow-growing species, some mentioned that “by cleaning and weeding around the lauth 

salla, other species are also growing well, not harmful ones” [CFMS B05 05/11/07]. 

Another mentioned that “in the open land [i.e. the treatment plot where bushes cleared 

around lauth salla] the growth is very good, compared to the suppressed one” [CFMS B02 

05/11/07] and another similarly that “in the cut area there is good growth and in the natural 

area there is not good growth – it is shrubby” [CFMS B04 05/11/07]. Yet another said that 

“after CFMS, there is good growth of the lauth salla plants as there is space for their 

growth” [CFMS B09 06/11/07] and another that “due to the openness, I have found there is a 

litte bit more growth” [CFMS B17 07/11/07]. Others referred to the ribbons attached to the 

trees in the plots “the growth of the fastened ribbon is extending as per the growth of the 

tree” [CFMS B16 07/11/07].  

 

Practices of local monitoring are thus clearly important, as demonstrated simply in the 

following conversation; 

“Interviewer: How did you know of the results – by observing them yourself or are 

they based on the technical analysis? 

Respondent: I observed them myself 

Interviewer: Have you found out about the technical results? 

Respondent: I have no accurate data [i.e. technical results], but observing myself is 

better” [CFMS GP03 27/10/07]. 
 

With regards to claims in the participatory development literature of project initiators 

assuming ‘economic rationality’ in people’s motivations to participate (cf. Cleaver 2001), we 

found that in fact this reflected a wide variety of factors (Table 5.7).   
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Table 5.7 Responses given during interviews with project participants to the question ‘why 
did you become involved in the monitoring project?’ (many respondents gave more than one 
response). (n=26 for Golmatar Paleko CFUG and n=17 for Burke CFUG) 

Golmatar Paleko CFUG Burke CFUG 
 

No. of 
people  

No. of 
people 

The committee/NSCFP chose them to be 
participants 

19 The committee/rangers chose them to be 
participants 

8 

Due to their previous involvement with 
the CFUG or committee 

10 Due to their previous involvement with 
the CFUG or committee 

6 

Due to their house being located near the 
monitoring plots 

4 Due to their house being located near 
the monitoring plots 

1 

To replace another household member 
who couldn’t participate 

2 To replace another household member 
who couldn’t participate 

3 

To see how the forest is best managed 6 Because they’re interested in the 
potential of lauth salla 

11 

Because they think of the community 
forest as their own property 

4 They are interested in non-timber forest 
products generally 

1 

As representatives of their tole 2 Because they are educated/can measure 2 
They chose not to participate as they have 
enough forest products on their own land 

1 Because their friends told them to 
participate 

1 

  To replace other participants who have 
since left the village 

1 

 
It can be seen from Table 5.7 that the majority of participants in Golmatar Paleko CFUG 

were involved (partly) because they were chosen as participants by either the committee or 

NSCFP, and often because they were regular participants in CFUG activities or were 

committee members. One participant explained that “the committee decided who [would 

participate], according to who would be interested and who had time. They asked the 

member and decided, with NSCFP staff [too]” [CFMS GP01 27/10/07]. Another told us how 

he was chosen by the committee, even in his absence; “the local committee member decided 

on me to be a student. I was outside of the village at the time but they called me and so I 

joined” [CFMS GP18 30/10/07]. Yet another told us that “being executive committee 

member, I have to be involved in training, so I took part” [CFMS GP20 03/11/07]. During a 

focus group, we were told by one participant however that “if the Committee informed us, 

we’d go. At least one household member [must go] for community work – if not, it would be 

punished” [FG GP08 04/06/08]. 

 

In Burke CFUG a large number of participants also gave the fact that they were chosen as 

participants by the committee or technicians as a reason for their involvement. When going 

on to ask one woman here whether she was therefore happy to be involved she told us that 

“they [the committee] put my name down anyway, so I have to go – I thought it was an 

obligation” [CFMS B13 07/11/07]. Many in Burke CFUG were interested to be involved 

however as they see potential in the lauth salla, as one participant explained; “I heard from 
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different media and have seen in the paper that lauth salla is one of the valuable species and 

is used for medicine…the species in locally available and sellable to the market, so I am very 

interested to manage [it], so in the future it is a source of income. I have planted lauth salla 

on my own land” [CFMS B12 07/11/07]. A few however felt that they had been promised 

benefits from protecting lauth salla in the plots in terms of future sales which had not to date 

materialised, showing that motivations to participate can change over time. One participant 

told us “if we can immediately sell this species and get benefit, people will be very interested 

in protecting it, but now people are a little bit confused as we are not selling it” [CFMS B12 

07/11/07].  

 

In Golmatar Paleko CFUG a number of participants talked of wanting to see how to improve 

the forest condition and obtain better growth of forest products. One explained that “we have 

protected the community forest for 12 years – only protection, no use or treatment. Realising 

this, so we have done thinning and pruning and treatment and NSCFP came and suggested 

for thinning and pruning [i.e. treatments in the monitoring plots]” [CFMS GP06 28/10/07].  

 

Household location seemed to be an important consideration in the choice of some 

participants, as did the need to replace other members of their household who couldn’t 

participate – often due to business or study commitments. Other responses included that 

participants wished to become involved out of a sense of duty to the community forest which 

they thought of as their own and therefore had responsibilities for. Others participated 

because of their literacy or numeracy skills. One woman did so because her friends ‘told her 

to’, whilst another woman told us how she “went with friends and neighbours and did the 

management, and became happy, with my friends and neighbours” [CFMS GP04 28/10/07]. 

Talking to one woman about visiting the monitoring plots after their establishment, for 

annual monitoring, the following conversation occurred;  

“Respondent: I haven’t been. Sometimes I didn’t get information [about the 
activities] other times I was sick, other times I had no friends to go with 

Interviewer: You will only go with friends? 

Respondent: If friends request me to go, I’ll go 

Interviewer: You won’t go by yourself? 

Respondent: I am included only as a member, but I am not comfortable to go there 

and bring products back from a long way away [referring to the khayar plot]” 
[CFMS GP14 29/10/07]. 

 

One of the perceived benefits of participating in the projects was the firewood, fodder or 

timber harvested during plot establishment which was given for free in some projects, 

particularly to the poorest within the community. The distance to some of the plots meant 
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that taking these products home was not feasible however and whilst this put some people 

off participating, most chose to get involved anyway.  

 

One man who was selected told us that he chose not to participate as he had enough forest 

products on his own land – his impression being that the project was about managing the 

forest in order to get more products – and when asked had he not been interested to learn 

new skills from the project, told us that he had learnt all he needed on his own land and in a 

neighbouring CFUG. Others who were selected did not participate on certain occasions due 

to having to look after ill relatives at home, due to coinciding ‘rituals at home’ 

(commitments of a religious/cultural nature), due to the running of family businesses and 

because their small family size meant they had extra work loads.  

 

So do our participatory monitoring projects constitute ‘tyranny’s of the method’? We would 

suggest no, not really, as whilst they are dominated by outside, technical knowledge, most 

people know of the results of the plots through their own practices of local monitoring 

which, it may be argued, have ‘infiltrated’ or overridden the participatory process. In this 

way, local monitoring may be considered a form of ‘uninvited’ or ‘citizenship participation’ 

(cf. Cornwall 2002). Whatever the assumptions of the project initiators as to the reasons why 

people may or may not participate, there are clearly multiple and varied reasons for this. 

Motivations are in fact not linked purely to ‘economic rationality’ (cf. Cleaver 2001), but are 

more complex and potentially less easy to predict. 

 

With regards to types of monitoring and knowledge, many readers may be asking does it 

matter however that the projects try and teach technical forestry knowledge rather than build 

on local knowledge? As part of our interviews with district and national government and 

non-government representatives, we asked about the exchange of technical forestry 

knowledge and local knowledge in community forestry generally in Nepal, to which one 

respondent told us “you have to differentiate between knowledge and power…as far as 

knowledge is concerned you can give knowledge and you can give ideas…but when it comes 

to power you have to respect the autonomy of the community” [SI 06 04/07/08]. It could be 

argued that the techniques used in participatory monitoring don’t matter, only whether the 

communities involved are able to take charge of the process and make use of that knowledge 

for their own benefit. This is the subject of the next and final ‘tyranny’. 
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iii) ‘Tyranny of decision-making and control’ 

With regard to issues of decision-making and control we found that the participatory 

monitoring projects’ influence on decision-making depended on a variety of factors, 

including feelings of control. With regards to the grass plots in Golmatar Paleko CFUG, we 

were told an interesting story; 

“Respondent: In the grass plot, plot 1 is better. Last year the grass was sold for 400 

rupees…we have therefore cut grass in both plots as the result is good 

Interviewer: So now there is no control plot? [i.e. plot 2, which was uncut] 
Respondent: Now plot 1 is cut twice a year and plot 2 once in a year… 

Interviewer: And have you recorded in the plots? 
Respondent: No, but people observe growth is higher where cut twice. Now it 

produces enough grass 

Interviewer: And have you done this in other areas of the community forest? 

Respondent: Only in this plot – other areas are open for grazing [and the plot is 
closed for grazing, hence its good growth]” [CFMS GP01 27/10/07]. 
 

This story demonstrates a feeling of control over the plots by the participants or CFUG 

Committee who decided to treat it is an on-going experiment and alter the treatments based 

on their own observations. The story also demonstrates however the difficulty in applying 

the result of the plots to the rest of the forest, given constraints in the form of pre-existing 

rules and regulations which allow for competing land uses.  

 

In Golmatar Paleko CFUG we were told by 74% of the participants that they were 

implementing the result of the pine plots when they conducted regular forest management 

i.e. thinning and pruning, throughout the community forest. In Burke CFUG, 46% of the 

participants told us they thought there were plans to apply the findings of the participatory 

monitoring plots in the rest of the community forest, but that to date, they had not. This was 

at least in part because whilst the plots were strictly closed for the grazing of animals, it is 

hard to stop this throughout the community forest and therefore it is difficult to manage the 

lauth salla as they learnt to do in the plots.  

 

The ultimate aim of the lauth salla plots is to encourage and demonstrate the protection of 

the species, so that it (specifically the tips of the branches) can be harvested sustainably as a 

commercial medicinal plant. A short-term government ban on harvesting the species had 

been lifted during our fieldwork and subsequently a representative of the company which 

had been given the only permit to trade in it came to visit the CFUG and offer to buy their 

harvests of lauth salla. At the time the representative came to talk to the Chair of the CFUG 

Committee, we were lucky enough to be talking with him and we witnessed first hand the 

exchange which occurred between the two men. This was fairly brief as the Chair made a 
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quick and unilateral decision to refuse the request of the company representative, citing as 

his reason the presence of the participatory monitoring plots which he said were to be 

protected for five years. When we asked at a later date whether he intended to mention the 

visit to other members of the CFUG and gain their opinions, he said no, as the Operational 

Plan (which details all management plans for the CFUG and is approved by the government 

District Forest Office) states that the plots are to be protected for five years. He obviously 

felt that authority resided in the Operational Plan and the District Forest Office, rather than 

in himself or the collective decision of the community.  

 

Others also discussed the perceived power which lies with the DFO and the Operational 

Plan; 

 “Interviewer: Are there other things to be learnt from the plots? 

Respondent 1: We learnt thinning and pruning from the plots, but it is not easy to 

apply to the [whole] forest without permission as may be suspected of thieving 

Respondent 2: Orders should be given by the DFO to the CFUG to implement [the 
results] 
Interviewer: Why do the DFO need to be involved? 

Respondent 2: The community forest is handed over under rules of the ministry – so 

we can’t go beyond the rules 
Interviewer: But can’t you apply the results yourselves? 

Respondent 2: Can do if it is in the Operational Plan, but significant decisions can’t 

be made [ourselves]” [FG GP03 30/05/08]. 
 

The situation in Burke CFUG is therefore interestingly in contrast to that in Golmatar Paleko 

CFUG. The feeling of control and authority obvious in Golmatar Paleko CFUG may be 

partly explained by their proximity to the District Forest Office and fairly frequent physical 

interactions with them (in contrast to Burke CFUG which has little contact given their 

greater distance). Feelings of control and authority are definitely felt in relation to the 

District Forest Office, whom we heard referred to as ‘the big boss’ and ‘the main master’, 

however another reason for the apparent lack of feelings of control and authority in Burke 

CFUG could be that the current Chair only recently took over from another (after his sudden 

death), and his abilities may not yet match those of his predecessor who from all accounts 

was an extremely talented man; one person told us that “after the death of the Chair, we 

haven’t decided anything about the lauth salla” [CFMS B10 06/11/07]. 

 

In terms of control over the monitoring data, a number of participants commented on the 

difficulties of accessing the technical results, particularly in Burke CFUG. Despite requests 

from the participants there for a technical report, the DFO (who were collaborating with 

them on the project) failed to produce one. One participant told us; “the first time the 
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Rangers came and all the data went with them. Then we measured twice since. We informed 

to the DFO office and as per instruction we did all the measurements and sent in the results 

and the CFUG are demanding the [technical] results [back], but the [DFO] office have not 

sent them yet” [CFMS B01 05/11/07]. Another said that “the DFO staff have the report, I 

have no work [i.e. no reason] to go there and they haven’t come here” [CFMS B03 

05/11/07]. Others suggested that the technical records and reports might have been in the 

hands of the former CFUG Chair but not made it further; 

 “Interviewer: Was a technical report produced? 

 Respondent: No, maybe the former Chair reported to the DFO, but I don’t know 

 Interviewer: The DFO reported back? 

 Respondent: No. The Chair may have known” [CFMS B07 06/11/07]. 
 
Another participant told us that after the death of the former Chair, the records of the 

monitoring were difficult to find [CFMS B03 05/11/07], and another that since the Chair’s 

death there have been no discussions about the monitoring project [CFMS B17 07/11/07]. 

Others mentioned that those who recorded the measurements during monitoring activities 

retained the notebooks in which the data were written [CFMS B05 05/11/07]. Even in 

Golmatar Paleko CFUG, one participant mentioned retention of the technical results by 

NSCFP – the collaborators in the project here; “during measurement, NSCFP shared the 

results, but the data are with NSCFP” [CFMS GP09 28/10/07]. Another hinted at some 

confusion over the whereabouts of the data; “I haven’t seen, but I have heard from others 

that a report passed from NSCFP to the CFUG, but I haven’t seen it” [CFMS GP12 

07/11/07]. Although local monitoring was in many ways the most effective and meaningful 

way of interpreting the results of the monitoring projects, issues still exist over the 

dissemination of the technical results and the accessibility and ownership of these.  

 

With regards to the influence of the participatory monitoring plots on people’s own land or 

‘everyday spaces’ (cf. Kesby 2004) – which people arguably have more control over – some 

participants in Golmatar Paleko CFUG told us that they practiced what they’d learnt on their 

own land; “in sparse areas we retained all [trees], if dense, we cut small and if we found two, 

like twins, we would cut one and thin and prune as per need. What is done in the plots, we 

did the same in our own land” [FG GP08 04/06/08]. In Burke CFUG many told us that 

they’d planted lauth salla seedlings on their own land as they’d learnt that they were 

valuable. On further questioning it turned out that many had in fact planted the seedlings 

some years before the start of the participatory monitoring projects as they learnt of a 

medicinal plant company representative (locally known as a ‘collector’) interested in buying 

harvests of the species in that area. Others heard through programmes on local radio stations 
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or in local press that it was a valuable species and that people were being encouraged to 

grow it. After the visit mentioned above, of the collector who came to ask the current Chair 

if they would be interested in selling their lauth salla, one elderly man in the village 

harvested some leaves from mature plants on his own land. He was not sure however how he 

was going to contact the collector again to make the sale. These examples clearly 

demonstrate that it is not only the monitoring project’s which effect decision-making on 

people’s own land.  

 

So, do our participatory monitoring projects constitute ‘tyrannies of decision-making and 

control’? We would suggest maybe partly. The presence of the lauth salla monitoring plots 

in Burke CFUG has been used as a reason not to consider at this point harvesting and selling 

the species, despite this being the ultimate aim of the project. In this way it has reduced the 

opportunities available to the local community and their control over their resources – at 

least for the time being. There are also issues in terms of who retains control of the official 

data generated by the projects. To promote feelings of ownership by the community, control 

should be in their hands, but this does not appear to be the case in these projects. It terms of 

the projects ‘over-riding’ existing decision-making processes however, we would suggest 

that in fact they constitute just one factor influencing these. In some instances the projects 

influence decisions for the better; for example resulting in the thinning and pruning of the 

rest of Golmatar Paleko CFUG forest, whilst in others they act alongside other factors such 

as the media or economic incentives.  

 

Discussion 

In this paper we have presented a framework based on critiques of participation in 

international development and applied it to a case study of participatory monitoring in the 

community forests of Nepal. In so doing we have critically examined the concept of 

‘participation’ in participatory monitoring and brought to light various issues with it. We 

believe that the exploration of these issues may help in addressing the questions currently 

being asked of participatory monitoring – those posed in the introduction to this paper as the 

‘gaps in our knowledge and experience’ (Evans & Guariguata 2008, Table 5.1). We now 

consider each of these questions in turn and outline specifically how we feel our analysis 

helps to take forward these debates in participatory monitoring. 
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1. How to design participatory monitoring systems where the benefits are clear and 

outweigh the costs and are therefore sustainable?  

Through a consideration of Cooke and Kothari’s (2001) ‘tyranny of the group’, we 

demonstrated that participation and benefits in participatory monitoring projects can be 

uneven across the participating community. We highlighted in fact that many in the 

community – those not directly involved in the project – may know very little about the 

project at all. This is not to say that the community do not benefit indirectly from potentially 

improved forest conditions or potential harvests, however direct participation related clearly 

to gender and literacy, with those already marginalised groups of women and the illiterate, 

gaining least. Drawing on the critique that participation is a ‘tyranny of the method’ in that it 

assumes people will find it in their rational interests to participate we also found that this is 

often governed by a host of social, physical, economic and other factors and that in some 

circumstances, it might be more beneficial for people not to participate. Considering the 

‘tyranny of decision-making and control’ showed that the extent to which communities and 

individuals benefit from projects depends on feelings of control and authority, as well as how 

influential the monitoring may be in relation to other factors in environmental decision-

making.  

 

In terms of addressing the issue of the sustainability of participatory monitoring projects, we 

would therefore suggest that we need to consider not simply what the benefits and costs – 

and therefore motivations - are to participating communities, but rather to question who in 

the community is benefiting, or otherwise. We need to appreciate that not everyone will 

necessarily benefit or perceive benefits from participating; in fact some may be better off by 

not participating. We may therefore need to consider exactly who it is in the community that 

we aim to empower through participatory monitoring projects. It may be possible to increase 

the effectiveness of projects by using appropriate methods and techniques to ensure we reach 

those we set out to reach. Despite limited benefits, many community members may well still 

participate, however in such circumstances it may be that dreams of empowering local 

people are better replaced by appreciating the wide variety of social, cultural and economic 

factors which are important in people’s lives (Nightingale 2011), or even by increasing 

potential benefits by making payments for participating for example.  
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2. How to develop simpler, cheaper, more scientifically robust tools?  

Through a consideration of the ‘tyranny of the method’ we discussed the presence of what 

has been called ‘local autonomous monitoring’ (Danielsen et al. 2009) and highlighted its 

importance in people’s understandings of what is happening in the participatory monitoring 

plots. Danielsen et al. (2009) state that local monitoring can be “highly effective when a 

valuable resource is being monitored by people with a large stake in knowing the status of 

the resource” (p.41), which begs the question of whether local monitoring – which is 

arguably ‘simple and cheap’ – should be trusted as an alternative to participatory monitoring 

projects all together in such circumstances? Of course, many participatory monitoring 

projects aim at imparting new skills to those participating, such as the forest management 

techniques taught as part of our case-study projects. As a consideration of the ‘tyranny of 

decision-making and control’ showed however, even in such circumstances it is also vital to 

understand how that skill or knowledge may be put into practice and influence actions, as 

this important step is not automatically ensured.  

 

It has been suggested that having the necessary control and authority to use, manage and 

govern resources sustainably is ultimately more important than the type of information on 

which decisions are based (Diamond 2002) i.e. the type of monitoring tools employed. We 

would tend to agree and suggest further that rather than asking which tools are effective i.e. 

concentrating on finding ‘simpler, cheaper tools’, it may be necessary to consider how the 

tools and resulting data are used and to what effect. This would suggest a shift from purely 

assessing the accuracy of different monitoring techniques, to assessing their appropriateness. 

Appropriateness in this context refers to their utility to participants and their ability to 

promote sustainable natural resource use and governance.  It may also be important to 

promote the rights of local communities with regards resource governance and work towards 

increasing their level of control over this; feelings of control were promoted in one of our 

case-study projects, but unfortunately not in another. Such considerations would also require 

an appreciation of the multitude of other factors which are influential in environmental 

governance and recognising monitoring’s place amongst these, rather than assuming it will 

necessarily over-ride them.  
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3. How to make monitoring work at bigger scales for multiple goals, including 

compensation and reward mechanisms for ecosystem services and biodiversity 

conservation? 

Questioning participation in participatory monitoring hopefully makes us start to think about 

what we are trying to achieve with such a project – is it for example aimed at dissemination 

throughout the community, or only at teaching a few people with literacy skills? Both are 

perfectly legitimate goals, however these goals are of the utmost importance in how the 

project should be designed and the form that participation should take. Based on our analysis 

we take the position that individual participatory monitoring projects should not be made to 

work at multiple scales and for multiple goals. Our analysis suggests instead that achieving 

just one goal, for example to promote certain forms of local environmental decision-making 

is hard enough, and that to try and add on another goal would make success even less likely. 

These conclusions are supported by the work of others which suggests that project 

sustainability is compromised by an ‘inadequate focus’ on who the monitoring system is for 

– funding agencies or local people (Garcia & Lescuyer 2008). We would therefore suggest 

that rather than concentrating on how best to make individual projects meet multiple goals, 

efforts should be made to ensure that projects are effective in specific situations.  

 

We do however believe that participatory monitoring can indeed work to provide data and 

information to work at higher levels, but that in such cases those participating should 

participate at the level of ‘client’ or ‘employee’ rather than ‘partners’ or ‘directors’ (cf. 

Carter 1995, Table 5.2), with complete honesty on the part of project initiators as to the level 

of participation on offer and the likely benefits to accrue. The focus of the project would thus 

shift from one of attempting to empower local communities in decision-making, to 

appreciating the skills and knowledge they have with regards to their local environment and 

recompensing them financially for their efforts (cf. Garnett et al. 2009). We therefore 

applaud Danielsen et al.’s (2009) typology of participation in participatory monitoring which 

suggests that people can participate in different ways and that these can all provide useful 

outcomes.  

 

Conclusions 

Whilst others have questioned participation in participatory monitoring in terms of the level 

of participation offered, this paper moves beyond these arguments and draws from 

development studies in order to offer new ideas and stimulate new debates on the concept of 
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‘participation’. In drawing on other disciplines or new theories, it doesn’t mean we have to 

agree with them – in fact in this case we find that only maybe half of what the theory 

suggests holds true – however it challenges us to look at things from a different angle and so 

allow us to learn more than is possible from staying within one discipline.  

 

More specifically, we would say of our analysis, like Agrawal and Gibson (1999) did of their 

analysis of communities in community-based conservation generally, that it “does not 

necessarily lead to better outcomes (more biodiversity…etc) but it does offer the tools for 

understanding local-level processes and outcomes” (p.639) which in turn “allow for a better 

understanding of the factors critical to the success or failure of efforts aims at local-level 

conservation” (p.636). The critical factors in the case of participatory monitoring are social, 

political and economic forces which must be recognised and attended to if participatory 

monitoring is to be ultimately successful. 
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Abstract 

Participatory ecological monitoring aims to bring together conservationists and members of 

the public to collect data about changes in nature. This paper takes the insights of nature-

society studies to argue that participatory monitoring is more however than just a data 

collection exercise. We build a conceptual framework through which to understand the 

‘social nature’ of participatory monitoring, moving from ideas of knowing monitoring which 

highlight multiple ways in which it is possible to monitor nature, to those of situated 

monitoring which highlight the embodied nature of these practices, and finally to those of 

monitoring in the socio-ecological regime which highlight how monitoring produces ‘socio-

natures’ – the  complex dialectical relationships emergent in monitoring which mean ‘nature’ 

and ‘society’ can only be understood in relation to each other. By taking an empirical 

example of participatory monitoring in the community forests of Nepal we work through our 

framework and draw out findings which we believe are relevant for those wishing to 

improve upon current practices of participatory monitoring. Firstly we emphasise the 

importance of informal, local practices of monitoring by participants based on embodied 

daily interactions with the forest. These have a significant role to play in the interpretation of 

formal, scientific participatory monitoring and thus should not be overlooked. We also draw 

attention to factors which may constrain the potential influence of monitoring in 

environmental decision-making, such as perceptions of power and control. Secondly we 

stress the importance of assessing project outcomes at an intra-community level, as inherent 

social differentiation means that not all participants may benefit equally from their 

involvement. Care must therefore be taken to ensure that monitoring does not simply 

(re)produce social differences which are the basis of marginalisation, for example due to 

education and literacy. Thirdly and finally we draw attention to some of the consequences of 

participatory monitoring for the socio-ecological regime of which it is a part. Given the 

mutually constitutive nature of different parts of the regime, we suggest that projects will 

ultimately fail in their goals of nature conservation if they do not also attend to the social 

nature of participatory monitoring.   

 

Key words 

Participatory ecological monitoring, nature-society studies, knowledge, situated, embodied, 

social nature, socio-ecological regime, Nepal, interdisciplinary, community-based 

conservation 
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Introduction 

For many years performed by zoologists, botanists and other professionals, the monitoring of 

nature for conservation – species, habitats and ecosystems – is increasingly involving the 

participation of members of the public, amateur naturalists, holders of ‘traditional ecological 

knowledge’ and volunteers, both in the global North and South. In some cases it is intended 

that the data produced are used by participating resource-dependent communities to promote 

the sustainability of their environmental actions, whilst in others the data is fed upwards to 

influence policy or development planning, demonstrate compliance with international 

environmental agreements or local certification schemes, and to fuel the increasing demand 

for ‘evidence-based conservation’ (Sutherland et al. 2004, Danielsen et al. 2005a, Lawrence 

2006, 2010, Evans & Guariguata 2008).  

 

Much of what has been written on participatory ecological monitoring to date focuses on the 

accuracy and precision of its results (Danielsen et al. 2005a, Holck et al. 2008, Jones et al. 

2008, Setty et al. 2008, Anadon et al. 2009, Leopold et al. 2009, Roba & Oba 2009) or at 

how effective it is in achieving its intended conservation-related goals (Lawrence & Elphick 

2002, Evans & Guariguata 2008, Fernandez-Gimenez et al. 2008, Garcia & Lescuyer 2008). 

Attention is increasingly also being paid to project participants, including the multiple 

knowledges and identities they bring (Ellis & Waterton 2004), their motivations (Bell et al. 

2008), two-way processes of knowledge creation (Lawrence 2009) and the personal meaning 

attached to monitoring data (Lawrence & Turnhout 2010). It is argued that participants 

change as a result of their involvement in monitoring projects; “personal change happens, 

but not as the main objective; in fact it happens whether organisers intend it or not” 

(Lawrence 2006, p.292). We agree with such arguments and use this paper to build on 

previous work by drawing even more attention to the ‘social nature’ of participatory 

ecological monitoring.  

 

This paper draws on the field of nature-society studies to argue for an increased recognition 

of the multiple ways in which it is possible to monitor the environment; of the situated and 

embodied nature of these practices; and of the consequences of these for ‘socio-ecological 

regimes’ (cf. Nightingale 2003a, 2010, forthcoming). In order to substantiate these 

arguments, the paper constructs a framework through which to understand these processes, 

applying it to an empirical example of participatory monitoring from the community forests 

of Nepal. Following a brief introduction to the field of nature-society studies, our framework 
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will be introduced, followed by a description of our case-study and research methodology. 

We then go on to work through the framework on the basis of our empirical evidence, ending 

with a discussion of our findings and their relevance to those wishing to improve upon 

current practices in participatory monitoring. 

 

Background: Nature-society studies 

Nature-society studies are premised on a view of nature as a social construction (Zimmerer 

2000, Castree & Braun 2001, Demeritt 2002, Nightingale 2003a, 2010, forthcoming). It has 

thus been claimed that “the social and the natural…intertwine in ways that make their 

separation – in either thought or practice – impossible” (Braun 2001, p.3). Braun (2001) 

argues that ‘nature is social’ in three ways; firstly, in terms of knowing nature, he writes that 

there “is no singular objective knowledge of nature – only particular, socially constructed 

knowledges, in the plural” (p.10). Secondly, he considers nature to be social through 

processes of engaging nature, which moves beyond knowledge alone to describe how 

societies physically interact with nature, highlighting that “the physical characteristics of 

nature are contingent upon social practices: they are not fixed” (Braun 2001 p.13, emphasis 

in original). Thirdly, he considers nature to be social through the remaking of nature, which 

describes the ways in which societies physically reconstitute nature, either intentionally or 

unintentionally, such as through genetic modification or the creation of acid rain.  

 

Others argue not only that nature is socially constructed but that society is constructed in 

terms of nature (Gururani 2002, Nightingale 2003a, 2006, Nazarea 2006, Sultana 2009). 

Attention is drawn to the contingent, situated and embodied nature of relationships with the 

environment and the ways in which these serve to (re)produce social relationships and 

cultural norms. Nightingale (2003a) goes further to discuss the dialectical relationship 

between nature and society, showing how social and power relations, cultural practices and 

ecological processes interact through a ‘trialectical’ relationship from which emerges a 

‘socio-ecological regime’ (Nightingale 2003a, 2010, forthcoming). She draws particular 

attention to the material and symbolic consequences of these relationships for the resultant 

regime. Others would refer to the concept of a socio-ecological regime as ‘social nature’ 

(Castree & Braun 2001). Given that the ways in which people materially construct nature 

depends on their conceptual construal of it (Demeritt 2002), it has been written that “social 

nature is produced at these epistemological/ontological junctures where concepts, actions, 

and matter get mixed together” (Braun and Wainwright 2001 p.41).  
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An interest in nature-society studies stem from and are underpinned by critical thinking on 

the relationships between society, nature, knowledge and power, and a desire to promote 

wider recognition of the ways in which these may serve to marginalise particular groups in 

society whilst promoting others, often through particular environmental outcomes (Braun & 

Wainwright 2001, Campbell 2003, Sundberg 2004). Even in situations of devolved 

environmental management, such as in community forestry, it is argued that “[i]ssues of who 

has knowledge, who needs to be taught and what they are taught are central to contestations 

over who can be legitimate managers of natural resources and what information they need to 

be effective” (Nightingale 2005, p.584). Some therefore suggest that as researchers we 

should be asking “who constructs what kinds of nature(s) to what ends and with what social 

and ecological effects” (Castree & Braun 2001, p.xi). We are keen to apply such critical 

thinking to question how ecological monitoring contributes to the construction of particular 

natures and how equitable and effective social and ecological outcomes can be promoted.   

 

A framework for exploring the ‘social nature’ of participatory ecological monitoring 

Drawing from nature-society studies our framework makes three main propositions 

concerning the ‘social nature’ of participatory ecological monitoring.  

 

i) Knowing monitoring 

We firstly propose that there are multiple ways of ‘doing’ or knowing ecological monitoring. 

Whilst many ecologists and conservationists may only recognise monitoring which is 

‘objective’ and systematic and which achieves scientific notions of accuracy and precision, 

nature-society studies would suggest that alternative ways of knowing nature – and changes 

in nature – exist. Braun’s (2001) notion of knowing nature is particularly instructive here and 

lends legitimacy to multiple, socially constructed knowledges of nature and environmental 

change. The ways for example in which resource-dependent communities observe their 

environment on a daily basis and the way in which these observations feed into 

environmental decision-making are well known to those studying ‘traditional ecological 

knowledge’ (Berkes & Folke 1998, Moller et al. 2004). Despite calls to recognise local 

knowledge of environmental change in conservation practice (Hermann 2006), Campbell 

(2003) finds that although local knowledge of biodiversity distribution is probably far greater 

than that of officials, in Nepalese conservation it is authoritatively replaced by scientific 

understandings and denied the status of systematic knowledge. Campbell (2003) quotes 
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Milton (1996) that “[k]nowledge derived from scientific surveillance and monitoring of the 

Earth is seen as a more reliable basis for environmental management than knowledge derived 

from local experience”. Knowledges of nature are clearly a political issue; one which goes 

beyond mere technical differences in ways of understanding, to impact on social practices 

and power relations. 

 

We refer to ways of monitoring based on traditional or local ecological knowledge as ‘local 

monitoring’ – given that it is done by people in relation to their local environments. Such 

local monitoring can be seen as ‘anecdotal’ by professionals, with a review of participatory 

monitoring (in relation to agricultural changes) finding that many projects “exclude or ignore 

the informal, conscious and unconscious ways in which communities, as resource users, 

monitor their environments” (Abbot & Guijt 1998, p.32).  Ten years on and with relation to 

participatory tropical forest monitoring, some are still urging such projects to “draw as much 

as possible on…pre-existing informal systems of data gathering” (Garcia & Lescuyer 2008, 

p.1305). A typology of participation in participatory monitoring has recently been produced 

based on the relative contributions of participants and professionals, recognising what is 

referred to as ‘local autonomous monitoring’ as that done entirely by participants without 

prompting by professionals (Danielsen et al. 2009). The authors consider this local 

monitoring effective for resources upon which communities depend but they fail to allude to 

its relation to participatory monitoring. Others highlight the ‘complementarity’ of scientific 

and local monitoring and urge that they be combined for successful nature conservation 

(Moller et al. 2004) i.e. through participatory monitoring. Whilst many participatory 

monitoring projects aim to combine scientific and local understandings of ecological change, 

some warn that bringing together the knowledge of various stakeholders to build a ‘common 

epistemic framework’ necessarily involves a selective appropriation of some ways of 

knowing over others, requiring a “sophisticated range of interactions that can make sense of, 

and recognise, the complexities of inviting citizens to become active agents in science and 

policy-making” (Ellis & Waterton 2004, p.97).  

 

Participatory monitoring can clearly be a politically-loaded activity and may have potentially 

contradictory consequences with regards the promotion – intentional or otherwise – of 

particular environmental knowledges over others. The ways in which different 

understandings of change – either through participatory or local monitoring – relate to each 

other and interact through participatory processes also deserves attention. In brief, we argue 

that the multiple ways in which it is possible to monitor the environment have practical and 
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political relevance and we aim to demonstrate this below when we use our empirical findings 

to work through the framework. 

 

ii) Situated monitoring 

We secondly propose that not only are there different general ways of ‘doing’ or knowing 

monitoring, but that monitoring is a situated and embodied practice and therefore contingent 

upon person, place and time. It has been claimed that many conservationists involved in 

community-based projects are engaged with ‘mythic communities’ as they fail to recognise 

the heterogeneity of people and values within a community (Agrawal & Gibson 1999). 

Nature-society studies drawing on feminist scholarship however highlight the importance of 

the individual and the heterogeneity within a community (Harris 2006, Sultana 2009). 

Haraway (1998) is often quoted for her argument that knowledge (not just of nature), is far 

from objective and the result of a “conquering gaze from nowhere” (p.581), but is instead 

situated and embodied within individuals. Geographers highlight the importance of 

embodiment and the body in social relationships between people and places, as well as 

understandings of power of knowledge (Butler 1990, Longhurst 1997, Bondi & Davidson 

2003) and this has great relevance for nature-society relationships. Even amongst seemingly 

homogenous forest-dependent communities for example, forests mean different things to 

different people; and even within categories such as ‘women’ there are differences 

depending on age, caste, class and marital status (Gururani 2002). Differences between and 

within men and women thus intersect with other factors; such as age, tenure, class, ethnicity, 

structural inequalities and power, meaning processes of gender do not act alone to create 

social difference and inequalities (Harris 2006, Valentine 2007, Nightingale 2010). 

Individual’s knowledges of nature are therefore a consequence of the complex intersections 

of all manner of factors. 

 

Within the literature on participatory environmental monitoring there is clearly a general 

appreciation of the close connection of people to place as a basis for local or traditional 

environmental knowledge. Some researchers go further and have presented more in-depth 

understandings of the consequences of environmental understandings as situated and 

therefore contingent upon person, place and time. Lawrence (2006, 2009) recognises the 

subjective and situated nature of the influence of participatory monitoring on those taking 

part and emphasises the importance of a connection to place and nature in participant’s skills 

and motivations. Ellis and Waterton (2004) discuss the “diverse ways of knowing nature 
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represented by volunteer naturalists” (p.98) and encouragingly see subtle shifts in UK policy 

which suggest a greater desire by policy-makers to incorporate these, along with the multiple 

identities and practices brought to participatory monitoring by participants. With regards to 

participatory monitoring amongst resource-dependent communities in the global South, 

Abbot & Guijt (1998) find in their agriculture-based review however that few of the projects 

reviewed “describe how gender, age, ethnicity, class, and tenure, as determinants of resource 

use, create social differentiation of priorities, methods and indicators  [of the monitoring 

process]” (p.7). They do refer to Roche (1993) who describes how when monitoring the 

success of a project22 promoting the regeneration of a riverine fodder crop (Panicum 

bourgou) along the Niger river, indicators for success are gendered, with men counting 

success as the ability to provide NGO staff with a calabash of milk in future visits, whilst for 

women it is the ability to provide their children with more than normal kundou; a sweet drink 

also made from the grass.  

 

The gendered and socially differentiated nature of such practices of monitoring would 

therefore suggest that more attention be given to the ways in which both participatory and 

local monitoring are practiced and perceived differently according to who is doing them – 

and to how such differences relate to social identities and inequalities. We therefore argue 

that processes of monitoring have social outcomes which need to be more fully understood, 

and we aim to demonstrate this below when we use our empirical findings to work through 

our framework.   

 

iii) Monitoring in the socio-ecological regime 

We thirdly propose that monitoring has material and symbolic outcomes with regards to 

emerging socio-ecological regimes. Whilst conservationists promoting participatory 

monitoring hope that they will have material benefits for the environment, potentially more 

subtle and unintended consequences for both nature and society and the complex relationship 

between them may also occur. Moving from an appreciation of Braun’s (2001) knowing 

nature to ideas of engaging nature and re-making nature, we see how multiple ways of 

knowing nature “have material effects, insofar as people may believe and act according to 

them” (Braun 2001, p.12). This notion underpins the concept of socio-ecological regimes (cf. 

                                                 
22 Such monitoring of development or conservation projects and their success – rather than the 
physical environment – is often referred to as ‘performance monitoring’. Whilst there are significant 
differences between this and ecological monitoring (as has been discussed throughout the rest of the 
paper), they are often referred to as one, for example in Abbot and Guijt (1998) and Evans and 
Guariguata (2008). 
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Nightingale 2003a, 2010, forthcoming) which remind us that not only is nature contingent 

upon and a consequence of social practices, but that social practices are contingent upon and 

a consequence of nature. Geographers have demonstrated the links between place and 

identities such as gender, showing how these are lived, in and across spaces (Longhurst 

2001, Johnson 2008) and it has been claimed that “natural resource management is another 

context within which social relations, including gender, are constituted, contested and 

(re)produced” (Nightingale 2003a, p.529). Gururani (2002) discusses the many meanings of 

forests in India, not just as resources or as sources of livelihood, but as spaces within which 

women’s identities are constituted through everyday embodied practices and within which 

culturally specific notions of ‘proper behaviour’ as ‘good mothers’ or ‘dutiful wives’ are 

created. She notes that forests are important in the construction not only of femininity but of 

masculinity, male prestige and power, with men’s trips to the forest helping “to reinscribe 

patriarchal relations of power and inequality” (Gururani 2002, p.239).  

 

The discourses and practices of conservation are also instrumental in ‘mapping ways of life’ 

that are gendered and racialized, with local participants not merely arriving to conservation 

projects with pre-formed identities, but rather having their social identities produced in part 

through their involvement in the project (Sundberg 2004). Processes of gender and social 

difference are considered to be a consequence of specific interactions and material practices, 

at specific times and in specific places; they are thus fluid and dynamic (Harris 2006, Sultana 

2009). The importance of specific ecological spaces in the production of social identities are 

for example highlighted by Gururani (2002) when she describes the consequence of forest 

type on gendered relationships; “Ban was the domesticated forest, a gendered space of 

women’s work, while jangal was the wild, dangerous, and forbidden place for women” 

(p.239); however as oak forests deplete, women slowly extend their reach into parts of the 

jangal, thus demonstrating the fluidity of processes. The symbolic as well as the material is 

considered important – in fact the two are thought to be inseparable (Moeckli & Braun 2001, 

Harris 2006, Sultana 2009). Nightingale (2003a) notes the symbolic importance of changing 

material ecological conditions due to environmental management practices, writing that 

“[the] suppression of fires and the resulting new seedlings [i.e. the results of new 

management] are central to discourses of forest improvement and the villagers [claims to the 

forest]” (Nightingale 2003a, p.534). Clearly social practices and identities are constituted 

through and contingent upon nature and practices within it. Processes of monitoring 

therefore contribute to these practices and identities.  
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Going ‘full-circle’ to the consequences of social practices and knowledges for nature, 

differences in gender, caste, class, ethnicity and kinship have been shown to intersect to 

influence individuals’ degrees of social power. Power relations are crucial in many 

communities as whilst it is the socially dominant who may influence community decisions 

about the forest, it is the marginalised members of the community who depend most heavily 

on the harvesting of forest products (Malla et al. 2003, Timsina 2003, Thoms 2008). 

Contestations over social and power relations can lead to concrete ecological effects, for 

example through the resistance by marginalised groups to local power relations through 

disregarding local harvesting restrictions (Campbell 2003, Nightingale 2006). Whilst such 

acts have potentially negative environmental consequences they constitute significant 

sources of power for marginalised group members, even if not done consciously. This leads 

Nightingale (2006) to conclude that “[e]nvironmental change is thus in part constituted by 

material practices and by the production of symbolic meanings of resources” (p.180). The 

emergence of a socio-ecological regime through the iterative and dialectical relationship 

between society and nature is clearly demonstrated here, showing how neither can be 

understood in isolation from the other. Practices and discourses of ecological monitoring 

undoubtedly have consequences for socio-ecological regimes as monitoring (re)configures 

relationships between society and nature in certain ways. Social practices and identities may 

be constituted through monitoring practices, whilst these practices and identities in part 

constitute the environment which is being monitored.  

 

Lawrence (2006) writes that in participatory monitoring “the act of data collection becomes 

not only a narrative of nature, but an influence in turn on the actors – the narrators” (p.295). 

There is clearly an appreciation of the impact of monitoring on nature, society and 

individuals; however we aim to build on previous work by exploring the emergence of 

complex socio-ecological regimes through the discourse and practice of monitoring, both in 

relation to the material or the symbolic. We argue that these deserve greater attention and 

demonstrate this when we use our empirical findings to work through the framework below. 

 

Case-study and research methodology 

In order to work through the framework we present in this paper, we draw on empirical 

research of participatory monitoring projects in the community forests of Nepal (Box 6.1).  
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The case-study participatory monitoring projects involve two Community Forest User 

Groups (CFUGs) in the district of Ramechhap in the Middle Hills of eastern Nepal. Both are 

fairly representative of those in their localities in terms of the number of households, the area 

of forest, the types of forest and the social composition of households (in terms of different 

castes and ethnic groups23); however being at different sides of the district there are 

differences in these measures which provided opportunities for analysis. Both CFUGs are 

considered well organised and active and so along with seven others were chosen by the 

Nepal Swiss Community Forestry Project (NSCFP) (who has been working in the area for 

twenty years), as ideal sites for the development of participatory monitoring projects, to 

which the CFUGs agreed. It is intended that the data generated in these projects will be used 

by participating communities to make their harvesting and management of forest products 

more ecologically sustainable, as well as more productive. Along with others, including the 

government, NSCFP are currently trying to find ways to promote the active use of forests 

                                                 
23 Nepalese society is made up of a complex caste system traditionally dominated by the high castes 
with systematic discrimination against the Dalits, along with numerous ethnic groups of varied social 
and economic status. 
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and their products for subsistence and commercial opportunities. They hope to overcome 

widespread under-harvesting of products in many parts of the country24, thought to be due to 

a previous overemphasis on conservation and protection which resulted in a fear of 

punishment from the government’s Department of Forests for what are actually acceptable 

forest activities and ones which often promote biodiversity.   

 

Under the name of ‘Community Forest Management Schools’ (CFMS), around thirty 

members from each of seven Community Forest User Groups (CFUGs) were chosen to 

participate in monitoring projects in which they would perform particular management 

practices within plots in the forest and, with the help of forest technicians, monitor their 

progress annually over a five year period (during which time the plots are ‘closed’ for 

harvesting forest products). The aims and plot treatments reflected local priorities in terms of 

management or use of forest products and those conducted in our two case-study CFUGs are 

detailed in Table 6.1. Golmatar Paleko CFUG had three monitoring projects established, 

whilst in Burke CFUG there was only one. Unfortunately – although like many participatory 

monitoring projects in the global South (Garcia & Lescuyer 2008) – formal monitoring 

activities ceased with the withdrawal of technical support after two years.  

�

                                                 
24 The situation in the Terai is somewhat different as the forests there have significant commercial 
value which increases political and economic complexity. 
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Our research drew on a constructivist epistemology (Haraway 1998) to explore the 

contingent nature of monitoring and to ensure respondent’s understandings of environmental 

change were not subject to positivist notions of what constitutes ‘correct’ measures of this. 

We adopted a methodology based on case-studies as these allowed us to address complex 

questions of how participatory ecological monitoring becomes enrolled in on-going and 

dynamic socio-ecological processes (Yin 2003).  

 

Research was carried out in Nepal over an eight month period between June 2007 and July 

2008, involving three separate visits. Fieldwork was conducted by the first and last author, 

with the latter providing all translations. We found the mix of a foreign female 
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ecologist/social-scientist, male Nepali forester and various local Research Assistants from 

the CFUG in question promoted wide ranging discussions with local people. We paid 

attention to our positionalities and were reflexive with regards the effects of these on 

fieldwork and data (Haraway 1991, England 1994, Rose 1997, Twyman et al. 1999, 

Sundberg 2004, Silverman 2007).  

 

A mix of standard social science methods were used to gather both quantitative and 

qualitative data (Table 6.2). By conducting research over three separate visits to the CFUGs, 

we were able to build on responses gathered during previous interactions and to hone our 

questions and discussions based on our growing understanding of the communities with 

which we were working. Through the variety of methods employed, we were able to 

question people about issues which relate to the framework presented in this paper.  

�
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Formal analysis of quantitative data was relatively straight forward, with descriptive 

statistics produced of data emerging from the household survey for example. Formal analysis 

of qualitative data was a far lengthier and more involved process. Interviews, focus groups 

and harvesting trips, which had all been digitally recorded, were firstly transcribed. 

Transcripts underwent a process of coding, concentrating on what have been referred to as 

‘topic codes’ and ‘analytic codes’ (Richards & Morse 2002, Richards 2005). We saw ‘topic 

codes’ as closely related to the questions being asked during interviews and focus groups 

etc., whilst ‘analytic codes’ were seen as relating to the overall research questions, the 

broader issues involved in the research, and the theories and literature informing it. A 

mixture of a priori and emergent codes were used, reflecting the importance placed on the 

theories informing the research, as well as the pertinent issues arising during fieldwork 



 235 

respectively. The CAQDAS (Computer Assisted Qualitative Data Analysis Software) NVivo 

2.0 was used to aid the coding and analysis process. Data were triangulated on the basis of 

both ‘complementarity’ i.e. with different data sets adding new dimensions to the overall 

picture emerging, and ‘divergence’ i.e. where differences between data sets are used 

productively to question different forms of knowledge (Nightingale 2009).  

 

Putting the framework into practice: the case of participatory ecological monitoring in 

the forests of Nepal 

In order to understand the ‘social nature’ of participatory ecological monitoring and its 

involvement in complex socio-ecological processes, we now use empirical evidence gathered 

in the forests of Nepal to work through our framework. We take moments from our 

fieldwork to help elucidate and develop themes within the framework, referring back to the 

literature and theories it draws on to see how these are supported by our evidence. In so 

doing, we discuss the relevance of our framework and findings for other participatory 

monitoring projects. 

 

i) Knowing monitoring 

The first proposition in our framework is that there are multiple ways of ‘doing’ or knowing 

ecological monitoring. We raised the issue of ‘local monitoring’ conducted by people in 

relation to their local environment and the ways in which this can be important for daily 

environmental decision-making. We suggested that local monitoring can be ignored in 

conservation and that its relationship to participatory ecological monitoring and as a 

politically-loaded issue deserves more attention. Our empirical findings serve to illuminate 

these relationships and issues, as we now detail. 

 

We found ample evidence of ‘local monitoring’ amongst our two case-study Community 

Forest User Groups (CFUGs). People observe changes in plants and products according to 

the seasons, on a year by year basis, due to biophysical growing conditions, through 

ecological processes, and as a result of their own management practices (see Staddon et al. 

a). These observations underpinned all harvesting and grazing practices, such as the 

observation of the effects of collective efforts to protect fodder trees allowing an increase in 

the use of fodder, as one woman described to us simply; “we have been protecting these 

species so there is an increase in growth, so we can use more” [HH 06 25/01/08]. This is 

clearly local monitoring being put into practice. 
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Although the aims of the participatory monitoring projects included to incorporate such local 

knowledge and to encourage joint learning between CFUG participants and forestry 

technicians, the vast majority of participants told us that throughout monitoring activities 

they followed the technician’s advice. Interestingly though, people’s understandings of the 

results of the monitoring plots were based not on recalling the technical results, but were 

instead dependent largely on local monitoring (detailed below). The plots were meant to be 

monitored formally each year by participants and technicians by measuring the girth and 

height of trees with tapes and clinometers, allowing the overall increase in volume and 

height in each plot to be calculated and see which performed best, with a technical report 

detailing the findings. In one CFUG the report was never produced by the District Forest 

Office (DFO) technicians supporting the project, whilst in the other CFUG one man told us 

that the technical results were “difficult for all to understand” [CFMS GP11 29/10/07]. For a 

couple of years some participants involved in annual formal monitoring can remember 

comparing measurements recorded when the plot was established with those taken at the 

time – although not doing accurate calculations – but since then there has been no technical 

support and hence no official, formal monitoring.  

 

Many participants talked however about observing the plots themselves and seeing a change 

in them, not based on accurate overall difference in volume or height, but on the appearance 

of the plot in terms of the growth form of the remaining trees, the density of the vegetation, 

the presence of new species, the growth of seedlings and harvestable amounts of products 

available there i.e. based on practices of local monitoring. One man told us for example that 

in the pine conversion plots (cf. Table 6.1) they “found a drastic change amongst the plots. 

In the plot where nothing was done it is not good and is bushy and no different from the past. 

Where we cut more, its growing well and seedlings of chilaune, foril and lakouri are 

regenerating” [CFMS GP04 28/10/07]. When asked about the grass plots, one said “I 

noticed drastic changes – I noticed that the grazed area would give 20 bari [local unit of 

volume] [of cut grass], but the closed area would give 100 bari” [CFMS GP06 28/10/07]. In 

Burke CFUG, whilst some told us that its difficult to observe changes in the lauth salla as 

it’s a slow-growing species, some mentioned that “by cleaning and weeding around the lauth 

salla, other species are also growing well, not harmful ones” [CFMS B05 05/11/07]. Local 

monitoring is clearly evident again here, this time in relation to the participatory monitoring 

plots and effectively replacing the intended formal and technical monitoring.   
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Differences in monitoring practices i.e. ways of knowing monitoring, are clearly important. 

Our framework asserts a link between knowledge and power and on the basis of our 

evidence we agree with the claim that participatory monitoring necessarily involves the 

selective appropriation of some ways of knowing over others (Ellis & Waterton 2004) – as 

demonstrated by the dominance of technical knowledge in our case-studies over local 

understandings. We would however suggest that whilst some ways of knowing may 

dominate officially in participatory monitoring, other ways may still be present and in fact be 

crucially important – as in our case-studies in terms of the importance of local monitoring in 

the interpretation of the plot results. Our case-studies are of participatory monitoring which 

is meant to be of use to the participants themselves – rather than to provide information for 

others such as planners and policy-makers. Particularly in such monitoring ‘for participants’ 

we therefore suggest careful attention be paid to the importance and contribution of local 

monitoring, given that it may be inherently more meaningful to local people than the 

technical scientific results often promoted in participatory monitoring (see Staddon et al. a, 

b).  

 

The picture becomes more complicated by power and politics when it comes to actually 

applying the results of the monitoring however – and not just making sense of them. This is 

true of both formal, participatory monitoring and informal practices of local monitoring, 

suggesting that it is not enough to merely appreciate the different ways in which it is possible 

to monitor or know monitoring. It is also necessary to understand how these are taken on 

board in people’s environmental decision-making. Environmental decision-making is the 

culmination of decisions based on all matter of factors, of which the observation and 

knowledge of changes in the environment is just one (see Staddon et al. a). Other factors of 

which we became particularly aware during fieldwork were the perceptions of where power 

and control lies in community forestry.  

 

Golmatar Paleko CFUG was in the process of applying the results of the pine conversion 

plots in its on-going forest management – thinning and pruning in the manner most effective 

for conversion as demonstrated in the monitoring plots. We also heard that it had 

experimented with the treatments of the grass plots based on formal and local monitoring of 

their progress. These actions demonstrate feelings of control on the part of the CFUG, 

enabling them to make effective use of a variety of practices of monitoring. 
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Burke CFUG on the other hand had been less successful in applying the results of the 

monitoring plots, despite the fact that these had already indicated the most effective way to 

manage for lauth salla. The aim of this monitoring project was to demonstrate sustainable 

management of lauth salla as a basis for its small-scale commercial harvest as a medicinal 

plant, however when a trading company representative visited the Chair of the CFUG to 

enquire whether they may wish to sell their lauth salla, the Chair refused outright, giving as 

his reason the presence of the monitoring plots which the Operational Plan (official 

management plan for the community forest approved by the DFO) stated were to be 

protected for 5 years – with 2 years left to run. Rather than empowering the community to 

take decisions on the sustainable management and harvesting of lauth salla, the participatory 

monitoring project had instead served to restrict their options – at least for the time being. 

Symbolic power residing in the participatory monitoring project, as well as the Operational 

Plan, has had material consequences in terms of potential sales of lauth salla for the 

community foregone. It also has ecological consequences as other parts of the forest are not 

developed for lauth salla.  

 

Discussing issues of knowledge and power with those working in community forestry at the 

national level, one interviewee told us; 

“It’s not only a problem with foresters or rangers or forest technicians, it’s the 

publicly available discourse, in the media, in the books, in the teashop discussion, 

anywhere. The forestry officials are the super experts and they know everything and 

why we [villagers] are poor, why we are underdeveloped is because we don’t know 

anything…so they [villagers] have little confidence in their own knowledge which is 

why they are always trying or expecting some kind of instruction from the rangers, 

from the foresters regarding the management” [SI 05 04/07/08].  
 

Here, the official expresses very clearly the kind of interpretation of science into local 

perceptions. In setting out our framework we provided the following quote; “[k]nowledge 

derived from scientific surveillance and monitoring of the Earth is seen as a more reliable 

basis for environmental management than knowledge derived from local experience” 

(Milton 1996, cited in Campbell 2003, p.105). Drawing on our case-study, this statement 

would appear to be true not only in the eyes of conservationists, officials and policy-makers, 

but also in the eyes of those with that local experience. In relation to the participatory 

monitoring of lauth salla, such sentiments can be felt in the hesitancy of the community to 

make use of the monitoring results in the face of continuing (in theory) formal monitoring 

and prior agreements with forestry officials.  
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Participatory ecological monitoring thus cannot avoid becoming embroiled in a local politics 

of knowledge and power struggles over who are seen to be legitimate managers of nature and 

what information they need to do this (cf. Nightingale 2005). We suggest more attention be 

paid in participatory monitoring to the importance of local monitoring and practices of 

observing environmental change; particularly with regards to understandings and 

interpretations of the monitoring results. Efforts should also be made however to better 

understand how these different forms of monitoring may actually influence environmental 

decision-making and how issues of power and control may constrain their contribution to 

sustainable environmental management. 

 

ii) Situated monitoring 

The second proposition in our framework is that not only are there different ways generally 

of ‘doing’ or knowing monitoring, but that monitoring is a situated and embodied practice 

and therefore contingent upon person, place and time. Our framework suggests potential 

differences in individual’s understandings of nature – and practices of monitoring changes in 

it – based on the intersection of social differences and identities such as gender, class, caste, 

age, wealth, marital status. Recognition of this may be vital to ensure that participatory 

projects seek to affect changes within as well as at the community level and therefore serve 

to alleviate social differences and inequalities rather than contribute to them. Our empirical 

findings are used below to support and develop these arguments. 

  

We certainly found local monitoring to be a situated practice, arising as it does from a 

division of labour based on gender and age meaning men, women and children harvest 

different forest products necessitating them to travel to different areas of the forest, different 

forest types and to harvest from different species – all at different frequencies. Men for 

example typically harvest timber which can be a very infrequent activity but potentially one 

which involves distant travel; women tend to harvest firewood and leaf-litter which is a 

regular activity, often on a daily basis, which involves travel to areas of forest as near to their 

houses as possible; and children often have responsibility for taking domestic animals to 

graze, an activity which occurs daily throughout much of the year and which takes them not 

necessarily into different areas of forest (as grazing is often prohibited in certain areas of the 

community forest), but certainly throughout the village and mixed agricultural and forest 

areas surrounding them. Differences in such daily embodied interactions with the 

environment between men, women and children lead to different understandings and 
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knowledges of nature and differences in practices of local monitoring with regards the 

species and areas of forest observed.  

 

Our framework suggests that even within broad categories such as ‘men’ or ‘women’, 

individuals are positioned differently in relation to their resources based on the intersection 

of caste, class, wealth and education; for example lower castes and poorer people typically 

spend more time in the forest harvesting products than elites or those with paid jobs. Marital 

status may also be important (cf. Gururani 2002) and during one harvesting trip to the forest 

to collect firewood we noted vast differences in the knowledge of two young women as to 

where good areas of forest were and which were the best species to take. The far more 

knowledgeable woman had grown up in the village, whilst the less knowledgeable one had 

only recently married and come to live with her new family there.  

 

With regards to the participatory monitoring plots, participants’ understanding of the 

monitoring activities and knowledge of its outcomes was most definitely situated and highly 

differentiated based on the intersection of gender, age and literacy. In establishing and 

monitoring the plots people participated in a number of different ways and jobs were 

allocated such that literate men were typically involved in measuring and recording, elderly 

men typically in supervision, and illiterate women typically in fixing the ribbons and 

providing the snacks25; with vegetation cutting done in addition by all people, both men and 

women and literate and illiterate. An illiterate women told us how on revisiting the plots to 

monitor the first year’s growth, others “measured how many cm growth, but I am illiterate, 

so I don’t know about the measurement, so I went and counted the number of lauth salla and 

travelled throughout the plot” [CFMS B13 07/11/07]. One man told us that “others told me, 

as an old man, please supervise whether all the trees are measured or not” [CFMS B14 

07/11/07]. Another elderly man told us that “due to illiteracy, I was involved in supervision. 

Other young people did the measuring” [CFMS GP05 28/10/07]. One woman told us how 

others had done measuring whilst she had done cutting; when asked if she had wanted to do 

the measuring she replied “I am illiterate, therefore I was only involved in cutting, 

measuring was difficult for me” [CFMS GP 14 29/10/07]. An illiterate man told us similarly 

how “due to illiteracy, I could only help and do cutting mostly” [CFMS GP07 28/10/07]. 

 

                                                 
25 The practice of (typically) women bringing snacks to be consumed during breaks in training courses 
is an ‘NGO activity’, as historically when groups of people came together in collective work efforts 
each person would have bought their own food, albeit prepared by women in their household. 
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Whilst the division of labour based at least on literacy is in some ways an inevitable 

consequence of ability and social norms, it became apparent that participant’s recall and 

understanding of the monitoring plots related to the jobs they personally performed and 

hence reflected a mix of their gender, literacy and age. Of those with what was considered a 

good recall of the activities, 85% in Golmatar Paleko CFUG and 86% in Burke CFUG were 

men. Conversely, of those who were unable to recall any of the activities, 100% were 

women, in both CFUGs. Of those with a good recall of activities, 77% and 71% were literate 

in the two CFUGs respectively, whilst of those unable to recall any of the activities, 67% and 

80% were illiterate, respectively. There was a category of people who had what was 

considered an incomplete recall of the activities, and this included both men and women, 

literate and illiterate. 

 

When asking one older illiterate female participant about her memories of the set up of the 

plots for example, she told us “I don’t know, men have the knowledge about it, not the 

women” [CFMS B04 05/11/07]. Another woman told us “I have forgotten – due to illiteracy” 

[CFMS B09 06/11/07] and another that “once time I did, now I’ve forgotten” [CFMS B11 

06/11/07]. Tellingly, before giving their response to the question of what they remembered 

of the monitoring activities, half of the eight female participants interviewed in Golmatar 

Paleko CFUG tried to check their answers with other people sat nearby during interviews. 

This contrasted with none of the 18 men interviewed feeling the need to check their answers 

with others. There is clearly a gender division when it comes to feelings of confidence in 

what people have learnt from the monitoring project. Whilst this is not necessarily restricted 

to the monitoring project – divisions between the genders existing for all manner of 

situations – it is nonetheless relevant to monitoring projects wishing to reach all members of 

a community. 

 

With regards the issue of literacy, it is worth noting that signboards were erected near several 

of the participatory monitoring plots in order to help in the dissemination of and potential to 

learn from the projects. Asking focus group respondents whether they had seen these 

signboards and learnt anything from them, in one group three men said that whilst they had 

read them, they had forgotten what they said, whilst three women present said that they had 

seen them but that they hadn’t read them as they are illiterate [FG B05 17/06/08]. In another 

focus group, one man put it succinctly; “most people don’t know how to read, so therefore 

they may have seen them but not read them, so others have to tell them [what is written 

there]” [FG B06 18/06/08]. In all of those focus groups in which the signboards were 
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specifically discussed (five out of eight focus groups in Burke CFUG), respondents 

mentioned the issue of literacy. Again, the issue of literacy is not limited to monitoring 

projects; however it is highly relevant to them. 

 

Whilst many participatory monitoring projects aim to empower those involved, issues of 

social differentiation according to gender, literacy and age mean that it may be difficult for 

projects to reach all participants equally. Projects may therefore unfortunately do little to 

challenge social inequities present in participating communities and in fact may reassert 

these; unintentionally contributing to processes of social differentiation and marginalisation.  

 

To complicate the situation further, those who may stand to be empowered most, like the 

young literate men in our case-studies, are often those who leave rural villages in search of 

work or study opportunities – taking with them the skills supposedly imparted for the benefit 

of the community. One elderly man noted that “those who know [i.e. learnt from the project] 

have left the village, therefore the office [the District Forest Office] should do training for 

those living here” [FG B07 19/06/08]. Once again, the impact of socio-economic pressures 

are experienced not only by monitoring projects as they are relevant to all community-based 

efforts in conservation and development; however they must be addressed by monitoring 

projects wishing to target community members effectively.  

 

Whilst participatory projects often emphasise the importance of ‘representation’ i.e. ensuring 

that representatives of all social groups are present, our empirical findings suggests that this 

does not go far enough. Although there was representation of all social groups in our case-

studies, given that practices are situated and therefore experienced differently by different 

people, those already marginalised groups were the ones who benefited least from their 

participation. In addition, representation of those most likely to gain and learn from 

participation does not ensure that those skills will remain within the community for its 

benefit. In short, representation does not equal empowerment.  

 

Assertions in our framework that monitoring activities are situated and embodied are also 

relevant when considering the impact of the monitoring on the wider non-participating 

community. Roughly 30 people participated in each project and these represent just 7% and 

6% of households in the two CFUGs respectively. When conducting household surveys with 

non-participants, only 20% in Golmatar Paleko CFUG claimed to know anything about the 

participatory monitoring project, whilst in Burke CFUG 33% claimed to have heard about it 
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although only half of those knew of any of the details of the activities (see Staddon et al. a, 

b). One man told us “rumours I’ve heard – protection of lauth salla and other jaributi 

[medicinal plants]. Protection and study – maybe! What’s happening, I don’t know” [FG B02 

13/06/08]. Physical and embodied involvement in the projects affects the likely impact the 

project has on different members of the participating community, according to whether they 

are directly involved or not. 

 

One community forestry professional we spoke to in Kathmandu pointed out that it is the 

poorest within communities who tend to have less time to participate in projects due to their 

livelihood needs;  

“One danger with…making more knowledge on the resources is that for example, my 

economic condition is much better relative to yours in a community forest and I have 

more free time to reach those forest researchers and I have more time to interact 

with my forestry rangers or forest experts. And you for example are poor lady, going 

for paper making [a common forest-based enterprise through which the poorest gain 
employment] or wage labour or those things and the pressure from outside, from the 

forest department, from the forestry projects, is so much that sometimes you feel 

humiliated by knowing less about your resources” [SI 05 04/07/08]. 
 

The intersection of gender, wealth and livelihood strategy is highlighted here as important in 

the embodied production of knowledge. Although there were a mix of households wealth-

wise in our case-studies, such ‘insider insights’ from practitioners serve to demonstrate how 

participatory monitoring could potentially contribute to processes of knowledge production 

and again, social inequalities. In terms of the ‘intended’ outcomes of participatory 

monitoring projects, the empirical evidence also demonstrates that their success may be 

limited if the potential for ‘trickle-down’ effects to the rest of the community are over-

emphasised but under-achieved.  

 

Finally, some interesting insights into the situated nature of and relationship between local 

and participatory practices of monitoring can be made. Lawrence (2006, 2009) highlights the 

importance of a connection to place and nature in people’s skills and motivations for 

participatory monitoring; discussing empirically mainly monitoring which provides data to 

be passed on to conservationists, planners and policy-makers – monitoring which we refer to 

as ‘monitoring for others’. This distinguishes it from ‘monitoring for participants’ where data 

are intended to be used by the participants themselves, such as by the resource-dependent 

communities in our case-studies. In ‘monitoring for participants’ those participating arguably 

already have close relationships with their local environments and thus all are in some ways 

equally skilled and motivated with regards connections to nature and place. In these 
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circumstances, it is instead literacy, education and social norms which cause differentiation 

amongst these participants. It is this differentiation however which means that some may 

stand to benefit more from their involvement in participatory monitoring projects than 

others. It is this differentiation which participatory monitoring projects must therefore 

address in order to hope to empower all members of participating communities. 

 

As the previous assertion in our framework demonstrated, practices of local monitoring may 

in some ways ‘infiltrate’ participatory monitoring projects and become meaningful with 

regards to people’s interpretations of the results. Whilst we note here that local monitoring is 

also situated based on gender and age amongst other things, it does not appear to relate to 

education and literacy in the way scientific methods in participatory monitoring may do i.e. 

the significance of local monitoring is not limited to those with an education, as participatory 

monitoring may potentially be. The importance of local monitoring practices in the 

interpretation of formal participatory monitoring should therefore not be overlooked. As the 

following quote demonstrates, formal scientific processes of monitoring may not be the most 

effective way of disseminating results or making them meaningful; “For supervision [i.e. 

formal monitoring] I didn’t go, but from having to chase away monkeys [from agricultural 

land] I have gone to the plot. Where they cut old trees I have found nearby seedlings growing 

well and the coppice is growing well as they already cut malformed trees” [CFMS GP21 

03/11/07]. Similarly, another man talked to us about the results of the grass plots in Golmatar 

Paleko CFUG, saying that “they are on the route going down, so I have observed them 

more” [CFMS GP08 28/10/07]. The following conversation with a female participant 

demonstrates the importance not only of local monitoring, but also of social relations;  

 Interviewer: “Have you been back to the plots to see the results? 

Respondent: I haven’t gone. Sometimes I didn’t get information, sometimes I was 

sick and other times I had no friends to go with 

 Interviewer: You will only go with friends? 

 Respondent: If friends request me to go, I’ll go 

 Interviewer: You won’t go by yourself? 

Respondent: I am only included as a member [i.e. not a committee member], but I 

am not comfortable to go there and bring products from a long way – the downside 

[plot] is remote, I only go to the top one which is close to get to 

Interviewer: So you have been to the top plot? 

Respondent: Due to going to Ramechhap I have gone [it is on the route] 
Interviewer: What have you observed? 

Respondent: The growth rate is good where we did thinning and pruning and less 

growth where it was left in a natural condition” [CFMS GP14 29/10/07]. 
Embodied daily interactions with the forest produce practices of monitoring and these should 

be of interest to those promoting participatory monitoring. 
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iii) Monitoring in a socio-ecological regime 

The third and final proposition in our framework is that monitoring has material and 

symbolic outcomes with regards the emergence of socio-ecological regimes (cf. Nightingale 

2003a, 2010, forthcoming). The concept of the socio-ecological regime suggests that nature 

is contingent upon and a consequence of social practices, and conversely that social practices 

are contingent upon and a consequence of nature. We therefore propose that the multiple and 

situated ways in which people understand changes in nature through practices of monitoring 

thus become enrolled in the dialectical relationship between society and nature. This results 

in material and symbolic consequences for the people doing the monitoring, the environment 

which is being monitored and the dynamic socio-ecological regime which encompasses these 

two.  

 

Firstly in relation to social practices, we heard above in our analysis of monitoring as a 

situated practice how the participatory monitoring projects served to (re)produce social 

inequities based on gender and literacy which already act as a basis for marginalisation. This 

backs up claims that forests – and in this case forest management practices – have many 

meanings, including as spaces in which people’s identities are constituted (cf. Gururani 

2002, Sundberg 2004). Participatory monitoring may also unfortunately become embroiled 

in local power struggles over natural resources. During our research we heard allegations 

amongst some in the community of ‘elite capture’ in relation to the monitoring projects. One 

woman who did not directly participate in the projects in Golmatar Paleko CFUG believed 

that the monitoring plots were “only for the use of the [CFUG] committee as they [the plots] 

are closed to all people and later they [the Committee] use it” [FG GP06 02/06/08]. A 

participant of the project in Burke CFUG relayed how people had been told they would get 

money and benefits from selling lauth salla – and other non-timber forest products – but that 

to date they hadn’t because “thulo-manche [i.e. elites] have got the benefits. We are only 

joining in meetings but not getting benefit” [CFMS B10 06/11/07]. Problems of elite capture 

are well-known in Nepal’s community forestry and whilst the allegations made above are not 

substantiated, they demonstrate the complex power and political relations of which 

participatory monitoring not only can find itself a part but must work hard to negotiate 

successfully. We would suggest that poor dissemination of the project aims, activities and 

results amongst the wider, non-participating community did not help in allaying fears of elite 

capture.   
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Our framework draws on literature which argues that nature-society relationships do not 

occur in a vacuum but in specific ecological contexts in relation to specific material practices 

(cf. Nightingale 2003a, Harris 2006). Evidence from our case-studies backs up such claims 

with regards to participatory monitoring. The physical setting and location of the 

participatory monitoring plots were important as one woman told us in regard to the khayar 

plots in Golmatar Paleko CFUG; “due to the slope, men did the cutting and only a few 

women [went] as it is remote” [CFMS GP08 28/10/07]. This demonstrates again the 

importance of recognising practices as situated and embodied; given that although both men 

and women were invited to participate in the establishment and monitoring of these plots – 

and thus it would appear from participant lists that both were represented, on the day only a 

few women physically attended and thus stood to benefit as fully as the men. It also shows 

again how participatory monitoring may serve to (re)produce local differences in gender 

based on social norms, in this case with regards what environments are considered 

appropriate for women to be travelling to. Such findings invoke those of Gururani (2002) 

who described how ‘wild’ and ‘dangerous’ places in the forest were forbidden to women, 

thus reinscribing patriarchal relations of power and inequality.  

 

Long-term practices of local monitoring have led to changes in people’s attitudes towards the 

community forestry programme. Everyone we spoke to had observed improving ecological 

conditions since the handover of local forests to the community; as one woman in Golmatar 

Paleko CFUG told us; “in the beginning, people in this area weren’t interested in the 

community forest, but later, after seeing the condition was good, these people were 

interested to be involved” [FG GP06 02/06/08]. This demonstrates not only the importance 

of changing ecological contexts but quite clearly how social processes, in this case around 

motivation, are contingent upon and a consequence of nature – social processes which in turn 

have consequences for the very nature they are dependent upon in terms of on-going 

practices of management. In this way the emergence of the socio-ecological regime can be 

seen in relation to the effect of practices of monitoring ecological change - monitoring 

provoking changes in people’s perceptions and motivations, which in turn leads to particular 

management activities and subsequent changes in forest condition, which in turn prompts 

practices of monitoring.  

 

In another example, one woman in Burke CFUG relayed her observations of ecological 

change and directly related these with changes in gender roles; “in the past, fodder trees 

were all big and so women couldn’t cut them. Now there are smaller fodder trees so women 
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can cut them – as in general men go elsewhere for jobs” [FG B05 17/06/08]. Whilst women 

generally do not harvest fodder as it involves climbing to the top of large trees – this 

dangerous activity therefore being the preserve of men – the fluidity of social norms and 

gender roles are clearly demonstrated here, as well as the intersectionality of factors such as 

labour patterns and migration (cf. Harris 2006, Valentine 2007). This fluidity and 

dependence on ecological conditions is also demonstrated in the following quote by a man in 

Golmatar Paleko CFUG who told us that; “when there was firewood scarcity [i.e. before 

community forest handover], I had to go very far [to collect it] – now it is not necessary to 

go far. [In the past] I went while women were in the house cooking – now women go to the 

forest and cook!” [FG GP08 04/06/08]. Finally, the story of one man we spoke to during the 

household survey demonstrates the intertwining of social and ecological factors in the lives 

of those in the CFUG, as well as the relevance of local monitoring. Whilst discussing 

changes in the availability of forest products, a man from the Majhi ethnic group told us of 

the decline in their traditional vocation of boat building [HH 19 02/02/08]. He relayed how 

there were no longer suitable large trees to be found in the forest for the making of the boats, 

in addition to which there is now a suspension bridge across the river, meaning that people 

have less need of boats.  

 

Our framework also considers the ecological consequences of social practices, which again 

has relevance for participatory monitoring. The stated aims of most participatory monitoring 

projects are to alter practices of natural resource use and management to promote 

sustainability and nature conservation i.e. to have direct ecological consequences. We heard 

above for example how Golmatar Paleko CFUG is in the process of successfully applying 

the results of the pine conversion plots in its on-going forest management – thinning and 

pruning in the manner most effective for conversion as demonstrated in the monitoring plots. 

The wider application of the results of the other monitoring projects have however been 

harder to achieve, partly as it is difficult to reproduce the conditions in the plots throughout 

the rest of the forest; for example the enforcement of strict grazing restrictions. This again 

demonstrates the importance of the intersection of a wide variety of factors to the potential 

success and ecological gains to be made through participatory monitoring.  

 

Such ‘other factors’ may also restrict the application of knowledge acquired not only through 

participatory monitoring but also through practices of local monitoring. Whilst local 

monitoring generally underpins daily harvesting and management decisions in the forest, we 

were told that on occasions people may make harvesting decisions which they know to be 
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unsustainable – such as harvesting too much of a product in one area – because their 

livelihood situation forces them too.  

 

Practices of monitoring may also be symbolically important in the emergence of socio-

ecological regimes. They may be relevant to claims over the forest (cf. Nightingale 2003a) 

and we heard how the presence of participatory monitoring plots in their CFUG was a source 

of pride amongst some participants, serving as they did to demonstrate to others their 

knowledge of and an ability to sustainably manage the forest. In Burke CFUG the 

monitoring project aimed to promote the sustainable management of lauth salla as a basis for 

its commercial sale as a medicinal plant. We heard however how the project – along with 

people’s previous dealings with commercial traders in this species – served to make them 

view their past use of the species as fodder as wasteful and backwards.  

 

One project participant told us for example that “in the past, we didn’t know about the use of 

lauth salla – we only used it for fodder or for firewood. After the CFMS we know it is 

valuable so this is an important thing” [CFMS B07 06/11/07]. Another said that lauth salla 

is “a valuable species and should not be destroyed, as happened in the past” [CFMS B02 

05/11/07] and another that “in the past lauth salla was useless, now I know it is useful for 

medicine” [CFMS B13 07/11/07].  During a focus group, one man said that “being foolish in 

the past, we used it as fodder”, going on to say that “now we stopped [using it as fodder] as it 

is valuable and a source of income with high value” [FG B05 17/06/08]. The commercial 

value of lauth salla to members of the CFUG is thus highly significant, providing the species 

with a certain status and promoting widespread desires for its protection; “other species 

growing there [in the forest] we can use – grass, fodder – but lauth salla we can sell” [FG 

B04 15/06/08]. The historic use of lauth salla as fodder is perfectly valid (although it is not 

the most palatable species to many animals), however its current association with the 

potential for economic gains means it has come to symbolise something different, as have 

people’s past activities; activities which they are now keen to distance themselves from. 

Whilst such an alteration of perceptions of use and value was an intention of the monitoring 

project, it demonstrates how such conservation projects can lead to the commercialisation 

and commodification of nature.  
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Relevance for the future of participatory ecological monitoring 

So what does our analysis according to the insights of nature-society studies tell us that we 

did not already know about participatory environmental monitoring? Firstly, the notion of 

knowing nature (cf. Braun 2001) reminds us that knowledge and understanding of nature is 

not fixed or objective but socially, culturally and historically situated. This adds legitimacy 

to calls for greater recognition of local forms of monitoring amongst resource-dependent 

communities, and in fact all people who happen not to be professional scientists (Abbot & 

Guijt 1998, Ellis & Waterton 2004, Garcia & Lescuyer 2008, Staddon et al. a, b). It reminds 

us of the connectivity and dynamic nature of interactions between society and nature – 

interactions in which participatory monitoring becomes enrolled whether it intends to or not. 

It reminds us that these interactions and relationships are dialectical, iterative and co-

constitutive, meaning that all manner of consequences can arise in all manner of directions 

(Leach et al. 2007). Ecological conditions for example in part constitute social relations and 

cultural practices, meaning they should be seen not merely as a stage upon which human 

processes are played out, because ‘the stage’ needs to be seen as ‘shaping the play’ (cf. 

Nightingale forthcoming). Equally, it demonstrates how ecological conditions are in part a 

consequence of social relations and cultural practices.  

 

In this paper we have shown how such things occur in relation to both local and participatory 

monitoring. Our analysis reminds us that we should be interested in such nature-society 

relations due to their political and power-laden nature – something which we have also 

shown monitoring can become entangled in and must work hard to negotiate successfully. 

The concept of the socio-ecological regime (cf. Nightingale 2003a, 2010, forthcoming) – as 

well as engaging nature and re-making nature (Braun 2001) – reminds us of the falseness of 

the binaries and divisions between nature and society; as well as both the material and the 

symbolic. Only by striving for both ecological resilience and social equity can monitoring 

thus contribute to successful socio-ecological regimes.  

 

In her analysis of how conservation discourse and practice contribute to ‘identities-in-the-

making’, Sundberg (2004) asks herself how it all relates to the goals of conservation. She 

responds thus; “I suggest that conservation is about building livable futures…To me, this 

goal is fundamentally incompatible with sexism, racism, material inequality, and other forms 

of social exclusion” (p.61). We feel likewise in relation to participatory monitoring. We 

therefore suggest that unless social inequalities are tackled, successful environmental 

management based on practices of monitoring will ultimately be unachievable. 
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Unfortunately however our framework does not provide neat, one-size-fits-all solutions to 

improve upon current participatory monitoring practices. Solutions are instead to be found at 

the local level as they need to take into account the situated and embodied nature of 

knowledge and understanding, as well as local social and cultural practices. Instead of 

emphasising differences between men and women for example, more recognition should be 

given to how gender differences are constituted through environmental change and practices 

in relation to the conservation and management of nature (Harris 2006, Nightingale 2006, 

2010). Processes of social differentiation can then be tackled by altering processes of 

environmental governance. Solutions need to be dynamic and respond to fluid socio-

ecological regimes, so be iterative and adaptive, rather than promoting pre-made plans. They 

need to attend to the politically-loaded and power-ridden nature of any participatory 

initiative.  

 

Participatory monitoring projects obviously have their own sets of goals and criteria against 

which they measure success. We do not wish to take issue with these; instead we aimed in 

this paper to highlight other aspects of participatory monitoring which we believe deserve 

attention in order that participatory monitoring is effective in both protecting nature and 

empowering those involved. These other issues are by no means restricted to participatory 

monitoring and are likely shared by many other community-based conservation efforts. They 

are nonetheless highly relevant to those initiating participatory monitoring projects and we 

thus urge them to attend fully to what may be considered unintended consequences of the 

projects, namely those on the wider socio-ecological system of which they find themselves a 

part. Sundberg (2004) calls for a ‘politics of accountability’ whereby “[a]ttention to how 

inequality is produced through conservation encounters allows each one of us to begin seeing 

our own role in enacting those social relations” (p.61). We likewise suggest that those 

promoting participatory monitoring consider their own accountability towards emergent 

socio-ecological regimes. 

 

In summary, we set out to demonstrate that participatory ecological monitoring is far more 

than an exercise in the collection of data on environmental change. We did so by drawing 

attention to the ‘social nature’ of participatory monitoring and its place within a contingent 

and socially constructed nature and socio-ecological regime. We have argued for an 

increased recognition of the multiple ways in which it is possible to monitor the 

environment; of the situated and embodied nature of these practices; and of the consequences 

of these for socio-ecological regimes. Our work is based on taking an interdisciplinary 



 251 

approach to studying participatory monitoring in which we draw on the social sciences to 

gain insights into what is predominantly thought of as a ‘conservation issue’. We believe 

such an approach offers the potential for greater insights to be made than one which draws 

only from one discipline (cf. Greaves & Grant 2010). We therefore encourage others 

interested in participatory approaches to conservation and natural resource management 

generally to do likewise.  
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The ‘who’ and the ‘what’ 

At one time considered the exclusive realm of professional biologists and ecologists, there is 

increasing interest in the role non-professionals have to play in the monitoring of our natural 

world – of species, habitats and ecosystems. The potential for such ‘participatory 

monitoring’ to contribute to the ever increasing demand for biodiversity data has been raised, 

including for national and international reporting targets related to the Convention on 

Biological Diversity as well as planning at a local level (Ellis & Waterton 2004, Lawrence 

2006, 2009, 2010b,  Mackenzie 2010), for conservation management and in response to calls 

for conservation to be more ‘evidence-based’ (Sutherland et al. 2004, Brashares & Sam 

2005), data requirements for environmental certification schemes (Monro & Jones 2010), in 

monitoring ecosystem services (Becker et al. 2005, Karky & Banskota 2007), and to promote 

the sustainable utilisation of natural resources for subsistence and commercial livelihoods, 

both in the global South (Danielsen et al. 2005a; Topp-Jorgensen et al. 2005, Staddon et al. 

a,b,c) and the global North (Ballard et al. 2008, Fernandez-Gimenez et al. 2008). The non-

professionals being called upon to collaborate with scientists in these monitoring efforts 

include and are referred to variously as amateur-naturalists, citizen scientists, volunteers, lay 

persons, members of the public, local people, holders of traditional ecological knowledge, 

resource-dependent communities and in the global South largely untrained staff of Protected 

Areas. 

 

A huge diversity of practices are clearly encompassed by the term participatory monitoring. 

Academics and practitioners researching and reporting on participatory monitoring tend to be 

involved in projects which relate to specific types of practices, such that literature dealing 

with projects in which say British amateur naturalists monitor rare bryophytes to feed into 

national databases, are rarely discussed alongside those in which Madagascan villagers 

monitor their fisheries resources in order to make their own fishing practices more 

sustainable (but importantly see Lawrence 2010a). Such disparate projects share some 

fundamental similarities however, given that they all entail the collaboration of scientists 

with non-professionals. Whilst differences do exist, these are not merely a matter of 

geography; with projects located in the global North differing fundamentally from those in 

the global South, rather they are a matter of context (Lawrence 2010a).  

 

The context of participatory monitoring determines its’ potential to achieve the conservation 

of nature and the empowerment of the participants involved. We believe that by bringing 
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together the wide variety of practices referred to as participatory monitoring it is possible to 

scrutinise the differences between them and understand the importance of context. In this 

paper we argue that participatory monitoring projects may best be assessed, understood and 

improved upon by considering their context in terms of who and what they are for. We thus 

aim to build on the work of Abbot and Guijt (1998) who state that is it “all the more crucial 

to know why information is being sought [i.e. what it is for], [and] to do so with a clear focus 

on the end-users of information [i.e. who it is for]” (p.16).  

 

It has been stated that “[i]n essence, monitoring exists to support decision-making and 

planning by providing information on trends and changes, on what works or how activities 

might be adjusted” (Abbot & Guijt 1998, p.14). We believe the first question to be asked of 

any participatory monitoring project should therefore be who will be doing this decision-

making and planning i.e. who is it for? The answer to this question determines the form the 

data should take in order that it is both meaningful and credible to the decision-maker and in 

order that it provides the appropriate sort of information required for the decisions and plans 

to be made (Lawrence 2010a). Highly accurate quantitative data on the distribution of lemur 

species might be highly important in the decisions of local conservation organisations and 

protected area staff in Madagascar for example, however when it comes to promoting 

sustainable resource-use by participating communities, information – possibly including 

qualitative measures – of trends in resource supply in relation to use, will be far more 

important for decision-making. This question of ‘who the monitoring is for’ relates to who 

will be making the conservation decisions and does not mean to detract from the fact that 

many projects are in other ways ‘for’ the participants as they aim to empower those 

involved. In other words, we view empowerment of participants as a very separate issue to 

that of who will actually be using the data generated for its intended conservation purpose. 

 

The second question to be asked of participatory monitoring projects follows closely from 

the first, and is what is the project for? This is a relatively straight forward question and 

relates to the wide variety of purposes for which participatory monitoring is used, as 

described above. Again, whilst many projects strive to empower those involved, most have a 

primary conservation-related goal, to which this question relates.  

 

Considering the context of participatory monitoring in terms of who and what it is for allows 

a wide variety of projects to be brought together and viewed from a particular standpoint. It 

also enables a move away from differentiation of projects based on geography. Importantly it 
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allows certain relationships between projects to be understood so that potential overlaps and 

lessons-learnt may be exchanged. Conversely, inherent differences can be identified and 

used productively. On-going debates in relation to different types of project can also be 

viewed from this standpoint and new contributions can be made.  

 

In order to elucidate these relationships and add to these debates, we have produced a 

typology of participatory monitoring, one which takes as its starting point a differentiation of 

projects based on who they are for; either ‘monitoring for participants’ or ‘monitoring for 

others’ (Figure 7.1).  
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Projects which fall into the ‘monitoring for participants’ category share the fundamental 

characteristic that those who do the monitoring are those who use the data. These projects 

include those in which it is intended that monitoring data will be used by local people to 

promote the sustainability of their use of natural resources, either for subsistence/domestic 

use or for commercial sale. Such monitoring may occur in both the global North and South. 

‘Monitoring for participants’ also includes projects in which largely untrained staff of 

protected areas in the global South collect monitoring data which is used to inform their 

conservation management decisions.  

 

Projects which fall into the ‘monitoring for others’ category share the fundamental 

characteristic that those who do the monitoring are not those who use the data. Participants 

collecting the monitoring data may represent a variety of people and groups as the scope of 

this category is wide. Those who it is intended will use the data include scientists, 

conservation managers, planners and policy-makers. Such projects are used to inform 

strategic conservation management decisions, to influence policy, feed into planning and 

contribute to CBD-related demands for data on the status and trends of biodiversity. This sort 

of monitoring also includes that related to schemes which certify the environmental 

credentials of practices such as forest product management or shade-coffee production. 

Interestingly, monitoring carried out by resource-dependent communities can also find itself 

in this category, in examples where these communities effectively work as employees in 

monitoring projects which require information on their use of resources but which is used 

not to directly alter that resource use, but again to feed into more strategic management and 

planning. Such projects also occur in both the global North and South.  

 

We note that our typology does not describe the reality of participatory monitoring projects; 

rather the utility of the typology is as a conceptual tool with which to organise and 

understand participatory monitoring and with which to predict the likely achievements and 

challenges faced by individual projects26. We now consider the insights afforded by the 

typology by engaging with and helping to move forward current debates in the field of 

participatory monitoring.  

                                                 
26 A. Lawrence, personal communication 
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Insights afforded by the typology 

i) The inclusion of traditional ecological knowledge in participatory monitoring 

A major reason for involving non-professionals in monitoring is in order to incorporate local 

knowledge and understandings of environmental change. Our typology highlights the 

importance of asking who will use the data generated as this determines what form it needs 

to take to be meaningful, credible and useful to those making decisions based upon it. Local 

or traditional ecological knowledge is inherently meaningful, credible and useful to local 

communities and thus in ‘monitoring for participants’, ensuring local measures of 

environmental change are incorporated is necessary to make monitoring effective (Garcia & 

Lescuyer 2008; Staddon et al. a, b, c). In situations of ‘monitoring for others’, then it these 

‘others’ who need to be considered when deciding on the degree to which local ecological 

knowledge is incorporated, as for example it may be that this is less meaningful, credible and 

useful to them than scientifically accurate and precise quantitative measures (see Lawrence 

2010b).  

 

ii) The social dimensions of participatory monitoring 

Most communities are internally differentiated according to gender, race, class, caste, age, 

wealth and education (Agrawal & Gibson 1999, Leach et al 1999, Nightingale 2002, 2005, 

2006), and such heterogeneity means it unlikely that all participants in monitoring projects 

will benefit equally. In cases of ‘monitoring for participants’ care must be taken to ensure 

that monitoring is meaningful to all members of the community, and that it does not merely 

reinforce local inequities amongst participants (Staddon et al. a, b, c). In cases of 

‘monitoring for others’, such a situation may be less problematic as these presume less direct 

influence on participants’ behaviour. Others have however highlighted that in such 

circumstances the personal motives of participants and the social experience they gain from 

participating are highly important in terms of maintaining participant support for the project 

(Lawrence 2006, Bell et al. 2008).  

 

iii) Is participatory monitoring really a cheap option?  

One of the perceived benefits of participatory monitoring is its lower financial cost relative 

to monitoring conducted entirely by professional scientists (Danielsen et al. 2005a, 2010, 

Gaidet-Drapier et al. 2006). In ‘monitoring for participants’ however; much of which relates 

to promoting sustainable resource use, it is unlikely that professionals would be conducting 
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monitoring, in which case a comparison on price is unjustified. In fact in such circumstances, 

participatory monitoring may well represent an additional cost; one which should be 

acknowledged by those initiating such projects. In ‘monitoring for participants’ the value of 

the data generated should in theory be enough to motivate participants involvement, however 

in ‘monitoring for others’ the data may not hold such direct value. In this type of monitoring, 

participants may thus need alternative incentives for involvement, including financial 

payment (Garnett et al. 2009) – particularly so that the costs of monitoring are not merely 

off-loaded onto participating communities (Danielsen et al. 2005a). Of course the additional 

benefits arising from participation in monitoring in terms of empowerment may well be 

enough motivation. 

 

iv) Can participatory monitoring serve multiple goals? 

Debate exists over the potential for participatory monitoring to fulfil multiple goals, not only 

of locally-based sustainable resource use but also of feeding into policy, planning and 

practice at regional, national and international scales (Lawrence & Elphick 2002, Evans & 

Guariguata 2008). Many projects aim for just one of these goals, however we warn against 

individual projects trying to achieve multiple goals, given that ensuring success in just one 

goal is hard enough  (Staddon et al. b). Our typology hinges on the fact that to make 

participatory monitoring effective it needs to retain a focus on who and what it is for, so as to 

ensure that the data generated are meaningful, credible and useful to those who’ll be making 

decisions based on it. This is particularly important as it is unfortunately unlikely that the 

form and type of data suitable for one stakeholder will be the same as for another. There is of 

course nothing wrong in running two (or more) monitoring projects in close conjunction and 

with the same group of participants, however each set of data collected should suit the needs 

of a clearly defined end-user, be they the participants or others.��

 

v) Can participatory monitoring projects be self-sustaining? 

Many participatory monitoring projects – mainly with resource-dependent communities in 

the global South – cease to function when collaborating scientists hand over full 

responsibility to participating communities (Poulsen & Luanglath 2005, Evans & Guariguata 

2008, Garcia & Lescuyer 2008). These projects tend to be those in which the monitoring is 

supposedly for the participants however it has been noted that many monitoring projects 

“make the rather tenuous assumption that the monitoring process has value for local people” 

(Abbot & Guijt 1998, p.25) and where participants choose not to continue monitoring after 
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the withdrawal of scientists it may indicate that the participants in fact find little value in the 

monitoring. We suggest that a clear focus on who and what the monitoring is for may help to 

avoid such situations by ensuring that the monitoring is of specific value to specific people. 

In ‘monitoring for others’, issues of sustainability are less relevant as there will presumably 

always be continued input and support from those who are making use of the data generated.  

 

What are the future research needs in participatory monitoring? 

There are calls to assess the accuracy and precision of participatory monitoring so as to 

reassure scientists, policy-makers and planners who are doubtful of its quality (Danielsen et 

al. 2005, 2010, Evans & Guariguata 2008). We suggest such calls are most relevant to 

‘monitoring for others’, where the data generated clearly need to be meaningful and credible 

to policy-makers and planners etc (Lawrence 2010b). Those promoting this ‘accuracy 

question’ admit however that “[the] link to management decisions can be even more 

important than data quality” (Danielsen et al. 2009, p.41). We suggest that in ‘monitoring for 

participants’ researching how data are put into practice by participants is of utmost priority. 

It has been written that “[u]nless they link environmental changes to communities’ own 

management decisions, formal participative monitoring systems will continue to fail” 

(Garcia & Lescuyer 2008, p.1303), and in ‘monitoring for participants’, no matter how 

accurate the data generated may be, if participants are not using it to inform their decision-

making then it is unlikely to have a positive impact on nature conservation.  

 

In conclusion 

We finish by posing a series of questions to those involved in or considering developing 

participatory monitoring projects (Table 7.1). We do so in order to promote a careful 

consideration of the ‘who’ and the ‘what’ in participatory monitoring, with the aim of 

increasing its contribution to both nature and society. 

 

Table 7.1 Questions to be considered by those developing participatory monitoring projects 
1. What is the aim of the project? 
2. Why do we want to involve non-professionals as participants? 
3. How does the involvement of non-professionals help us achieve the aim? 
4. What information is needed to achieve the aim? 
5. Does that information include local knowledge of environmental change? 
6. How does the involvement of non-professionals help in the gathering of this information? 
7. How is the information useful to the non-professional participants? 
8. How is the information useful to the professional scientists or others? 
9. What are the alternatives to the involvement of non-professionals? 
10. In what ways are non-professionals to be involved i.e. what level of participation will be offered? 
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This thesis set out to investigate the multiple ways in which local people monitor their 

environment and the outcomes that this may have for socio-ecological systems. It’s 

objectives included to explore what forms monitoring of nature can take, considering that 

based on different knowledges, as well as variations at an individual level; to explore how 

monitoring is mobilised in decisions and practices of natural resource management and 

conservation; to explore how monitoring fits into wider human-environment relationships 

and is affected by factors governing these; and to explore how monitoring contributes to the 

emergence of socio-ecological systems.  

 

By drawing on detailed ethnographic work from the community forests of Nepal, the thesis 

aimed to explore some of the social dimensions of participatory monitoring and of its 

consequences for socio-ecological regimes. Current debates in political ecology, 

development studies and nature-society studies provided the theoretical basis for the 

investigation.  The novelty of the thesis lies in its extensive empirical data, which allowed it 

to explore current understandings of participatory monitoring. 

 

The case-study projects revolved around the monitoring of forest resources by members of 

local Community Forest User Groups as a way to judge the benefits of new management 

techniques. The aim of the projects was that the monitoring of plots in the forest would 

provide communities with information that they could apply in management decision-

making affecting other areas of the community forests. Although the projects were meant to 

run for five years, official monitoring activities ceased after one or two years. Fieldwork 

occurred four years after the projects’ inceptions; offering opportunities to understand the 

medium-term sustainability of participatory monitoring projects. 

 

In order to assess whether the thesis successfully achieved its aims and objectives I shall now 

briefly re-visit each of the empirically-based chapters (i.e. chapters 3-7), summarising their 

main findings and conclusions. I shall then move on to consider the contribution of the thesis 

as a whole to our understandings of participatory monitoring. This will involve a discussion 

of the research approach adopted in the thesis, of the main findings of the thesis and of how 

the thesis builds on the work of others. A discussion of ‘interdisciplinarity’ and potential 

further lines of inquiry will also be made. 

 



 263 

Contribution of the chapters 

Chapter 3, Understanding outcomes in community-based conservation: the importance of 

epistemologies, methodologies and positionality, attempts to bring methodological debates 

heard commonly throughout the social sciences to those studying community-based efforts 

in conservation; such as participatory monitoring. The chapter asserts that these are 

important debates to be had within community-based conservation, given that its inherent 

interdisciplinary nature brings together researchers from different disciplines with very 

different perspectives on these issues. By taking the case-study of participatory monitoring in 

Nepal, the chapter argues that the choice of epistemology, methodology and stance on 

positionality are crucial to the outcomes of a piece of research. It suggests that no one 

approach is better than another or produces a more ‘representative’ picture of reality, rather 

that it is important to realise that the different pictures produced by different approaches may 

be a reflection - in part - of the studies’ approach, as well as the reality that they are studying. 

The chapter concludes that multiple pictures provide a better basis for understanding 

community-based conservation, but that the challenge is bringing these all to bear in debates 

over policy and practice.  

 

Chapter 4, ‘Monitoring Matters’, but do other things matter more? Analysing the role of 

participatory and local approaches to monitoring for nature conservation, responds directly 

to the claim of Danielsen et al. (2005a) that for conservation to be successful, ‘monitoring 

matters’. This claim contrasts with that of others who suggest that participatory monitoring 

can be a ‘red-herring’ (Garcia & Lescuyer 2008), prompting an analysis of these competing 

claims in this chapter. The chapter details multiple ways in which monitoring can ‘matter’ 

and considers a wide range of what may be considered ‘impacts’. In so doing it assesses how 

participatory monitoring may matter to whom, where and for what.  

 

Monitoring as an influence in environmental decision-making has to compete against a 

whole host of ‘other things’ however and some of these are documented in the paper. The 

paper argues that ultimately these things may ‘matter more’ in nature conservation. This 

does not make monitoring a pointless activity; rather it suggests more attention should be 

paid to making monitoring more effective and meaningful in decision-making processes. 

Suggestions are made as to how this can be achieved, including; more explicit recognition 

and incorporation of local monitoring, paying attention to how participants differ in what 

they understand and gain from participation, and ensuring effective dissemination of 

monitoring activities throughout the wider community. The influence of monitoring at 
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different scales also needs to be taken into account, from intra-household to community 

levels, as different forces act at different levels. Finally, it is suggested that tackling some of 

the ‘other factors’ – be they social, cultural, economic, political or ecological – may be more 

effective than simply monitoring ecological change.   

 

Chapter 5, Insights into participatory ecological monitoring from development studies, 

draws directly from the field of development studies which offers well theorised accounts of 

participation in international development projects. Given that participatory monitoring 

shares many of the characteristics of participatory development projects, this chapter takes a 

hard-hitting critique by development scholars to explore the concept of ‘participation’ in 

monitoring. In this way the chapter builds on the work of others who highlight that the level 

of participation offered effects the likely success and outcomes of a participatory project. 

The critique used in this chapter questions whether participation may constitute a ‘tyranny of 

the group’, a ‘tyranny of the method’ and/or a ‘tyranny of decision-making and control’ 

(Cooke & Kothari 2001).  

 

The chapter finds itself in agreement with the first tyranny; that of the group, given the 

unequal distribution of costs and benefits amongst participants, meaning marginalised groups 

gain least. It only partly supports the second tyranny; of the method, given the lack of 

attention paid in participatory monitoring to local forms of monitoring, although these in fact 

may ‘infiltrate’ projects. It again only partly supports the third critique; that of decision-

making and control, as at times participatory monitoring may influence decision-making for 

the better, at times act as a form of control. It always however represents just one factor 

amongst many influencing decision-making processes. 

 

 The chapter then takes these findings to address what have been identified as the major 

questions facing participatory monitoring (Evans & Guariguata 2008). For each question, the 

analyses based on the ‘tyrannies’ are shown to be highly relevant, suggesting ways to 

improve on current practices as well as points to contemplate at a more conceptual level. The 

chapter concludes that rather than asking what the benefits and costs of participating are for 

participants, we need to consider who benefits (or otherwise), as costs and benefits are not 

evenly spread throughout participating communities. It suggests that rather than questioning 

which are the simple tools that can be employed to monitor changes in nature, we need to 

consider how these are used and to what effect in terms of resource governance. It finally 
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suggests that rather than seeking to make projects work for multiple purposes, we should be 

considering how to make them more effective in specific situations.  

 

Chapter 6, The social nature of participatory ecological monitoring, argues that participatory 

monitoring must be aware of the way in which it becomes enrolled in and contributes to the 

emergence of complex socio-natures i.e. the dialectical relationships between ‘nature’ and 

‘society’ which mean that neither can be understood in isolation from each other. The 

chapter draws on nature-society studies to highlight the multiple and situated, embodied 

ways in which society interacts with nature, as well as the importance of both the material 

and the symbolic. These suggest that more attention should be given to the multiple ways in 

which it is possible to monitor nature, to the situated and embodied ways in which people 

experience practices of monitoring, and finally to the potentially ‘unintended’ ways in which 

monitoring can have consequences for ‘socio-ecological regimes’.  

 

Again, suggestions are made as to how to improve upon current practices. The chapter is 

aimed more however at emphasising the need to recognise the deeply ingrained relationship 

between participants and the nature that they’re monitoring and how this fits into wider 

relationships between the social, cultural, economic, political and ecological. It therefore 

fundamentally challenges those involved in participatory monitoring to attend to its social 

dimensions on the premise that if they do not, participatory monitoring will be unable to 

achieve its stated goals in relation to nature – given that the two are inseparable. 

  

Chapter 7, Participatory ecological monitoring: who and what is it for? is the final 

‘empirical’ chapter, although it does not in fact present any empirical work (although its 

assertions are certainly underpinned by it), written as it is as a journal ‘opinion piece’. The 

chapter instead offers a typology with which to organise and understand the variation which 

exists within the all-encompassing term ‘participatory ecological monitoring’. The typology 

takes as its starting point the division between monitoring ‘for participants’ and that ‘for 

others’. Although all other chapters have sought to have relevance for both forms of 

monitoring, the differences between them stemming from who and what they are for re-

occurs as fundamental in attending to the conflicts and inconsistencies monitoring can 

produce.  

 

This chapter applies the typology so as to use the division between monitoring ‘for 

participants’ and ‘for others’ productively and in order to add to current debates. It addresses 
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the extent to which traditional or local ecological knowledge should be incorporated in 

monitoring, the emphasis which should be given to the social dimensions of participation, 

how cheap an option participatory monitoring really is, whether it can or should strive to 

achieve multiple goals, whether we can expect such projects to be self-sustaining, and what 

the future research questions for participatory monitoring are. 

 

 

Although they started from different literatures, theories and rationales, the empirical 

chapters (with the exception of Chapter 7) seem to have converged on a set of common 

findings and recommendations. They all draw attention to practices of local monitoring in 

relation to participatory monitoring, as well as the conservation and management of nature 

more generally. They all highlight the importance of monitoring as a situated practice and 

one which individual participants or members of a community therefore experience 

differently. A number of them demonstrate how this can lead to uneven costs and benefits 

amongst participants and community-members in participatory monitoring, potentially to the 

detriment of already marginalised groups. They all reveal the importance of a host of ‘other 

things’ in environmental decision-making, meaning the information produced through 

monitoring will not automatically or necessarily influence these decisions. The possibly 

more ‘unintended’ ways in which monitoring can influence relationships between nature and 

society are also however highlighted.  

 

These themes emerging across the chapters could in some ways be seen as a form of 

convergent triangulation (cf. Nightingale 2009), serving to validate each others findings. 

Given the literatures and theories from which they draw are all within the social sciences, 

maybe this is not surprising. The way in which different literatures raise slightly different 

issues within the common themes – for example participatory development literatures 

drawing attention to space in understandings of participation, compared to political ecology 

highlighting the importance of power and control – suggests however that they may also be 

triangulated on the basis of complementary. In this way, all chapters serve to enrich one 

overall emerging picture of participatory monitoring.  

 

Chapter 7, ‘who and what’ participatory monitoring is for, attempts to build on these themes 

and the overall picture of participatory monitoring to emerge. By addressing many of the 

questions being raised by those involved in participatory monitoring, it brings the relevance 

of these themes and their contribution as a whole to the fore of current debates. These shall 
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now be expanded on, as I discuss the contribution of the thesis as a whole to our 

understandings of participatory monitoring. 

 

Contribution of the thesis 

The novelty of the thesis lies in its extensive empirical data, which allows it to explore 

current understandings of participatory monitoring. It does arrive at some tentative 

conclusions with regards our theoretical understandings of the field, although these would 

require further investigation to be validated more widely. In order to assess the contribution 

of the thesis in light of current research I shall now discuss the approach the thesis took to 

research, including a consideration of how applicable its findings are to other cases of 

participatory monitoring. I shall then discuss the main insights to emerge from the work and 

the way in which these findings hopefully  build on and complement the work of others.  

 

a) A novel approach to studying participatory ecological monitoring and its applicability to 

other cases 

This thesis aimed to explore our understandings of participatory monitoring, in part by 

taking a novel approach in its research. This approach to research is detailed at length in 

Chapter 2 Case-study: Participatory ecological monitoring in the community forests of 

Nepal and Chapter 3 Methodology: Understanding outcomes in community-based 

conservation: the importance of epistemologies, methodologies and positionality. In 

summary, the thesis is based on an in-depth study of a monitoring project four years after its 

initiation; it spoke with and analysed the impact of the project on the wider community in 

which it took place; it sought to study local processes and practices of natural resource 

management and therefore the role participatory monitoring may play in this; and it sought 

to engage seriously with critical social science theory. 

 

Firstly, by studying a participatory monitoring project four years after its initiation and one 

which no longer receives direct technical support, this thesis provides a unique in-depth 

studies of projects for which participating communities are largely responsible. Others have 

provided great studies of projects soon after their initiation or which continue to be provided 

with technical support (Bashares & Sam 2005, Danielsen et al. 2005b, 2010, Topp-Jorgensen 

et al. 2005), whilst others have reviewed the state of projects researched by others (Abbot & 

Guijt 1998, Garcia & Lescuyer 2008). This thesis however is based on primary empirical 

evidence, allowing it to explore our understandings of the potential medium to longer-term 
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sustainability of projects involving resource-dependent communities. Given that there has 

been time for the monitoring to become embedded in local environmental decision-making, 

the actual (and not only desired) influence of the project on sustainable resource use could 

therefore be investigated.  

 

The thesis found that some monitoring projects were more influential than others, with 

influence a consequence of the interplay of a variety of social and ecological factors. Given 

that many participatory monitoring projects aim to be self-sustaining i.e. run entirely by the 

participating communities after an initial period of technical support, these findings are 

highly relevant. Although it may be presumed that participating communities will find it in 

their interests to continue monitoring given the utility of the information which it provides 

them, this is not necessarily the case. The ways in which monitoring may become 

meaningful in the management of natural resources and in which they may promote 

environmental sustainability are dependent on a whole host of factors. Highlighted by this 

thesis in particular are factors related to knowledge, power and control (discussed further 

below).  

 

Secondly, by speaking not only to those directly involved in the monitoring projects, but also 

others within the participating communities, this thesis was also able to make a step towards 

assessing the impacts of such projects on wider scales and thus extended patterns of natural 

resource management. In other words, it aimed to find out whether lessons and practices 

gained through involvement in monitoring projects were able to ‘trickle-down’ to the wider 

community. One other study has done this to a limited extent (Van Rijsoort et al. 2010), 

finding little difference between participants and non-participants in their practices of 

management despite involvement in monitoring projects. This thesis builds substantially on 

that work as it gave equal attention to speaking with non-participants as participants.  

 

This thesis found that in the case-study projects, the ‘trickle-down’ effect has been limited. 

The majority of non-participants in the community where the projects were based were 

unaware of the aims or lessons of the projects and thus the impact of the projects at a wider 

scale has been partial at best. Given that participatory projects generally directly involve 

only a small section of a community, it is suggested that efforts to extend that learning 

beyond participants using appropriate communication and dissemination techniques will 

increase the overall impact of the project.  
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Thirdly, this thesis investigated not only practices and processes of participatory monitoring, 

but also cast its net wider, to examine general patterns of natural resource management. It 

sought to understand the place of participatory monitoring within this wider sphere of 

environmental decision-making. It did so in order to assess the impact of participatory 

monitoring and the way in which it actually influences decision-making – not only how it 

should work in theory. In so doing, this thesis paid particular attention to processes of what 

have been referred to throughout as ‘local monitoring’ – that which is done in the absence of 

participatory projects or technical advice and support. Whilst many researchers refer in 

passing to such practices of local monitoring, none have given it the attention it received in 

this study.  

 

This thesis found that participatory monitoring can greatly influence environmental decision-

making by different sets of actors, for various purposes and in different locations. These 

influences are however dependent on the intersection of a wide variety of social and 

ecological factors (as mentioned above) and cannot be presumed in a given circumstance. 

Local monitoring was found to be highly relevant in the interpretation of the monitoring 

projects and helped make them meaningful to local participants. The relationship between 

local and participatory forms of monitoring merit further investigation.  

 

Fourthly and finally, this thesis aimed to provide an interdisciplinary study of participatory 

monitoring by drawing on the theories, methodologies and insights of critical social sciences 

and applying them to what might be viewed by some purely as a ‘conservation issue’. The 

thesis drew specifically on the fields of political ecology, development studies and nature-

society studies in order to see what bearing these may have for understandings of 

participatory monitoring. Because other current research has also drawn on the social 

sciences, that literature has been extensively reviewed in Chapter 1 and the distinctive 

approach taken in this thesis outlined in thee section ‘Matters of monitoring’ in Chapter 1 

(Introduction). The empirical chapters of the thesis (Chapters 4, 5, 6 and 7) attempt to 

convey the insights this thesis made in relation to these specific academic fields.  

 

In terms of the relevance of the findings of this thesis to other cases of participatory 

monitoring, it has been argued in chapter 2 (Case-study) that relevance should take the form 

of ‘analytic generalisation’ (Yin 2003). This concept refers to the ability of research to point 

to questions and theories that it may be pertinent to examine in other similar cases. This is as 

opposed to research being able to make sweeping statements about the likely conditions or 
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processes occurring in other similar cases. The findings of this thesis are most relevant to 

other cases of participatory monitoring involving resource-dependent communities in the 

global South and in particular those organised into community groups involved in devolved 

environmental management and those which depend on forest resources. In such cases it 

may therefore be wise to consider the issues raised by the thesis. The concept of analytic 

generalisation means however that it is not possible – or advisable – to predict whether these 

will be applicable to any, or all, such similar cases. Instead, the relevance of the findings 

should be assessed on a case-by-case basis.  

 

I now go on to discuss some of the tentative findings to emerge from the thesis as a whole. 

These over-arching themes and issues constitute the interdisciplinary insights to emerge from 

the thesis. I also discuss how these hopefully complement and build on the work of other 

researchers in the field. 

 

b) Insights to complement previous research on participatory ecological monitoring 

The introductory chapter to this thesis established three ‘matters of monitoring’ which it 

aimed to investigate in its research and contribute to through its analysis. It firstly aimed to 

consider the multiple ways in which it is possible to keep track of nature, including what has 

been referred to as ‘local monitoring’ and differences in practice at the individual, personal 

level. It secondly aimed to consider the ways in which issues of knowledge, power and 

control become enrolled in participatory monitoring and the effects this has on its outcomes 

for both society and nature. It thirdly aimed to question and consider the concept of 

‘participation’ in participatory monitoring, particularly in light of debates in the field of 

participatory development. I shall now discuss the extent to which the thesis achieved these 

aims and how the ways in which it did so build on and complement the work of others. 

 

i) Ways to keep track of nature 

In considering the multiple ways in which it is possible to monitor changes in the 

environment, the thesis broached two issues. The first of these was the way in which it is 

possible to monitor using different techniques, tools and knowledge. The second of these 

was how the way these are used and understood differs at the individual or personal level.  

 

A consideration of the first issue sought to investigate the relevance of local monitoring, both 

to projects of participatory monitoring and to natural resource management more generally. 
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In so doing, the thesis hoped to build on the work of Danielsen et al. (2009) which provides a 

typology of participation in participatory monitoring, with monitoring conducted entirely by 

scientists at one end and entirely by participants at the other i.e. local monitoring. Danielsen 

et al. (2009) suggest that such local monitoring may be highly relevant where communities 

depend on the resources that they are monitoring. This thesis provides empirical evidence of 

this, but also draws attention to the relevance of local monitoring in the interpretation of the 

science behind participatory monitoring projects.  

 

The thesis found that many participants – and some non-participants – knew of the results of 

the monitoring plots from their own observations and that the official, quantitative data to 

emerge from it unfortunately meant little to many people. The work of Moller et al. (2004) 

promotes the many ways in which scientific and local forms of monitoring can complement 

each other (Figure 1.5). The findings of this thesis compliment that work by suggesting that 

in reality the bringing together of different systems of knowledge requires careful 

negotiation; mirroring claims by Ellis and Waterton (2004). Although the case-study projects 

of this thesis aimed to bring together scientific and local understandings, scientific 

knowledge still dominates within them; as in many other projects (Abbot & Guijt 1998, 

Garcia & Lescuyer 2008). Science is the basis for the projects, however many participants 

and non-participants make sense of the project results through practices of local monitoring 

i.e. based on their own, qualitative observations of the monitoring plots.  

 

This thesis did not attempt to assess the accuracy of local monitoring, as has been done by 

others (Hellier et al. 1999, Danielsen et al. 2005a, 2010, Evans & Guariguata 2008, Jones et 

al. 2008, Leopold et al. 2009, Anadon et al. 2009, 2010); although it did find that it almost 

always gave the same overall results as quantitative, official monitoring. Rather, this thesis 

aimed not to separate knowledge from practice (cf. Agrawal 2002) by instead focusing on 

the ways in which different forms of knowledge were understood and acted upon by 

members of the community. In finding that local monitoring was more meaningful to many 

people than the official scientific results of the monitoring projects, and finding that the 

monitoring mattered in many different ways to different sets of actors in different locations, 

this thesis draws attention to the practical outcomes of practices of local monitoring.  

 

In considering the multiple ways in which it is possible to monitor changes in the 

environment, the second issue which this thesis broached were the differences within 

different practices of monitoring i.e. how they are used and understood differently at the 
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individual or personal level. Although the outcomes of monitoring projects are often 

assessed at the community-level (Danielsen et al. 2005b, 2010, Jones et al 2008, Anadon et 

al 2009, 2010), this thesis wished to investigate impacts at an intra-community scale. Other 

important work draws attention to the individual in participatory monitoring projects; of the 

relationships built through project involvement (Ballard et al. 2008, 2010, Bell et al. 2008, 

2010), and of the personal meaning attached to monitoring data and the empowerment of 

participants (Lawrence 2006, 2009, 2010c, Lawrence & Turnhout 2010). This thesis aimed 

to complement and contribute to these latter works by assessing the impacts of monitoring in 

terms of what is learnt and acted upon on an individual basis. Whilst community-level 

decision-making based on monitoring is highly important – and was also investigated in this 

thesis – a belief in the need to consider how monitoring effected people according to their 

gender, age etc. drove the research.  

 

The thesis found that the ways in which the case-study monitoring projects were understood 

and made sense of differed according to aspects of social differentiation. Literate men learnt 

far more from their involvement in the projects than did illiterate women, partly as a 

consequence of the different jobs they performed during monitoring operations. Others point 

out rightly the need to ensure all social groups are represented in participatory monitoring 

(Van Rijsoort & Zhang 2005, Lawrence et al. 2006, Boissiere et al. 2010, Van Rijsoort et al. 

2010).  This thesis found that although different social groups may be represented in a 

participatory monitoring team, due to the embodied and situated nature of practices of 

monitoring, not all members of the group will benefit equally. Unfortunately the case-study 

projects therefore did little to challenge social inequalities and may in fact have helped 

maintain them, as it was the most marginalised of the participants – women and those who 

are illiterate – who gained least.  

 

ii) Knowledge, control and power 

The second ‘matter of monitoring’ which this thesis considered was the way in which issues 

of knowledge, power and control become enrolled in participatory monitoring and the effects 

this has on its outcomes for both society and nature. Practices of monitoring are clearly 

based on different sets of knowledges – either scientific or local, or most likely a 

combination of the two – however the expression of that knowledge and the ability to act 

upon it depends on issues of control and power in managing natural resources. Others have 

rightly drawn attention to the need for devolved management structures if resource-
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dependent communities involved in participatory monitoring are to be able to fully 

implement decisions on the basis of monitoring data (Danielsen et al. 2010, Lawrence 

2010b, Van Rijsoort et al. 2010). Few examples of devolved natural resource management 

are without their own issues of control and power however (Bryant 1998, Campbell 2003, 

Nightingale 2005, 2006, 2010, Blaikie 2006) and socio-political factors are often more 

influential than technical ones in environmental decision-making (Paudel & Ojha 2008).  

 

The thesis found that the impact of the case-study participatory monitoring projects 

depended on feelings of control at the community-level, such that whilst one group 

confidently applied the findings of the project throughout the community forests, this was 

not the case in the other group. Control in these cases depended in part on the distance to and 

relationship with local government forestry authorities. The feeling of a lack of control in 

one group led to the loss of potential funds from the sale of the species which the monitoring 

project intended to promote. In contrast to such concrete economic outcomes of the project, 

others resulted in feelings of pride amongst participating communities, demonstrating the 

importance of not only the material but also the symbolic in assessing the impacts of 

projects. Enacting of the monitoring data in terms of environmental decision-making and 

management depended not only on perceptions of power and control however, but also on 

other factors relating to economics, environmental factors, leadership and the media for 

instance.  

 

The work of Garcia & Lescuyer (2008) suggests that in order for ‘intentional management’ 

of natural resources to be possible, five components must be present, of which monitoring is 

only one; namely resource assessment, needs analysis, monitoring of dynamics, negotiation 

over access and use, and control. These authors suggest that without community involvement 

in all five components, participatory monitoring projects are likely to fail in the short-term. 

The work of this thesis is in agreement with such suggestions, as it provides empirical 

examples of other factors or more ‘components’ which ultimately determine the natural 

resource management system. Although there may be a desire that data derived from 

participatory monitoring projects will over-ride other factors in environmental decision-

making, this is not necessarily the case.  

 

The recent work of Lawrence (2006, 2009) suggests further that in order for monitoring data 

to be operationalised by participants however, the subjective and ‘internal’ aspects of 

participatory monitoring must be considered. Participatory monitoring can therefore be 
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thought of as a fusion of not only the ‘external’ and objective, data-related aspects of the 

process, but also importantly the ‘internal’ and subjective elements which make that data 

meaningful.  

 

iii) Participation 

The third and final ‘matter of monitoring’ which this thesis aimed to question and consider 

was the concept of ‘participation’ in participatory monitoring, particularly in light of debates 

in the field of participatory international development. This field offers great opportunities 

for interdisciplinary learning for community-based conservation (Campbell & Vainio-

Matilla 2003), such as participatory monitoring. This thesis aimed to build on the fact that 

the level of participation offered in a project directly affects its outcomes (Carter 1996, 

Abbot & Guijt 1998, Lawrence 2002, Danielsen et al. 2009), by considering critiques of 

participation in international development projects (Cooke & Kothari 2001) in relation to 

participation in monitoring. In so doing, this thesis aimed to consider ways in which 

participatory monitoring may make participation more meaningful for both nature and 

society.  

 

The participatory development literature raises the issue of intra-community heterogeneity in 

participating groups and proposes that attention be given to the distribution of costs and 

benefits amongst participants and the equity of this according to need (Cleaver 2001, Blaikie 

2006). In line with these ideas, this thesis found (as concluded earlier), that those involved in 

the case-study participatory monitoring projects were empowered to differing degrees on the 

basis of gender and literacy. The most marginalised within the community – illiterate women 

– stood to gain least from their participation in terms of what they learnt and took from the 

project. Sundberg (1998) calls for a ‘politics of accountability’ on the part of those involved 

in community-based conservation projects. She calls for project initiators to consider how 

projects impact not only on nature but on society, highlighting that some projects serve to 

perpetuate social inequities and inequalities. This thesis suggests likewise in relation 

specifically to participatory monitoring, calling on those involved to question exactly who 

their projects benefit and how.   

 

The participatory development literature also draws attention to the fact that ‘participation’ 

inevitably involves but a small proportion of any involved community and that the majority 

of community members in fact have little direct connection to participatory projects (Hickey 
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& Mohan 2001). This thesis investigated this issue in relation to its case-study participatory 

monitoring project, finding that the vast majority of community members who did not 

participate in the project themselves knew very little about the project, if anything at all. 

Effective dissemination and communication of the activities and results of the participatory 

monitoring project was needed if it were to have impacts beyond the few in the community 

who were directly involved.  

 

The participatory development literature also suggests that many participatory projects 

assume community members will find it in their ‘rational interests’ to participate, whilst in 

fact some may be better off not participating or may have justifiably little motivation to do 

so (Cleaver 2001). This thesis considered the motivation of those involved in its case-study 

participatory monitoring projects, finding that these were governed by a whole host of 

factors. Some factors may be considered ‘rational’ e.g. to learn the best forest management 

practices so as to increase the supply of forest products, whilst others may be considered less 

so, e.g. that women may only go if accompanied by other female friends. All motivating 

factors are important in the likely long-term sustainability of participatory monitoring 

projects however, as is the distribution of costs and benefits between participants, as 

described above.  

 

Finally, the same literature draws attention to the relationship of participatory projects to 

informal decision-making processes and to what have been referred to as ‘everyday life 

spaces’ (Kesby 2005). With regards to its case-study monitoring projects, this thesis found 

that these could be influential in how people decided to manage natural resources on their 

own land, thus demonstrating a new facet of participatory monitoring in terms of where it 

may be meaningful. It also found that the influence of the projects in decision-making 

beyond the strict remit of the project depended largely on practices of local monitoring, as 

these were more meaningful to participants and other community members than the formal 

quantitative results to emerge. Practices of local monitoring may in some ways be considered 

as a form of ‘citizenship participation’ (Cornwall 2002), as opposed to the ‘invited 

participation’ offered through formal participatory monitoring projects. Some see such 

citizenship participation as a more principled, rights-based approach to participation and one 

which is politically more desirable. It may be that the role of local monitoring in formal 

participatory monitoring deserves more attention not just pragmatically, for its practical 

outcomes but also politically, for its promotion of local control in environmental governance.  
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The overall aim of this thesis was to explore the multiple ways in which local people monitor 

their environment and the outcomes that these may have for socio-ecological systems. The 

various empirical chapters of the thesis, as well as the discussion above, establish how this 

aim was achieved. The thesis approached this aim however by drawing explicitly on the 

theories and methodologies of the social sciences (as others have done in the past) to address 

what may be considered by some as a natural science issue. In other words, the thesis aimed 

to provide interdisciplinary insights for participatory monitoring. A consideration of what 

such interdisciplinarity involves now follows.  

 

Interdisciplinary insights 

Some believe that interdisciplinary scholarship will enable better futures to be found for 

community-based conservation (Hirsch et al. 2010). Hopefully the interdisciplinary approach 

adopted in this thesis may help contribute to a ‘better future’ for participatory ecological 

monitoring, however it also reveals tensions in this approach to research. 

 

A desire to produce interdisciplinary work in conservation must be decided upon and 

attended to at the outset, as the epistemologies and theories informing the research are 

crucial in determining the subsequent choice of research questions, methodologies, methods, 

analysis and dissemination. Social scientists have written of the frustrations at being invited 

to contribute to research once the agenda and direction of work have already been decided, 

therefore leaving them little opportunity to contribute (Campbell 2005). Equally, natural 

scientists have written of the frustration in realising too late that obstacles could have been 

avoided had social scientists been invited to collaborate at an earlier stage in a project 

(Moore et al. 2010).  

 

If it seems slightly one-sided – that interdisciplinarity is about bringing in the insights of the 

social sciences to conservation – this is because for a long time it has been considered the 

rightful domain only of natural scientists. Social phenomena are central to understandings of 

conservation however (Mascia et al. 2003) and thus brining together the social and the 

natural sciences is vital if conservation is to be effective and equitable. Although adopting 

interdisciplinary approaches can highlight points of contention, conflict and the ‘trade-offs’ 

involved in conservation, this need not necessarily “yield paralysis, but…instead provide 

insight and the opportunity for genuine reflection, honest communication, and responsible 

action” (Hirsch et al. 2010, p.5). In the long-run I believe such interdisciplinary approaches 
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are the only ones which can truly account for both people and nature and thus produce 

solutions which benefit them both.  

 

But what can the thesis say not only about conservation, but about interdisciplinarity itself? 

Throughout the course of this supposedly ‘interdisciplinary’ PhD27, I have questioned what 

this term really means. Firstly, does it relate to the subject of study i.e. the interaction or 

overlap of ‘society’ and ‘nature’, based on the assumption that each are the rightful domain 

of separate disciplines, the social sciences and natural sciences respectively? Secondly, does 

it relate to the methodologies and methods employed, for example mixing typical social 

science methods such as ethnography, with those from the natural sciences such as 

ecological surveys? Thirdly, does it relate to the epistemological and theoretical foundations 

of a piece of work i.e. in the bringing together of positivist and subjectivist epistemologies 

and the types of theories which build on these, or the application of epistemologies and 

theories from one discipline to another? Fourthly, does it relate to the audience being 

addressed i.e. a natural scientist addressing a social science audience, or vice versa? 28 

According to the first, third and fourth points, my thesis clearly counts as interdisciplinary 

work, although it would not do in response to point two as it used purely social science 

methods. The thesis has argued however that methods (point two above) are not as important 

in research as the ways in which they are used to address which kinds of questions; thus that 

epistemologies and theoretical framings are more important (point three above). Using social 

science epistemologies and theories but speaking only back to a social science audience, can 

hardly be considered interdisciplinary however; hence the importance of addressing different 

disciplines (point four above). In other words, the thesis would suggest that for work to be 

considered truly interdisciplinary it must not only attend to nature-society interactions, but 

more importantly bring positivist and subjectivist epistemologies and theories together by 

seeking to speak across disciplines.  

 

There is also a fifth question over the categorisation of interdisciplinarity; does it relate only 

to the bringing together of individuals from separate disciplines, or can one person be 

‘interdisciplinary’ in themselves? This question is particularly pertinent in PhD research 

which is inherently an individual endeavour (see Evans & Randalls 2008). Given my training 

and experience as an ecologist and more recent exploration of the social sciences, I believe 

myself to be ‘interdisciplinary’; however I am more often referred to by conservationists as a 

                                                 
27 The PhD has been funded through a NERC/ESRC Interdisciplinary scholarship. 
28 For a very interesting discussion of these points raised here independently, see Lele and Norgaard 
(2005). 
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social scientist. I think this is telling of the importance placed on epistemology and theory 

(and my use of this from the social sciences), reinforcing the fact that these things really are 

important. Only by expressly trying to translate these things across disciplines and 

disseminate my work to a natural science audience can I hope to overcome stereotypes and 

be considered as an ‘interdisciplinary researcher’ in my own right. Of course, very few 

people are referred to as this anyway, demonstrating the long-lasting influence of 

disciplinary divides.  

 

Further lines of inquiry 

There is an awful lot left to say on the subject of participatory ecological monitoring and a 

lot of research waiting to be done. This thesis has concentrated on participatory monitoring 

‘for participants’, particularly in the global South. Although Chapter 7, ‘who and what 

monitoring is for’, gave specific attention to the differences between monitoring ‘for 

participants’ and that ‘for others’, many questions remain about the relationship between the 

two. In what ways are the two forms of monitoring really the same and in what ways are they 

different? How significant is the variation which exists within these categories? Should 

monitoring ‘for participants’ and ‘for others’ be grouped under one heading, or are the 

differences between them and the consequences of these significant enough to warrant them 

being referred to separately? Would separating them out unnecessarily complicate matters 

and lead to potential crossovers being missed? What would separating them out really 

achieve? As Chapter 7 argued, addressing such questions would help in understanding 

participatory monitoring and moving forward current debates over the best way to achieve 

their aims.   

 

Excellent work has been done on monitoring ‘for others’ in the UK context (Ellis & 

Waterton 2004, 2005, Lawrence 2006, 2009, 2010), however plenty of questions remain on 

this topic too. What do policy-makers and planners really think of data produced by non-

professionals? How do they currently incorporate it into their decision-making? What might 

stop them from making more use of it in the future? How might the significance of 

monitoring ‘for others’ change with cuts in UK (and wider) public spending and reductions 

in government environment agencies? How does monitoring ‘for others’ operate in countries 

other than the UK, including in the global South? How does monitoring to demonstrate 

compliance with certification schemes or payments for ecosystem services such as REDD+ 

operate and what are the pertinent questions to be asked in relation to these? How does 
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monitoring ‘for others’ which involves for example indigenous tribes monitoring their own 

hunting to provide data for scientific modelling operate, and again what are the pertinent 

questions to be asked in relation to this? Again, addressing these questions would help 

attempts to understand participatory monitoring and move forward current debates and 

practices. 

 

Even within the category of monitoring ‘for participants’ which was the focus of study in 

this thesis, questions also remain. How does monitoring ‘for participants’ involving 

resource-dependent communities relate to that conducted by largely untrained conservation 

staff in the global South? Does the fact that the latter are paid employees create fundamental 

difference between them and communities who are unpaid – but assumed to be motivated by 

what they will gain through participation? How does monitoring ‘for participants’ differ 

between the global North and global South? Are there any fundamental differences or should 

they be compared more on the context of the project? Are there any fundamental differences 

between monitoring that involves those reliant on natural resources for subsistence 

livelihoods compared to those reliant for commercial gains? Yet again, such questions would 

assist those trying to understand participatory monitoring and move forward current debates 

and practices. 

 

As well as just asking additional questions, there are other approaches which could be 

adopted to take the work of this thesis further. The research concentrated heavily on the 

social dimensions of monitoring, hence on project participants and how monitoring 

influenced their lives and relationships with nature. The next stage would be to take this one 

step further by investigating those who are promoting participatory monitoring, running 

projects or using their results. This group was dealt with in part in the thesis through the 

‘secondary stakeholder’ interviews conducted as part of the fieldwork, although a lot more 

could be done with this data. Given that participants will almost always be found to be 

involved in a given project, a study of the motivations and perspectives of those initiating the 

projects and interacting with the data produced may reveal more about the conditions which 

keep these projects running. By adopting a ‘science and technology studies’ approach, much 

could be said of the discourses of science and conservation promoted through participatory 

monitoring. This topic would make excellent material for a piece of follow-on research.  

 

Whilst the context for the empirical work of the thesis was the community forests of Nepal, 

little has been made of this context specifically in the findings and conclusions. The intention 
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of the thesis was to take the case-studies and see what they could contribute to 

understandings of participatory monitoring more generally. Existing data could easily be 

used to speak back to the context of Nepal’s community forestry however and result in a 

paper purely on this topic.  

 

‘Keeping track of nature’ 

So what is ‘keeping track of nature’ really all about? It can be about people’s personal 

observation of for example the first blossom of spring or of changes in local woodlands over 

lifetimes. It can be about fishers’ observations of changes in fish stocks prompting them to 

alter harvesting practices. It can be about members of the UK public reporting bird sightings 

in their gardens on particular days each year for the RSPB. It can be about indigenous tribes 

in Peru making records of their hunting activities for scientists to model. It can be about local 

communities collaborating with scientists to monitor and hopefully regulate their natural 

resource use. The list could go on and on. What is clear is that ‘keeping track of nature’ 

would mean something different to almost everyone who does it.  

 

This thesis has presented work on a very small part of what it means to ‘keep track of 

nature’; there is a lot left to study and understand. The small area studied in this thesis – 

participatory monitoring which is ‘for participants’, primarily in the global South – has 

however hopefully drawn some interesting insights. It has revealed the importance of 

understanding and appreciating the social dimensions inherent to such projects if they wish 

to be successful in securing both nature conservation and social equity. Efforts to ‘keep track 

of nature’ represent personal and professional relationships between individuals and their 

environments and all are important in the complex web of interactions which hold society 

and nature together.  
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Staddon, S.C. (forthcoming) The ethical challenges and dilemmas of ‘giving back’ to 
communities involved in fieldwork in the global South. In Ethical challenges and dilemmas 

of fieldwork in the Global South, J. Lunn (ed) 
 

Abstract We get a PhD out of it, but what about the communities involved in our 

fieldwork? Most of us question what we can do to repay those who give us their time 

and enthusiasm while taking part in interviews or focus groups and the like. But how 

do we decide what it is appropriate to ‘give back’ and who is it appropriate to ‘give 

back’ to? Such questions are often plagued less by physical constraints and more by 

ethical dilemmas, particularly for fieldwork in the global South where issues of 

power, knowledge and postcolonialism are highly significant. The notion of ‘giving 

back’ affects not only our positionality as researchers but potentially our methods 

and analyses and as such is also important professionally. This chapter explores 

such issues in relation to my own fieldwork in the ‘community forests’ of Nepal but 

hopes to stimulate self-reflection in all who read it.  
 
Staddon, S.C. (2009) ‘Carbon Financing and Community Forestry: A Review of the 
Questions, Challenges and the Case of Nepal’ Journal of Forest & Livelihoods, 8 (1), 25-32 
 

(I was asked to write this article for a special edition of the journal on climate 

change whilst in Nepal. I drew heavily on the reading done for this thesis and 

observations made during fieldwork, although it did not directly relate to the topic of 

the thesis). 

 

Abstract Forestry �related ‘carbon �offsetting’ projects are widely seen as the 

ideal solution to three equally challenging problems of the 21st century: climate 

change, biodiversity conservation and socio �economic development. Hopes are 

being pinned on the potential of Reducing Emissions from Deforestation and 

Degradation (REDD) schemes, which after 2012 will represent the most likely route 

for bringing the currently excluded community forests into official climate change 

mitigation. However, not everyone is convinced of their potential, and some point 

instead to the challenges involved in ensuring both environmental gains and 

livelihood benefits. This paper provides a background to carbon financing involving 

forestry, focusing on community forestry in the global South. It goes on to review a 

number of questions and challenges which affect the potential efficiency and equity 

of ‘carbon forestry’. Finally, it considers these issues with regard to community 

forestry in Nepal, arguing that they must be addressed in future policy or project 

development in the country. 

 
Shrestha, S.K. & Staddon, S.C. (2009) Golmatar Paleko CFUG, Ramechhap, Nepal: Some 
observations and suggestions from recent visitors. Unpublished report 

 
Shrestha, S.K. & Staddon, S.C. (2009) Burke CFUG, Ramechhap, Nepal: Some observations 
and suggestions from recent visitors. Unpublished report 
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CFMS HH?  yes / no   Date:   Location:  Surveyors: 

Respondent:   Gender:  M / F  Caste:    Tole:    

 

 
A. BACKGROUND INFORMATION 

1. How many CFUGs is the HH a member of? 
 
2. Are any members of your HH on the CFUG committee?  yes / no / don’t know 

(if ‘yes’, give member and position) 
 
3. Do any members of your HH generally attend CFUG meetings or activities?  yes / no / don’t know 

(if ‘yes’, give member) 
 
4. Have any members of your HH attended any CF related training?  yes / no / don’t know 

(if yes, give member and type of training) 
 

5. Do you know what CFMS is?  no / yes …………………………………………………………………..(explanation) 
 
6. How long does it take you to walk from your house to (a) the topside forest? 

           (b) the downside forest? 
 

7. Who makes up your HH? …… people: husband / wife / father/ mother / …. children: age range………. / other …. 
 
8. Have any members of your HH migrated for work or study?  yes / no 

(if yes, give member, location  and reason) 
 

9. How does your HH generally make a living?  farming / labouring / service / business / remittance / other 
(specify which HH members if non-farming & give details) 

 
10. How did your HH make a living 10 years ago? farming / labouring / service / business / remittance / other 

(specify which HH members if non-farming & give details) 
 
11. Are any members of your HH disabled? yes / no (give details) 

 
12. What level did you study to at school? none / up to grade 8 / grade 8-10 / SLC or over 
 
13. What is the highest level studied to of any members of your HH? (give gender) 

 
14. Can you read and write?  yes / no / signature 

 
15. How old are you? 

 
16. How long have you lived here?  always / …… years – reason for move: marriage / migration 

 
17. Does your HH own any land? yes / no    (if ‘yes’, give details, in ropani)   

(a) khet  (b) bari   (c) kharpakha  (d) ghaderi  (e) forest 
 

18. Does your HH rent any land?  yes / no    (if ‘yes’, give details, in ropani)  in / out 
(a) khet  (b) bari   (c) kharpakha  (d) ghaderi  (e) forest 
 

19. Do you own any domestic animals?  yes / no (if ‘yes’, give details) buffalo … / goat … / cow … / ox … / pig … 
 
20. Did you own any animals 10 years ago?  yes / no (if ‘yes’, give details) buffalo ... / goat ... / cow … / ox … / pig … 

(if changed, why?) 
 

21. Do you grow enough food for your HH for the year?  yes / no (if ‘no’, give details) ………...…. months in deficit 
 
22. Do you sell any of your produce (crops and animals)? yes / no (if ‘yes’, give type & proportion sold) 
 
23. Distance from your house and location of nearest:   (a) health post ………………….… in ………………………. 

(b) market …..………… in …………..…………... (c) primary school ………..……… in ……......…………….... 
 
24. Do you consider your HH as amongst the very poor / poor / middle / richest within the CFUG? 
25. Why do you put yourself in this category? (open-ended) 
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B. FOREST PRODUCT USE, HARVESTING AND MANAGEMENT 

 
26. Availability and source of forest products, use and trend in use 

Sufficiency for annual 

HH needs 

Proportions obtained from 

different locations 

Trend in use over last 10 year Forest product 

Suff Insuff None CF Own land Bought 

Any 

sold? 
(y / n) Trend 

(���) 
Reason 

Fuelwood        y / n �  �  �  

Timber        y / n �  �  �  

Poles        y / n �  �  �  

Fodder       y / n �  �  �  

Dry LL        y / n �  �  �  

Green LL - bed       y / n �  �  �  

Green LL - feed       y / n �  �  �  

Grasses        y / n �  �  �  

Bamboo       y / n �  �  �  

Medicinal plant       y / n �  �  �  

Grazing       y / n �  �  �  

Other …       y / n �  �  �  

Other…       y / n �  �  �  

 
27. Forest product collection and species used 

Who in HH collects How often it is collected Forest product 

M F C Seasonality Frequency 

Species used 

Fuelwood               every  

Timber               every  

Poles               every  

Fodder              every  

Dry LL               every  

Green LL - bed              every  

Green LL - feed              every  

Grasses               every  

Bamboo              every  

Medicinal plant              every  

Grazing              every  

Other …              every  

Other…              every  

 
28. Does your HH manage for/try and grow any forest products on you own land? yes / no (if ‘yes’, give details) 

fuelwood / timber / poles / fodder / dry LL / green LL-bed / green LL-feed / grass / bamboo / med. plant / grazing / other… 
 

29. If ‘yes’ to Q28, how does your HH (manage) try and increase growth of these products? (give what and who) 
 
 
 
 

30. When you are collecting these products is there anything you do to try and ensure supplies? yes / no  
(give detail) 
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31. Has your HH been involved in any forest management activities in the CF in the last year?  yes / no  
(if ‘yes’, give what, who & time spent; if ‘no’ state why)  
 
 

32. Do you know why management in the CF is done?  yes / no  
(give details) 

 
 
33. Have you learnt things about forest use/management from DFO & NGOs in the CF?  yes / no 

(give details) 
 

 
34. Do you use any of the things you’ve learnt in CF on your own land?  yes / no   

(give details) 
 
 

 
C. DECISION-MAKING, INFLUENCES AND CONTROL IN FOREST PRODUCT USE AND MANAGEMENT  

 
35. How are decisions made in the CFUG during assemblies and meetings?  N/A (if doesn’t attend) 

(a) Re: Forest management? consensus / majority decides / committee decide / a committee member decides / elites 
influence decision / other …………….…………………………………………. 

(b) Re: Harvesting? consensus / majority decides / committee decide / a committee member decides / elites influence 
decision / other …………….…………………………………………. 

(c) Re: Product distribution?  consensus / majority decides / committee decide / a committee member decides / elites 
influence decision / other …………….…………………………………………. 

 
36. How freely are members able to express their opinions at assemblies and meetings?  N/A (if doesn’t attend) 

(a) Re: Forest management? very freely / freely / somewhat freely / not freely 
(b) Re: Harvesting? very freely / freely / somewhat freely / not freely 
(c) Re: Product distribution? very freely / freely / somewhat freely / not freely 
 

37. How are decisions made in assemblies and meetings shared in the HH?  with… 
(a) Re: Forest management? all other members / those whom decisions directly concern only / spouse only / no-one 
(b) Re: Harvesting? all other members / those whom decisions directly concern only / spouse only / no-one 
(c) Re: Product distribution? all other members / those whom decisions directly concern only / spouse only / no-one 
 

38. How are decisions made in your HH about forest product use/management in the CF? 
discussion between all HH members / person collecting product decides / HH head decides / head man & woman decide / 
other …………………………………………………………………………………………………. 
 

39. How are decisions made in your HH about forest product use/management on your own land? 
discussion between all HH members / person collecting product decides / HH head decides / head man & woman decide / 
other …………………………………………………………………………………………………. 
 

40. What factors influence how your HH decides to use/manage forest products?  
(a) in community forests? 
 
 
 
 
 
(b) on your own land? 

 
 
 
 
 
41. How freely are you able to decide about you HH use/management of forest products? 

(a) in community forest? very freely / freely / somewhat freely / not freely 
 
(b) on own land? very freely / freely / somewhat freely / not freely 
 

42. Has the insurgency affected your use & management of forests? yes / no (give details) 

�
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CFMS HH?  yes / no   Date:   Location:  Surveyors: 

Respondent:   Gender:  M / F  Caste:    Tole:    

 

 
A. BACKGROUND INFORMATION 

43. How many CFUGs is the HH a member of? 
 
44. Are any members of your HH on the CFUG committee?  yes / no / don’t know 

(if ‘yes’, give member and position) 
 
45. Do any members of your HH generally attend CFUG meetings or activities?  yes / no / don’t know 

(if ‘yes’, give member) 
 
46. Have any members of your HH attended any CF related training?  yes / no / don’t know 

(if yes, give member and type of training) 
 

47. Do you know what CFMS is?  no / yes …………………………………………………………………..(explanation) 
 
48. How long does it take you to walk from your house to (a) the topside forest? 

           (b) the downside forest? 
 

49. Who makes up your HH? …… people: husband / wife / father/ mother / …. children: age range………. / other …. 
 
50. Have any members of your HH migrated for work or study?  yes / no 

(if yes, give member, location  and reason) 
 

51. How does your HH generally make a living?  farming / labouring / service / business / remittance / other 
(specify which HH members if non-farming & give details) 

 
52. How did your HH make a living 10 years ago? farming / labouring / service / business / remittance / other 

(specify which HH members if non-farming & give details) 
 
53. Are any members of your HH disabled? yes / no (give details) 

 
54. What level did you study to at school? none / up to grade 8 / grade 8-10 / SLC or over 
 
55. What is the highest level studied to of any members of your HH? (give gender) 

 
56. Can you read and write?  yes / no / signature 

 
57. How old are you? 

 
58. How long have you lived here?  always / …… years – reason for move: marriage / migration 

 
59. Does your HH own any land? yes / no    (if ‘yes’, give details, in ropani)   

(a) khet  (b) bari   (c) kharpakha  (d) ghaderi  (e) forest 
 

60. Does your HH rent any land?  yes / no    (if ‘yes’, give details, in ropani)  in / out 
(a) khet  (b) bari   (c) kharpakha  (d) ghaderi  (e) forest 
 

61. Do you own any domestic animals?  yes / no (if ‘yes’, give details) buffalo … / goat … / cow … / ox … / pig … 
 
62. Did you own any animals 10 years ago?  yes / no (if ‘yes’, give details) buffalo ... / goat ... / cow … / ox … / pig … 

(if changed, why?) 
 

63. Do you grow enough food for your HH for the year?  yes / no (if ‘no’, give details) ………...…. months in deficit 
 
64. Do you sell any of your produce (crops and animals)? yes / no (if ‘yes’, give type & proportion sold) 
 
65. Distance from your house and location of nearest:   (a) health post ………………….… in ………………………. 

(b) market …..………… in …………..…………... (c) primary school ………..……… in ……......…………….... 
 
66. Do you consider your HH as amongst the very poor / poor / middle / richest within the CFUG? 
67. Why do you put yourself in this category? (open-ended) 
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B. FOREST PRODUCT USE, HARVESTING AND MANAGEMENT 

 
68. Availability and source of forest products, use and trend in use 

Sufficiency for annual 

HH needs 

Proportions obtained from 

different locations 

Trend in use over last 10 year Forest product 

Suff Insuff None CF Own land Bought 

Any 

sold? 
(y / n) Trend 

(���) 
Reason 

Fuelwood        y / n �  �  �  

Timber        y / n �  �  �  

Poles        y / n �  �  �  

Fodder       y / n �  �  �  

Dry LL        y / n �  �  �  

Green LL - bed       y / n �  �  �  

Green LL - feed       y / n �  �  �  

Grasses        y / n �  �  �  

Bamboo       y / n �  �  �  

Medicinal plant       y / n �  �  �  

Grazing       y / n �  �  �  

Other …       y / n �  �  �  

Other…       y / n �  �  �  

 
69. Forest product collection and species used 

Who in HH collects How often it is collected Forest product 

M F C Seasonality Frequency 

Species used 

Fuelwood               every  

Timber               every  

Poles               every  

Fodder              every  

Dry LL               every  

Green LL - bed              every  

Green LL - feed              every  

Grasses               every  

Bamboo              every  

Medicinal plant              every  

Grazing              every  

Other …              every  

Other…              every  

 
70. Does your HH manage for/try and grow any forest products on you own land? yes / no (if ‘yes’, give details) 

fuelwood / timber / poles / fodder / dry LL / green LL-bed / green LL-feed / grass / bamboo / med. plant / grazing / other… 
 

71. If ‘yes’ to Q28, how does your HH (manage) try and increase growth of these products? (give what and who) 
 
 
 
 

72. When you are collecting these products is there anything you do to try and ensure supplies? yes / no  
(give detail) 
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73. Has your HH been involved in any forest management activities in the CF in the last year?  yes / no  
(if ‘yes’, give what, who & time spent; if ‘no’ state why)  
 
 

74. Do you know why management in the CF is done?  yes / no  
(give details) 

 
 
75. Have you learnt things about forest use/management from DFO & NGOs in the CF?  yes / no 

(give details) 
 

 
76. Do you use any of the things you’ve learnt in CF on your own land?  yes / no   

(give details) 
 
 

 
C. DECISION-MAKING, INFLUENCES AND CONTROL IN FOREST PRODUCT USE AND MANAGEMENT  

 
77. How are decisions made in the CFUG during assemblies and meetings?  N/A (if doesn’t attend) 

(a) Re: Forest management? consensus / majority decides / committee decide / a committee member decides / elites 
influence decision / other …………….…………………………………………. 

(b) Re: Harvesting? consensus / majority decides / committee decide / a committee member decides / elites influence 
decision / other …………….…………………………………………. 

(c) Re: Product distribution?  consensus / majority decides / committee decide / a committee member decides / elites 
influence decision / other …………….…………………………………………. 

 
78. How freely are members able to express their opinions at assemblies and meetings?  N/A (if doesn’t attend) 

(a) Re: Forest management? very freely / freely / somewhat freely / not freely 
(b) Re: Harvesting? very freely / freely / somewhat freely / not freely 
(c) Re: Product distribution? very freely / freely / somewhat freely / not freely 
 

79. How are decisions made in assemblies and meetings shared in the HH?  with… 
(a) Re: Forest management? all other members / those whom decisions directly concern only / spouse only / no-one 
(b) Re: Harvesting? all other members / those whom decisions directly concern only / spouse only / no-one 
(c) Re: Product distribution? all other members / those whom decisions directly concern only / spouse only / no-one 
 

80. How are decisions made in your HH about forest product use/management in the CF? 
discussion between all HH members / person collecting product decides / HH head decides / head man & woman decide / 
other …………………………………………………………………………………………………. 
 

81. How are decisions made in your HH about forest product use/management on your own land? 
discussion between all HH members / person collecting product decides / HH head decides / head man & woman decide / 
other …………………………………………………………………………………………………. 
 

82. What factors influence how your HH decides to use/manage forest products?  
(a) in community forests? 
 
 
 
 
 
(b) on your own land? 

 
 
 
 
 
83. How freely are you able to decide about you HH use/management of forest products? 

(a) in community forest? very freely / freely / somewhat freely / not freely 
 
(b) on own land? very freely / freely / somewhat freely / not freely 
 

84. Has the insurgency affected your use & management of forests? yes / no (give details) 
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D. LOUTH SALLA 
85. Do you know the tree louth salla?  yes / no 
 
86. Have you ever harvested louth salla?  yes / no  (if ‘yes’, give details below) 

 
(a) what part of the tree did you harvest?  leaves / bark / other…………………….. 

 
(b) what did you use it for? 
 
(c) where did you harvest it from? 

 
(d) when did you harvest it? 

 
(e) how did you harvest it? 

 
(f) did you harvest it with anyone else?  yes / no (give details) 

 
87. Do you have louth salla growing on your own land?  yes / no (if ‘yes’, give details below) 

 
(a) what quantity? 
 
(b) what age? 
 
(c) what is it’s origin? natural / planted 
 
(d) what do you use it for, if anything? don't use / use ……………………………… 

 
88. Do you know how common louth salla is in the community forest?   

very common / common / not common / none / don’t know 
 

89. Do you know if there are any rules or regulations relating to louth salla?  yes / no / don’t know 
(if ‘yes’, give details) 
 
 
 

90. What factors influence your use and/or management of louth salla?  
 

�
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