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Abstract 

Aboriginal communities in Canada are increasingly involved in land use planning 

initiatives to promote community-led economic renewal and advance self-determination. 

As analyzed by political ecologists elsewhere, international and national civil society 

organizations are also increasingly important actors in environmental governance in 

Canada. However, nascent conflicts due to the role of civil society organizations in 

influencing planning policy development, and its effects on Aboriginal–state 

relationships, have not yet been explored. Through community-based fieldwork with 

Pikangikum First Nation, interviews with Provincial Ministries and conservation 

organizations, and in-depth document analysis, this thesis analyzes the roots of 

contentious politics for land use planning in the Far North Region of Ontario. 

Specifically, it analyzes 1) the evolution of land use planning policy development 

between 1975 and 2010 in the region; 2) the role and strategies of civil society 

organizations in influencing planning policy development, and 3) the impacts that 

different planning approaches have for enabling Aboriginal decision-making authority in 

their territories. 

 

Results show that during four different planning processes held between 1975 and 2010, 

Aboriginal communities and organizations in the Far North actively resisted state-led 

land use planning and resource allocation, and developed partnerships with the Ontario 

Government to enable community-led planning in their traditional territories. Since 2008, 

Aboriginal organizations have condemned new comprehensive legislation for opening the 

Far North Region to development and setting a restrictive conservation target, without 

clarifying substantive issues of jurisdictional authority, sharing of resources, and 

consultation protocols. These changes were the result of international and national civil 

society organizations's actions to strategically mobilize public and political support. The 

planning approaches that emerged from different planning policies were found to directly 

influence how Aboriginal–state relations are developed; who sits at the decision-making 

table; how resources are distributed; and how knowledge systems are balanced. Without 

careful attention to how power is distributed across levels of governance and where 



 

 

ii 

accountability lies, multi-level governance—and the bridging role that is promoted for 

civil society organizations—may lead to patterns of scale dominance, and become a way 

to justify continued control by the state, corporations, and international civil society 

organizations on Aboriginal territories. 
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Glossary  

Aboriginal People – refers to Indigenous Peoples in Canada and North America. In 

Canada, Section 35 of the Constitution Act (1982) states that, ―In this 

Act, ―Aboriginal Peoples of Canada‖ includes the Indian, Inuit and 

Métis peoples of Canada‖ (Government of Canada, 1982). 

Colonialism – describes the experience and relationship between Indigenous encounters 

with Settler societies (Alfred and Corntassel, 2005; Sidaway, 2000) 

Decentralization  – ―any act in which a central government formally cedes powers to 

actors and institutions at lower levels in a political-administrative and 

territorial hierarchy‖ (Ribot, 2002, 2). 

Devolution – the ―transfer of rights and responsibilities to local groups, organizations and 

local-level governments that have autonomous discretionary decision-

making powers (Berkes, 2010, 491). 

Doctrine in regional planning theory – Doctrine in regional planning broadly refers to the 

style of planning practice at the time (i.e., why we plan the way we do), 

reflecting ―both the need to plan regions and the best approach for 

doing so‖ (Hodge and Robinson, 2001, 81). There are two opposite 

doctrines that prevail at different times and in different places (see 

function and territory doctrines). 

Elder – an Elder is ―usually somebody who is an example, […] who has overcome a lot 

[and] who is respected in the community […] dedicated to helping 

Aboriginal people, usually through healing, comforting, counseling, and 

assistance (Ellerby, 2001, 8). As part of the Whitefeather Forest 

Initiative, Elders are authoritative knowledge holders identified by the 

community for their experience and knowledge of the land, and 

mandated by the Band Council to guide the planning and management 

process for their traditional lands. 

Framing – ―a collective process of interpretation, attribution, and social construction, 

mediated between opportunity and action‖ (McAdam et al., 2001, 40), 

as well as ―a persuasive device ―used by movement leaders to recruit 

participants, maintain solidarity, drum up support and, in some 

instances, demobilize opposition‖ (Polletta, 1998, 421, as cited in 

Glover, 2004, 66) (see narrative). 

Function doctrine – ―refers to the predisposition to treat any single region as part of a 

system of regions; that is, to treat it in terms of its functional 

relationships with other regions‖ (Hodge and Robinson, 2001, 86). 

Indigenous People – The term Indigenous Peoples has been developed internationally and 

is recognized in the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of 

Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP, 2007). The Declaration does not provide 

for a definition, but generally, Indigenous Peoples ―are descendants of 
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groups which were in the territory of the country at the time when other 

groups of different cultures or ethnicities arrived there; because of their 

isolation from other segments of the country‘s population they have 

preserved almost intact the customs and traditions of their ancestors 

which are similar to those characterized as indigenous; and […] they 

are, even if only formally, placed under a state structure which 

incorporates national, social and cultural characteristics alien to them‖ 

(Hughes, 2003, 16, ). Further, the United Nations Declaration on the 

Rights of Indigenous Peoples states that Indigenous people have the 

right to determine their own identity and membership (UNDRIP, 2007, 

art. 33).  

Interplay (cross–scale and cross–level interactions) – ―Cross-level‖ interactions refer to 

interactions among levels within a scale, whereas ―cross-scale‖ means 

interactions across different scales, for example, between spatial 

domains and jurisdictions (Cash et al., 2006). Cross-level and cross-

scale interactions lead to vertical and horizontal interplay (Young, 

2006). 

Governance (Environmental governance) – ―Governance is the structures and processes 

by which people in societies make decisions and share power‖ (Folke et 

al., 2005). Governance generally refers to ―politics, sharing of rights 

and responsibilities, and setting objectives and the policy agenda […] to 

solve societal problems and create societal opportunities‖ (Berkes, 

2010, 491). 

Level – see scale  

Multi-level governance – ―Multilevel‖ is used to indicate the presence of more than one 

level, and ―multi-scale‖ the presence of more than one scale (Cash et 

al., 2006). ―Multilevel governance emphasizes the threefold 

displacement of state power and control: (1) upwards to international 

actors and organizations, (2) downwards to regions, cities, and 

communities, and (3) outwards to civil society and non-state actors‖ 

(Termeer et al., 2010).  

Narrative – a story with a chronological order (beginning, middle and end, or plot) (Roe, 

1991, 1995). Narratives can describe how an event happened, and 

explain why an event happened (Glover 2004); (see also restorying). 

Frames are ―often exemplified through narratives‖ and used 

strategically (Glover, 2004, 66). 

Neo-colonialism – Neo-colonialism refers to post-colonial societies that continue to 

―experience or exercise continued neocolonial or imperial power and/or 

contain their own internal colonies‖ (Sidaway, 2000, 593). 

Neoliberal conservation – neoliberal conservation represents an emerging concept in 

political ecology that refers to changes in environmental governance 
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and conservation: (1) a shift towards ‗hybrid environmental 

governance‘ which includes communities, conservation-business 

partnerships, and new types of networks that cut across traditional 

divides but that are united by neoliberal ideologies; (2) the re-

regularization of nature through commoditization; and (3) new forms of 

territorialization of resources and landscapes often to the exclusion of 

local people (Igoe and Brockington, 2007). 

Polycentricity – a system comprising multiple and overlapping decision-making centres 

at all scales that retain considerable autonomy from one another 

(McGinnis, 1999; Ostrom, 1999; Ostrom et al., 1999[1961]).  

Politics of scale – is defined as ―the production, reconfiguration or contestation of 

particular differentiations, orderings and hierarchies among 

geographical scales‖ (Brenner, 2001, 600). 

Post–colonialism – generally ―refers to peoples, states and societies that have been 

through a process of formal decolonization‖ (Alfred and Corntassel, 

2005; Sidaway, 2000, 594). Within research, ―post–colonial approaches 

are committed to critique, expose, deconstruct, counter and (in some 

claims) to transcend, the cultural and broader ideological legacies and 

presences of imperialism‖ (Sidaway, 2000, 594).  

Production of scale – refers to the production and social construction of scale as a 

political process that frames scale (i.e., scale is not pre-existing) and is 

subject to contestation and transformation, because scale its production 

has material consequences (Marston, 2004; Smith, 2008; Swyngedouw 

and Heynen, 2003). 

Restorying – the process of gathering stories, analyzing them for key elements of the 

story (e.g., time, place, plot, and scene), and then rewriting the story to 

place it within a chronological sequence (Ollerenshaw and Creswell 

2002, 332). 

Scale – ―refers to a dimension, whereas level refers to a location along a scale‖ (Gibson et 

al., 2000). Political geographers have adopted Lefebvre‘s (1991) 

‗production of space‘ to refer to the production and social construction 

of scale (see production of scale). 

Territory doctrine – definitions of territoriality within the discipline of Geography usually 

refer to the strategies of the state to control and enforce people‘s 

activities within the nation state (Vandergeest and Peluso, 1995). In the 

field of regional planning theory, the territory doctrine is the opposite of 

the ‗function doctrine‘ since the underlying goal is to seek to ―improve 

the cultural as well as material circumstances of regional communities‖ 

rather than to fulfill larger scale economic objectives (Friedmann and 

Weaver, 1979, 41; Hodge and Robinson, 2001).  
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Glossary of Pikangikum Anishinaabe terms 

The Anishinaabe terms derive mostly from the ―Keeping the Land - Land Use Strategy‖ 

(PFN and OMNR, 2006). Pikangikum new terms were transliterated by Mr. Paddy Peters 

following interviews and meetings. Because there is no standard way to represent the 

Ojibway language (Ahneesheenahbaymohween) using the English alphabet, Pikangikum 

First Nation developed a standard that they feel is closest to their dialect.  

 

Ahkee dialogue – Dialogue between Pikangikum First Nation and Ontario Parks on the 

Dedicated Protected Areas  

Ahneesheenahbaymohween – Ojibway language 

Beekahncheekahmeeng Ahneesheenahbay Ohtahkeem – Pikangikum Cultural Landscape 

Beekahncheekahmeeng paymahteeseewahch – Pikangikum People 

Cheekahnahwaydahmungk Keetwahkeemeenaan – Keeping the Land 

Cheemahnahcheetooyaun – variation of Cheemuhnuhcheecheekuhtaykeehn 

Cheemuhnuhcheecheekuhtaykeehn – to keep something that you know helps you in your 

life so that it will continue to provide for future generations in the same 

way it always has (Dedicated Protected Areas in the Whitefeather 

Forest) 

Cheemuhnuhcheetohwin – the traditional process by which Pikangikum people have 

ensured the land has been cared for in a way that it will continue to 

provide for us 

Geemoshgenatagwuk – term used to describe that people are willing to hear, people are 

willing to listen 

Kahyahkookahnahwaycheekahtayk Ahkee – ‗protected areas‘ – something that is very 

protected through enforcement of policies and surveillance; where entry 

is restricted 

Keecheeahneesheenahbayg – Elders 

Keeshaymahneetoo – Creator 

Mahnohmin – wild rice 

Nuhnecheewuhg – reference to the fear of accessing policy regulated areas such as 

protected areas. It translates as ‗they [trappers, hunters, harvesters] are 

always looking behind them‘ 

Oski-Machiitawin – New Beginning (dialogue between Nishnawbe Aski Nation and the 

Ontario Provincial Government) 

Pimachiowin – the land that gives life 

Wahbeemeegwan Nohpeemahkahmik Mahcheedahwin – Whitefeather Forest Initiative  
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Chapter 1. Introduction   

See, for so many years our people have been controlled by a system that was 

brought to our lands and to our people. You know, we were not given, I guess, we 

were not given the right to plan for our people, for our community, everything 

was being planned from the outside. Government people came and told us what to 

do. Even though they told us ―this is your money,‖ you were always in a box. We 

were told, ―you must follow this policy; you must follow this regulation.‖ So we 

are always controlled by that [system]. For many years our people were in bonds 

by the system. Even though our people are the ones who have lived on this lands 

for many years. We are here year round. We are here when it‘s winter, we‘re here 

when it‘s spring, we‘re here when it‘s summer, we‘re here in the fall. We‘ll 

always be here. There are many of our elders that have passed away, many of our 

people who have passed away, but we are still here. If we pass away, our children 

will be here tomorrow, our grandchildren will be here. 

 […]  

This is a new process that we‘re working on. It‘s exciting for our people that 

we‘ve been given this opportunity. Nothing like this has ever happened in this 

area, where we‘re given a new opportunity to say what needs to be done in our 

lands. So I believe you have to change, your organization has to change to fit into 

this process that‘s beginning. Your old policies or your old regulations that you 

still work with— it‘s not gonna work in this process that we‘ve initiated. So yes 

we want to work with you. We want to work with anybody who wants to 

understand what‘s happening here, what we‘re trying to do here. 

(Mr. Paddy Peters, Land use planning coordinator for the Whitefeather Forest 

Management Corporation, in a meeting with members from the Partnership for 

Public Lands, WFMC archives, Pikangikum First Nation, March 2005). 

1.1. Context for the research   

This thesis deals with the contentious politics of land use planning in the Far North 

Region of Ontario,
 
Canada

1
 and the influence of non-governmental organizations—

                                                
1
 Note on terminology: The Far North region of Ontario is referred as the ―Far North‖ in the 

Far North Act (2010), which established the planning area now known as the Far North of 

Ontario. The Far North includes the northern portion of the Ontario Ministry of Natural 

Resources regions of Northwest and Northeast Ontario. I use the term Far North Region to 

identify it as both a planning region and a geographical region. All First Nation communities 

in the Far North—save for independent Kitchenuhmaykoosib Inninuwug First Nation—

belong to the political Treaty organization of Nishnawbe Aski Nation. Nishnawbe Aski 

Nation territory covers about 2/3 of Ontario and includes communities in the Far North and in 

the ‗Lands for Life‘ planning area south of the 51st parallel. 
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including civil society organizations and private foundations—within Indigenous–state 

relations.
2
 While Canada is a post-colonial state, the state and Aboriginal communities 

are still addressing the legacies of attempted assimilation and the continuous assertion of 

provincial government control over Crown lands (McNab, 1999; Teillet, 2005; Wilkes, 

2006). As part of this legacy, the negotiations over land use planning, management, and 

developments are constrained by unequal power relations, as ―land and knowledge are 

both sites of struggle at the very root of colonialism‖ (Alfred and Corntassel, 2005; 

Christensen and Grant, 2007, 117; Gregory, 2000; Sidaway, 2000). Indeed, post-colonial 

states have not been immune to the continuation of neo-colonial practices under the 

mantel of inclusive projects and discourses (Sidaway, 2000), and colonialism continues to 

affect the participation of Aboriginal people in environmental governance (McGregor, 

2009). Post-colonial processes are uneven, diverse, and for this reason require careful 

readings and deconstruction, i.e., while organizations may change, they may still function 

according to idealized views of ‗representing society‘ and ‗working in society‘s best 

interest‘ (Ashcroft et al., 2007). However, while there is a theoretical angle for analyzing 

Indigenous–state relations under the lenses of post-colonialism, in this thesis I focus 

instead on recent directions within political ecology, which look at the re-regularization 

of the state as a product of neoliberal conservation (Igoe and Brockington, 2007). This re-

                                                                                                                                            
 
2
 Note on terminology: Civil society broadly ―refers to the intermediate sphere between the 

state and the market‖ (Lane, 2003, 360). The term Non-governmental Organizations (NGOs) 

originated in the system of the United Nations, and refers to legally constituted organizations 

that operate independently from any government and are not conventional for-profit business 

(http://en.wikipedia.org). They are also referred to as civil society organizations. Foundations 

are differentiated by civil society organizations or NGOs because they either fund or support 

other organizations (i.e., often NGOs). Environmental Non-governmental Organizations 

(ENGOs) refers to civil society organizations that are involved in conservation and 

environmental issues. The term Big International Non-governmental Organizations 

(BINGOs) has been coined to represent Big Conservation: they are global, well funded by 

―multilateral development banks, bilateral donors, and wealthy foundations‖ and focus on 

―the ‗preservation‘ of habitats and ecosystems in areas far from their homes‖ (Alcorn, 2005, 

39). Non-state actors encompass all these groups, as they are organizations (1) capable of 

influencing politics, (2) but not belonging to any institution of the state. In this thesis, ENGO 

is used to identify mainly the activities of NGOs in Canada, while BINGO is used to identify 

their international connections and reach. The term ‗non-state actor‘ is used to identify 

NGOs, First Nation communities, as well as for-profit corporations. 
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regularization plays out in the interactions between state and non-state actors, in this case 

Indigenous people and conservation organizations. 

Internationally, powerful transnational environmental networks guiding environmental 

planning, management, and policy development are also intersecting Indigenous–

government relations (Büscher et al., 2012; Chapin, 2004; Igoe and Brockington, 2007; 

Lane and Morrison, 2006). Despite the recognized importance of civil society 

organizations within the field of environmental governance (Friedmann, 1998; 

Wondolleck and Yaffee, 2000), these concerns have emerged specifically with regard to 

the internationalization of their intervention into domestic policy-making, and the 

reconfiguration of the state towards greater acceptance of these changes (Bernstein and 

Cashore, 2000; Brosius, 1999; Howlett et al., 2009; Novellino and Dressler, 2010). 

This research seeks to analyze the ‗politics of scale‘ in boreal
3
 environmental governance, 

specifically the ways in which the production of scale by civil society organizations 

intersects and impacts Indigenous–state relations. The ‗politics of scale‘ are defined as 

―the production, reconfiguration or contestation of particular differentiations, orderings 

and hierarchies among geographical scales‖ (Brenner, 2001, 600). An emergent area of 

inquiry in political ecology, ‗politics of scale‘ show that non-governmental organizations 

shift and reorganize the levels at which they can be most effective (Lebel et al., 2007; 

McCarthy, 2005; Neumann, 2009; Rangan and Kull, 2009; Swyngedouw and Heynen, 

2003). Shifts in levels and scale, or ‗rescaling,‘ in turn have consequences for who sits at 

the table, who ultimately decides, and how much power different actors gain or lose 

(Lebel, 2006). 

                                                
3
 Note on terminology: The Canadian boreal forest is found roughly north of the 50th parallel. 

It spans from eastern Newfoundland and Labrador to northern Yukon and covers about 35 

percent of Canada‘s land mass and 77 percent of Canada‘s total forests. The Boreal Forest 

Region is one of nine forest regions in Canada (characterized mainly by coniferous trees such 

as fir and spruce) and represents a 1,000 km wide tract of land separating temperate and 

deciduous forest to the south, from tundra to the north (Natural Resources Canada, 2009) 

The Far North is divided in two ecozones: the Boreal Shield (80 percent forested) to the west 

and the Hudson Bay Lowlands (closer to the taiga and characterized by peatlands) to the east 

and north of the Boreal Shield. I do not distinguish between the two, since ‗boreal 

conservation campaigns‘ have aimed at protecting both forests and peatlands. Boreal 

governance refers to the Boreal Forest Region as a contested political site. 
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In Canada, the political ecology of boreal conservation is emerging as an inquiry into the 

relationship between Aboriginal people, conservation, and resource access (Baldwin, 

2003; Braun, 2002; Clapp, 2004; Nadasdy, 2003; Natcher et al., 2004). However, less 

attention has been paid to the role that non-state actors play in promoting or hindering 

Indigenous–state relations and the different ways in which Indigenous People seek to 

create paths towards self-determination. Consistent with an international trend towards 

the inclusion and participation of civil society in environmental governance, a notable 

development in the sphere of policy development has been the inclusion of several new 

actors sitting at decision-making tables at different levels of governance (Cartwright, 

2003; Howlett et al., 2009; Lawson et al., 2001). In Ontario, for example, historical 

policies geared at forestry industry maximization have shifted to take into consideration a 

broader spectrum of interests, including environmental and recreational, as well as 

broader Aboriginal demands for inclusion in decision-making and development 

opportunities (Baldwin, 2003; Cartwright, 2003; Lawson et al., 2001; Stefanick, 2001).  

Inclusive and participatory trends have led Aboriginal organizations and different levels 

of provincial governments—with the support of non-state organizations, consultants, and 

academic researchers—to seek ways to address the inclusion of Aboriginal issues in 

forestry (Stevenson and Natcher, 2010), in protected areas planning and management 

(Peepre and Dearden, 2002), and to search for culturally appropriate criteria and 

indicators to guide resource management (Natcher and Hickey, 2002; Shearer et al., 

2009). These partnerships have also led to formal joint and co-management arrangements 

(Berkes, 2009a).  

However, Aboriginal communities have also attempted to move beyond stakeholder 

participation and towards government-to-government relations as part of a more 

favourable interpretation of the intent and spirit of the historical treaties, as well as of the 

constitutionally affirmed and recognized Aboriginal and Treaty rights (Government of 

Canada, 1982). Many communities are striving to find collaborative frameworks for 

working together (Armitage et al., 2009; Howlett et al., 2009; Natcher, 2001; Natcher et 

al., 2005; Natcher and Davis, 2007; Stevenson, 2006; Wyatt et al., 2010). For example, 

academic actors in the case study area as well as in other regions have coined the term 
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place-based learning communities to describe an approach that seeks to create common 

ground and improve cross-cultural communication (Davidson-Hunt and O'Flaherty, 2007; 

McGregor et al., 2010; Shearer et al., 2009).  

Civil society organizations such as Environmental Non-Governmental Organizations 

(ENGOs), Big International Non-governmental Organizations (BINGOs) and foundations 

have also become increasingly active actors in shaping environmental management, 

policy development, and government legislation (Bartley, 2007; Cartwright, 2003; 

Corson, 2010; Lane and Morrison, 2006). States and communities collaborate with these 

actors on the premises of their attention to public interest and their assumed position as 

intermediaries between the demands of the state and the market (Friedmann, 1998; 

Wondolleck and Yaffe, 2000). However, ENGOs have been subject to critical review 

because of issues of representation, the potential for corporatist agreements and 

increasing partnerships with industry, unwarranted assumptions of being democratic, 

independent, effective and efficient players in the face of deregulation, and the hollowing 

of the state and state resources (Lane and Morrison, 2006). For example, concerns have 

been raised with regard to the growth of a handful of conservation organizations able to 

leverage significant capital while reinforcing western-driven ideals of conservation tied to 

the division of land (and in some cases tied to the exclusionary management approaches) 

rather than supportive of locally-based conservation efforts (Bartley, 2007; Chapin, 2004; 

Corson, 2010; Dowie, 2001). As a result, while conservation organizations and 

Aboriginal communities in Canada have developed productive partnerships that brought 

attention to threats of outside-led development in Aboriginal territories (Feit, 2001; 

Wallace, 2010), these internationally-driven agendas have also sidelined the views of the 

communities involved (Baldwin, 2003; Braun, 2002). Thus, Lane and Morrison (2006, 

240) suggest that democratic representation, public interest, and accountability should be 

upheld in emerging multi-level governance regimes. 

The first phase of the research started in 2007 and focused on how Aboriginal people 

viewed protected areas, and gained access to spaces for shifting decision-making around 

protected areas. I worked with the community of Pikangikum First Nation (PFN), a 

remote community located in the Far North Region of Ontario (Figure 1). PFN and the 
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Ontario Ministry of Natural Resources (OMNR) were leading the way in terms of 

developing innovative institutional arrangements to access land-based opportunities 

located within their traditional territory—spanning 1.3 million ha of Crown or public 

land—through a community-based land use planning approach (Chapeskie et al., 2004; 

PFN and OMNR, 2006; Smith, 2007). The resulting ―Cheekahnahwaydahmungk 

Keetwahkeemeenaan Keeping the Land – Land Use Strategy‖ signed into policy in 2006, 

became the first community-based land use strategy to be developed in the Far North 

Region of Ontario (PFN and OMNR, 2006). 

 

Figure 1. First Nation communities in the Far North (OMNR, 2011). Map modified by 

author to show the location of Pikangikum First Nation. © Queen‘s Printer for Ontario, 

2011.  
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Fieldwork in the community provided an in-depth understanding of the reasons why the 

community of Pikangikum decided to plan with the Ontario Provincial Government—

here represented by the Ontario Ministry of Natural Resources—as opposed to seeking a 

different interaction (e.g., by acquiring rights to new commercial resources through court 

cases). It also highlighted conflicting perspectives with civil society organizations—here 

represented by provincial conservation organizations involved in planning with 

Pikangikum—on how protected areas should be identified as part of a community-based 

land use planning approach. The second phase of my research started in 2008 and focused 

on documenting how a transnational conservation network influenced changes in 

planning policy, and the effects of this shift on the development of government-to-

government relations in the Far North Region of Ontario, and on Aboriginal people's 

ability to access and participate in decision-making processes that affect their lands 

(Baldwin, 2003; Bernstein and Cashore, 2000; Braun, 2002; Eden, 2009; Lorentz, 2009).  

As I show in this thesis, attention to the local level planning process for protected areas 

showed that Pikangikum Elders‘ approach to planning for protected areas extended 

beyond the identification of these areas to encompass a new relationship with the 

Provincial Government. Yet, the results of planning also led to conflicts with provincial 

conservation organizations, and led them to challenge the community-based land use 

planning approach pioneered in the Far North Region by Pikangikum First Nation for 

fostering a ‗piecemeal‘ approach to conservation and protected areas planning. The 

conflict was due to Pikangikum people‘s interests in developing new commercial 

opportunities; provincial conservationists‘ interests in instituting a comprehensive 

planning framework for areas not yet allocated to industrial developments; and national 

and international interests of BINGOs in pursuing the protection of 50 percent of the 

Canadian boreal forest (IBCC, 2011). Such conflicts were initially only visible through 

interactions at the local level (in the first phase of the research). They became of broader 

relevance to understanding the impacts of transnational conservation organizations on 

public policy development once convergent national and international efforts shifted the 

Provincial Government‘s policy for planning in the Far North Region in 2008. The 

resulting piece of legislation, Bill 191, embedded a 50 percent target for conservation and 

a 50 percent target for development. Despite Aboriginal organizations‘ rejection of the 
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Bill for failing to address their needs and concerns, Bill 191 was passed in 2010 as the 

Far North Act (2010).  

As I reflected on the results of my research, it became clear that the points of contention 

in conservation planning in the Far North Region of Ontario reflected a ‗politics of scale‘ 

that relied on strategic actions and specific framings of scale that supported the 

differential intervention of non-state actors. However, how could the ‗politics of scale‘ 

and framing practices be documented? And what were their effects? Did these changes in 

levels and scales enable Aboriginal communities to gain access and control over their 

resources through a land use planning process? Did they lead to better relationships with 

the state? Or did these changes in scale constrain the ability of Aboriginal communities to 

lead land use planning and resource development? 

The results of this thesis point to a potential continuation of exclusionary planning 

practices in the Far North Region of Ontario. In this scenario, First Nations may continue 

to be at a disadvantage financially and in terms of capacity building, leading to the 

standardization and technocratization of planning practices, and the opening of the Far 

North Region not only to conservation but also to development. Such a process would fail 

to address Aboriginal interests in participating in planning as a way to move towards self-

governance. Further, this thesis points towards the creation of larger scales of governance 

where civil society organizations‘ interventions in policy development override the 

influence of Aboriginal organizations, without being accountable to communities and 

representative of their needs. On the other hand, a positive outcome would be for a space 

to open up for First Nations to lead a broader dialogue about self-determination, 

conservation and development in the boreal forest, and to envision what post-colonial 

conservation might look like in the boreal forests of Ontario and Canada.  

1.2. Purpose and objectives  

The purpose of the research was to examine the political ecology of conservation 

planning in northern Ontario between 2000 and 2010. Through a focus on two 

geographical scales (Pikangikum First Nation‘s territory and the Far North Region), I 

specifically aimed to analyze how non-state actors influenced planning policy 
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development; and how changes in planning policy shifted Aboriginal communities‘ 

relationship to the Provincial Government. The objectives of the research were: 

1. To understand historical precedents to land use planning (1975–1999), and 

analyze changes in land use planning policy and Aboriginal participation in 

planning in the Far North Region of Ontario specifically between 2000 and 2010.   

 

2. To document the role and strategies of civil society organizations involved in 

conservation-based land use planning policy in the Far North Region of Ontario 

between 2000 and 2010.   

a. What are the events that signaled the influence of non-state actors?   

b. How were windows of opportunity defined and seized?   

c. How were resources mobilized (networks and funding)?   

d. How was scientific knowledge mobilized to advance changes in land use 

plans?   

e. How was public discourse mobilized?   

 

3. To identify and analyze the strategic framing of planning approaches by different 

non-state actors and their implications for the framing of scale.   

a. How were threats to the land, and opportunities for change, framed 

through the Whitefeather Forest Management Corporation?   

b. How were land use planning approaches strategically framed through the 

Whitefeather Forest Management Corporation?   

c. How were threats to the land, and opportunities for change, framed by the 

International Conservation Campaign Network?   

d. How were land use planning approaches strategically framed by the 

International Conservation Campaign Network?   

1.3. Conceptual background 

The politics of scale underscores the ways in which different actors strategically shift 

scales and levels for land use planning. In order to address the ‗politics of scale‘ in the 

Far North Region of Ontario, I developed a conceptual framework based on three main 

theory areas: (1) community-based conservation management and planning, (2) political 

ecology, and (3) a political process model of social mobilization. All three areas are 

addressed in more detail in Chapter 2.   

Regarding the first area, two doctrines have characterized the field of land use planning: 

the rational-comprehensive approach and the territory approach (Friedmann and Weaver, 

1979). The first, representative of planning as a tool of the state, has often disempowered 

and marginalized Indigenous communities (Lane, 2006; Scott, 1998). The second one has 
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represented the interests of communities and their territories, but has only recently re-

emerged as a tool for empowerment and re-acquisition of Indigenous rights (Lane 2006). 

Studies in the field of the commons have identified community-based approaches to 

resource management and conservation as ways to address the pitfalls of top-down 

management approaches of state government (Berkes, 2004; Ostrom, 1990; Scott, 1998). 

Other difficulties such as lack of resources, capacity and competing agendas have 

challenged the actual implementation of decentralization processes, leading to the 

theorization of multi-level, adaptive governance systems as ways to address issues of 

scale, cross-scale interactions, and institutional interplay (Berkes, 2008; Dietz et al., 

2003; Ostrom, 2005; Termeer et al., 2010; Young, 2002). Scholars have thus pointed out 

that ignoring the multi-level nature of community-based initiatives, as well as the need 

for supportive and accountable linkages and larger level institutions, may represent an 

important limitation to their effective implementation (Almudi and Berkes, 2010; Walker 

et al., 2009).  

At the same time, power relations also develop within multi-level governance systems, 

which limit communities‘ efforts at sustaining or re-acquiring their own decision-making 

processes. First, multi-level governance systems may lead to the entrenchment of existing 

power relations (i.e. ‗scale dominance‘), with actors at higher levels reinforcing 

corporatist or functional relationships though the allocation of formal authority (Armitage 

et al., 2009; Lebel et al., 2007; Young, 2006). Second, scale dominance may also result 

from hegemonic relations that are reinforced by the allocation of material resources, or 

supported through hegemonic framings or narratives. Hegemonic framings can include a 

functional view of community-based land use planning as a standardized process that is 

uncritically accepted and implemented in policy (Roe, 1991; Young, 2006). In this case, 

specific framings of scale may legitimize the appropriate spatial scales for planning, the 

appropriate knowledge systems, and define the level of engagement of different 

participants and stakeholders (Lebel, 2006; van Lieshout et al., 2011). Third, higher-level 

organizations, such as environmental organizations, may link functions among different 

levels of governance but be unaccountable to lower-level institutions. As Young (2002) 

argues, the critical analyses of multi-level governance systems, and the implications of 
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vertical and horizontal interplay on the distribution of power across levels and scales, 

need to be better explored.   

Political ecology is a second area of research that has provided a framework for 

understanding why struggles occur over access to, and control of, resources in 

conservation planning and management (Neumann, 2005; Robbins, 2004). Top-down 

approaches to conservation, even when masked under the rubric of community-based 

conservation, have negatively affected rural livelihoods (Goldman, 2003). Different 

groups have also used science for their own purposes. Political ecologists have critiqued 

the ways in which science has been used to serve the interests of higher levels of 

governance. This is shown in cases where favouring ecological goals rather than a 

coupling of social and ecological systems negatively impacted local livelihoods 

(Bocking, 2004; Forsyth, 2003). Finally, political ecologists have borrowed from 

sociology and human geography discussions on the ‗production of space‘ to develop a 

critical approach to scale and scale issues when linking non-state, transnational groups 

actions to the development of new forms of environmental governance around 

conservation (Lefebvre, 1991; Harvey, 1996; McCarthy, 2005; Smith, 2008).  

This thesis focuses on one aspect of political ecology, which is the analysis of power 

distribution across levels and scales through the ‗politics of scale‘. The politics of scale 

relies on the assumption that scale, like space, is socially constructed and politically 

produced (Brenner, 2001; Neumann, 2009; Smith, 2008; Swyngedouw and Heynen, 

2003). Both the state and non-state actors, such as large environmental organizations, are 

implicated in ‗scalar politics‘— meaning that they shape, construct, and redefine 

geographical scales as well as environmental governance (McCarthy, 2005). In order to 

trace how scales are constructed, political ecologists can uncover the discourses or story-

lines that support specific decision-making levels (e.g., institutions, jurisdictions), who 

the actors are that support these story-lines, and what the practices or strategies are that 

lead to their implementation (Adger et al., 2001; Forsyth, 2003; Hajer, 1995; Leach and 

Mearns, 1996; Peet and Watts, 1996; Smith, 2008).    

The political process model is a third strand of research adopted to address the actual 

practices and strategies of constructing scale (Armstrong and Bernstein, 2008; McAdam, 
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1982; McAdam et al., 2001). The political process model is used to address the strategies 

that different actors adopted to shift decision-making levels and change cross-scale 

interactions, and to discuss ways in which Aboriginal communities can counter the 

politics of scale in the Far North Region (McAdam, 1982; McAdam et al., 2001). The 

model identifies three important factors for mobilization to occur: 1) the structure of 

political opportunity; 2) Indigenous organizational strength; and 3) framing processes.    

Table 1 summarizes three theory areas used to frame this research conceptually in order 

to understand how cross-level and cross-scale interactions in multi-level governance shift 

the structure of power. This involves addressing (1) how scale plays a role in contentions 

politics over land use planning; (2) what role different actors play in scaling and re-

scaling decision-making platforms; and (3) how these processes of change can be 

documented.  

Table 1. Conceptual framework. 

Conceptual areas What research shows Implications of approach 

Community-based 

conservation management 

and planning, and multi-

level governance 

Opportunities and 

challenges with 

decentralization and 

devolution; shift towards 

multi-level governance 

A multi-level governance 

approach that supports 

local-level management 

systems 

Political ecology of 

conservation 

Critical analysis of 

conservation approaches; 

co-production of science 

and policy; and role of non-

state actors in conservation 

governance 

Analysis of how scale plays 

a role in contentious politics 

Political process model Addresses the mechanisms 

of social mobilization; 

factors that facilitate social 

mobilization, and factors 

that hamper or co-opt 

mobilization 

Documents political 

opportunity, tactics and 

strategic framing 

1.4. Methodology   

In this research, I used a case study approach to document the political process which led 

to changes in land use planning policies in Ontario, and to discuss the implications of 
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these changes for government-to-government relations—in this case through Aboriginal 

participation in land use planning decision-making processes and policy development 

(Creswell, 2009; Yin, 2003). I started this research with the community of Pikangikum 

First Nation to understand the process and challenges for the designation of new 

protected areas in their traditional territory under a community-based land use planning 

process, and their role in changing policies for protected areas. As I describe in Chapter 

3, I then used the political process model to trace the role of non-state actors in 

influencing land use planning policy for the rest of the Far North Region in Ontario and, 

based on the results of the fieldwork in Pikangikum, to discover why such processes were 

problematic for community-based land use planning initiatives elsewhere.   

The research involved two main phases that focused on two distinct geographical scales. 

The first phase was rooted in learning about Pikangikum people‘s approaches to 

conservation and new dedicated protected area planning, through participant observation, 

interviews, group discussions and document analysis. In this phase I also sought to 

understand the views of conservation organizations and government representatives that 

partnered with the Whitefeather Forest Initiative of Pikangikum. Fieldwork pointed out 

different views on the appropriate levels at which decisions for protected areas should be 

made, showing this as a major area of contention with large conservation organizations 

lobbying for boreal conservation. The second phase of the research began in 2008 when 

land use planning policy changed in the Far North Region of Ontario. I refined the 

objectives of the research to document how civil society organizations supported changes 

to the land use planning policy, and to situate these changes within a historical context of 

northern planning. The second phase was based on document analysis, including the 

analysis of organizational websites, press releases, and newspaper articles about 

organizations that participated, or were linked through their networks, to the goals of the 

International Boreal Conservation Campaign of the Pew Charitable Trusts 

(http://www.interboreal.org). In Chapter 3 I describe in detail why I chose this data-

collection method, as well as how I analyzed policy change at the larger provincial level, 

identified which actors were involved, what resources conservation organizations had at 

their disposal (e.g., human, financial), what strategies were adopted, and how demands 
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were framed. I used media content analysis to document strategies and, together with 

follow-up interviews, to verify the events reported.  

This thesis is based on the constructivist and advocacy paradigms, which recognize that 

social meaning is constructed and interpreted, and that alternative stories can be used to 

counter prevailing or hegemonic narratives (Cresswell, 2009). As I detail in Chapter 3, I 

followed a process of ‗restorying‘, which consists in ―gathering stories, analyzing them 

for key elements of the story (e.g., time, place, plot, and scene), and then rewriting the 

story to place it within a chronological sequence‖ (Ollerenshaw and Creswell, 2002, 332; 

Polkinghorne, 1995). Rather than providing a synthesis of stories, data for the case study 

research was analyzed to develop a new account, based on describing the setting and 

historical planning context, the role different actors played in this specific land use 

planning policy development arena, and constructing a plausible sequence of events that 

led to changes in land use planning policy.  

1.5. Significance of the thesis  

Several researchers have addressed the emerging field of the political ecology of boreal 

conservation (Baldwin, 2003; Baldwin, 2009a; Ekers, 2009; Lorentz, 2009; Nadasdy, 

2003; Natcher et al., 2004; Reed, 2007), and looked at the legitimacy of the 

internationalization of the environmental governance regime in Canada (Bartley, 2007; 

Bernstein and Cashore, 2000; Eden, 2009; Wilson, 2003). However, less attention has 

been paid to the ways in which changes in environmental governance influence 

Indigenous–state relations in the acquisition of rights over resources, planning, and 

management responsibilities. The strategies and tactics used by non-state, transnational 

networks (i.e., national and international conservation organizations and private 

foundations) can undermine Indigenous–state relationships by shifting the negotiating 

positions—and thus the levels of political opportunity and access to resources—of 

Indigenous People. They can also undermine the framings, which Indigenous–state 

partners develop in order to move forward their respective objectives. In this thesis, I 

address the contentious politics that developed around community-based land use 

planning, and how the politics of scale intersected with Aboriginal–state relations. 
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Transnational networks of conservation organizations and foundations played an 

important role in shifting the planning levels and scales for Aboriginal communities and 

the Provincial Government in the Far North Region of Ontario, by influencing who sits at 

the decision-making table, who decides and how much power different actors gain to set 

their own framings in policy.  

1.6. Overview of the thesis 

The division of powers between government levels—federal jurisdiction over Indians and 

Indian Reserves and provincial jurisdiction over Crown land and resources—restricted 

the range of demands Aboriginal people were able to make to access commercial and 

subsistence resources, which were located outside of reserves (see Annex 1 for a 

summary of Aboriginal rights and court cases that have sought to define these rights). 

Restrictive land use designations included protected areas; allocation of resources to 

industry without adequate consultation and even less consent; and regulation of 

subsistence activities. Aboriginal communities have responded in many ways to the 

pressures of provincial and federal government jurisdiction, and since the 1970s they 

have been involved in court challenges, negotiation agreements, and often blockades and 

protests. Of relevance, the provincial and Supreme courts have recognized that—despite 

the division of powers—both federal and provincial governments have a ―duty to 

consult‖ with regards to developments in Crown lands.  

On the other hand, land use planning may also provide access and control of commercial 

activities to Aboriginal communities. In the case of Ontario, four major planning 

initiatives that succeeded each other in the central and northern regions since the 1970s 

have defined, both through their failure or adoption in policy, a trajectory for Aboriginal 

communities‘ engagement with the Province. As I analyze in Chapter 4, these include the 

West Patricia Land Use Plan (1982), Ontario‘s ‗Lands for Life‘ (1997–1999), the 

Northern Boreal Initiative (2001), and the Far North Act (2010). The events related in the 

thesis are found in Annex 2.  

In the 1970s, the political organization representing Treaty 9 communities—the Grand 

Council of Treaty #9, later to become Nishnawbe Aski Nation) challenged Ontario‘s 
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large-scale allocation of resources through top-down planning approaches such as the 

West Patricia Land Use Plan (1982). Their resistance led to the closure of the Far North 

Region to forestry development (Figure 1). In the 1990s the Provincial Government led a 

comprehensive land use planning process for Ontario‘s lands south of the Far North 

Region where forestry had been allocated—the ‗Lands for Life‘ process. Aboriginal 

organizations withdrew from participating in this multi-stakeholder process where their 

interests were equated to those of interest groups, and instead upheld their requests for the 

development of a qualitatively distinct relationship based on government-to-government 

relations.  

In the mid 1990s, communities in the Far North Region expressed a desire to lead land-

based commercial activities such as forestry, by developing a partnership with the 

Provincial Ministry of Natural Resources, and agreeing on the steps—including the 

development of enabling policy that would be required to access those opportunities 

which had been closed to forestry development in the 1980s. The Provincial Government 

designed the Northern Boreal Initiative policy framework in 2001 to respond to 

communities interested in development, by enabling the development of community-

based land use plans. Pikangikum First Nation was the first community to complete the 

land use plan in 2006. 

Between 2001 and 2005, conservation organizations that were initially supportive of 

community-led planning approaches challenged the outcomes that emerged from 

Pikangikum‘s land use strategy. They stated that these results were leading to ‗piecemeal‘ 

conservation and did not reflect a community-based approach (for a list of actors see 

Annex 3).  In 2005, Ontario-based conservation organizations such as the Canadian Parks 

and Wilderness Society–Wildlands League and the Sierra Legal Defense Fund (since 

2007, EcoJustice)—and provincially appointed ‗watchdog‘ organizations such as the 

Environmental Commissioner of Ontario—asked the Provincial Government to change 

the Northern Boreal Initiative policy and institute a comprehensive land use planning 

approach for the Far North Region. This request paralleled a growing international 

campaign—the International Boreal Conservation Campaign of the Pew Charitable 

Trusts, with a host of international conservation organizations (also known as Big 
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International Non-government Organizations or BINGOs)—to protect 50 percent of the 

boreal forest and institute comprehensive land use planning. This target was proposed in 

2003 as part of a multi-stakeholder framework, the Boreal Forest Conservation 

Framework. In 2005, the Provincial Government rejected the request from Ontario 

conservation organizations as it also coincided with the beginning of a Treaty-wide 

discussion between Treaty #9 Nishnawbe Aski Nation (covering part of the ‗Lands for 

Life‘ planning area and the whole Far North of Ontario) and the Provincial Ministry of 

Natural Resources, which included the issue of land use planning. 

As international pressure increased, so did pressure on the Provincial Government. In the 

aftermaths of the provincial Premier‘s re-election in 2007, Ontario conservation 

organizations, the International Boreal Conservation Campaign of the Pew Charitable 

Trusts and the Ottawa-based Canadian Boreal Initiative mobilized public relations at 

different government levels to demand changes in land use planning approaches in the 

boreal and specifically in the Far North Region, and to demand a commitment to 

protection. In Chapter 5 and 6, I documented how the mobilization of transnational 

networks occurred around a key framework, the actions of key leaders, and access to 

convergent funding. I then addressed how public relations was mobilized through ties to 

decision-making bodies in Ontario, the media, scientists, and First Nation communities as 

well as campaigns and reports that focused on a bio-regional conservation-based planning 

framework. 

In 2008, the Premier of Ontario announced a change in land use planning policy 

following international pressure for conservation, as well as increasing demands from 

industry to gain access to mining resources while limiting conflicts with Aboriginal 

communities. The announcement included the protection of 50 percent of the Far North 

Region, through a process that integrated community-based land use planning within a 

comprehensive regional-level framework, and led to the final approval of supporting 

legislation in 2010. However, Nishnawbe Aski Nation rejected both the faulty 

consultation process that led to the tabling of the Far North Act (2010), and the Act itself, 

claiming that it imposed a ‗super park‘ on Nishnawbe Aski Nation lands; it failed to 

address the sharing of resources long advocated for; it strengthened Provincial 
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Government jurisdiction in the Far North by allowing for developments in the name of 

provincial interests; and froze development if planning steps were not followed at the 

community level. Since 2010, Nishnawbe Aski Nation has appealed to the international 

sphere for support in challenging both the actions of large conservation organizations 

such as the World Wildlife Fund, who had signed agreements supportive of Indigenous 

Peoples‘ rights, and Ontario government‘s lack of support for consultation. 

The planning process in Pikangikum First Nation‘s territory showed that the process of 

seeking a path towards better Aboriginal–state relations—which are geared at 

maintaining control over one‘s lands, ensuring the survival of their children as a people, 

and ultimately leading to self-determination—cannot be developed by simply stating that 

the process is community-based, but has to be rooted in the territory. Planning requires 

high transaction costs in terms of building partnerships that support their leadership, 

ensuring their knowledge is visible and balanced with scientific knowledge, finding 

resources, capacity building, and developing mutual understanding with the Provincial 

Government. The intervention of transnational networks of civil society organizations 

and private foundations in land use planning policy development intersected with 

community-based processes and Treaty-level discussions with the Provincial 

Government, and has shifted planning towards a more functional approach. Based on this 

approach, the Provincial Government may rely on past experiences to standardize and 

expedite the planning process in order to avoid costly processes, and ultimately provide 

certainty to industry while gaining the support of environmental groups. 

The analysis of the political process also showed that there was a ‗politics of scale‘ at 

play, which changed the field in which different actors were able to set their own claims 

and demands. The framing of ‗community-based‘ planning was rooted in a specific 

community‘s approach to conservation and development, which reflected a concern 

towards developing new land-based activities that would secure Pikangikum people‘s 

access and control of their territory, and enable Pikangikum people to continue living 

from their resources. It served to legitimize the participation of Elders and community 

members in the land use planning process. This approach supported their knowledge, 

which they wanted to be in balance with scientific knowledge; grounded the partnerships 
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they developed on the community‘s context and needs; and made no claims for lands of 

their territories for which they would not speak. Funding was sought to support the 

activities of the community in planning. The framing of scale as ‗comprehensive‘ 

supported the intervention of non-state actors as providers of scientific knowledge of 

larger scale processes; it supported their position as bridging agents between different 

spatial and institutional levels of decision-making; for example, by participating in 

advisory committees; it enabled them to generate funding for themselves, and to support 

and give visibility to the partners and communities with whom they worked directly.  

Documenting how a transnational network changed Provincial policy, and how this 

change influenced the scales of engagement for Aboriginal communities, helped to 

demonstrate that the changes in Ontario policy were in large part the result of a strategic 

effort from US-based foundations and a few large national and international conservation 

organizations to gain legitimacy in Canadian decision-making process regarding land 

allocation. While shaping government policy is natural behaviour for civil society 

organizations, this intervention ultimately shifted Aboriginal people‘s ability to influence 

not only decisions on their territory but also to influence the framing of policies which 

affected their territories. Impacts are likely to differ depending on where communities 

stand in relation to conservation and development, what vision they have for moving 

towards self-governance, which development pressures they face on their territories, what 

access to resources they have, and which actors support them. Regardless of future 

community involvement in land use planning, the process through which changes in the 

scales of planning were brought forward have provoked an Aboriginal response, and 

contentious interaction continues to involve Aboriginal organizations and communities at 

different spatial and jurisdictional scales. 



 

 

20 

Chapter 2. Theoretical background   

2.1. Introduction   

As a tool of the state for measuring, surveying, categorizing, allocating, and increasing 

the legibility of the landscape, land use planning has been a contested process (Scott, 

1998). However, it has also been seen as a tool that can help address Indigenous 

empowerment and control over their territories through community-based approaches 

(Hibbard et al., 2008). In order to address the contentious politics of land use planning in 

the Far North Region of Ontario, I draw from three areas of study—community-based 

conservation management and planning, political ecology, and the political process 

model within the field of social mobilization.  

2.2. Community-based conservation planning and management 

2.2.1. Decentralization and devolution   

Top-down, state-led planning approaches have been critiqued both from social (Hibbard 

et al., 2008; Scott, 1998) and ecological perspectives (Holling and Meffe, 1996). Scott 

(1998) argued that state planning led to both legibility and ‗simplification‘ of both the 

social and ecological worlds, that was born out of ―a drive towards administrative 

ordering of nature and society, the adherence to high modernist ideologies, the existence 

of authoritarian states willing to exercise considerable coercive power, and a weakened 

civil society‖ (Scott, 1998, 225). As a colonial instrument, top-down natural resource 

management and planning have dismantled and weakened many local institutions that 

governed the commons as well as smallholder private areas. Conversely, ecologists have 

been concerned with the extent to which rationalist approaches to development, often 

aided by scientists, were deployed at the expense of natural environments (Holling and 

Meffe, 1996). Shifts towards an understanding of complex, non-linear and non-

equilibrium adaptive systems have been accompanied by including a systems view, 

considering humans in ecosystems, and accepting participatory approaches as part of 

ecosystem management (Berkes, 2004).    
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Studies in the commons have identified community-based approaches to resource 

management and conservation as ways to address the pitfalls of top-down management 

approaches of state government (Berkes, 2004; Ostrom, 1990; Scott, 1998). Commons 

theorists have highlighted local people's knowledge about the environment in which they 

live, and the formal and informal institutions that have been developed to manage their 

resources sustainably (Ostrom, 1990). According to Ostrom (1998), decentralized 

decision-making in the context of the commons facilitates access to local knowledge, 

increases excludability, enables feedback on the performance of rules, lowers 

enforcement costs, and creates a space for experimentation.  

These perspectives have been accompanied by the realization that decisions taken closer 

to the ground may better account for the needs of local communities, what is commonly 

referred to as the subsidiarity principle, and implemented through both decentralization 

and devolution. Decentralization is usually defined as the transfer of power to local 

government, while devolution is seen as the ceding of powers to actors and institutions at 

lower levels (i.e., to local user groups) (Berkes, 2010, 491). Decentralization and 

devolution through community-based natural resource management, community-based 

land use planning and re-evaluation of traditional ecological knowledge have been 

attempted internationally (Berkes, 2010; Hibbard et al., 2008; Ribot, 2002).    

2.2.1.1. Devolution in planning 

Friedmann and Weaver (1979) identified two doctrines of planning practice to respond to 

the question of why planning was done in specific ways: the territory and function 

doctrines. In referring to these doctrines, they underlined their exclusive and cyclical 

nature, which appeared to alternate historically (Hodge and Robinson, 2001). Unlike 

geographical definitions of territoriality as territorial strategies of the state to control and 

enforce people‘s activity within the nation state (Vandergeest and Peluso, 1995), in 

planning theory, Friedmann and Weaver (1979, 41) see the ‗territory‘ doctrine as an 

endogenous decision-making process to ―improve the cultural as well as material 

circumstances of regional communities.‖ The specificity of place and its people, and its 

non-replicability in space are its major focus. Conversely, the ‗function‘ doctrine is a 

product of rationalist and modernist approaches to planning, in which each region is 
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treated ―as part of a system of regions‖ and thus are treated functionally in relation to 

other regions (ibid., 86). These approaches recognize the former as favouring 

community-based approaches to land use planning, and the latter in favour of more 

centralized approaches based on the economic and political demands of the state, in some 

cases an expression of continued colonization.   

Community-based planning is premised upon a territory doctrine. Hibbard et al. (2008, 

146) report how community planning, as ―instigated, controlled, and conducted at the 

local community level,‖ should contribute to ―overcome the dysfunctions of imposed 

planning solution and meet locally derived goals for community development.‖ Lane 

(2006, 385) argues that planning may help Indigenous communities achieve land justice 

by ―protecting Indigenous interests by participation in the planning activities of the state; 

helping Indigenous communities (re-) acquire custodial lands through legal land claim 

processes, and resolving the conflicts that frequently accompany these processes; and 

realizing Indigenous community development objectives through community-based 

planning.‖     

The position in favour of the local planning approach is based on ideas of empowerment, 

post-colonial politics, and place-based learning communities (Davidson-Hunt and 

O‘Flaherty, 2007; Lane, 2003). Increasingly, this approach is also framed in terms of 

rights-based approaches and identified as a way to advance self-determination in post-

colonial contexts. However, while this trend will not easily be supplanted, several 

challenges have limited support from both social and natural scientists (Berkes, 2010; 

Hibbard et al., 2008).   

2.2.1.2. Challenges with devolution 

Community-based conservation has been premised on the assumptions that local 

communities should not bear the costs of conservation; they should receive benefits that 

also achieve conservation goals; and they should acquire some form of management 

responsibility (Büscher and Dressler, 2007). The ways in which community-based 

conservation has been converted into practice, through the devolution of wildlife 

management initiatives, tourism development, and commercialization of non-timber 

forest products, however, has not always lived up to its expectations, shifting from 
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support for core aspects of rural livelihoods, to public–private partnerships focused on the 

service sector industry (Dressler and Büscher, 2008; Goldman, 2003; Hulme and 

Murphree, 2001). The presence of increasingly powerful conservation organizations 

controlling the planning and management of new conservation areas, as well as the 

increasing marketization of natural resources, have characterized the changing 

environmental governance of conservation and natural resource management (Bernstein, 

2001; Hulme and Murphree, 2001; IUCN/WWF/UNEP, 1980).   

These changes have also witnessed a widening gap between social and natural scientists. 

Social scientists have criticized community initiatives, claiming that top-down 

conservation had merely changed its name, failed to address the needs of local 

communities, and that these projects relied on simplified ideas of communities (as 

homogeneous entities), participation, and empowerment (Agrawal and Gibson, 1999; 

Hutton et al., 2005; Wilshusen et al., 2002). Despite lofty goals attached to 

decentralization, the practice itself has largely failed because of insufficient transfer of 

resources and power, elite capture of resources, marginalization of disadvantaged groups, 

lack of representativeness of decentralized bodies, fragmented management 

responsibilities, and increased tensions (Berkes 2010, 492).    

Conversely, natural scientists have considered these projects to dilute the protection of 

biodiversity to a lesser priority, submerge it under excessive numbers of competing 

interests, and challenged the notion that enough knowledge existed about the ecosystems 

in question (Borgerhoff Mulder and Coppolillo, 2005). These charges have enabled a 

powerful anti–community-based conservation league to emerge (Krech, 1999; Redford 

and Stearman, 1993; Terborgh, 1999). This critique highlights how the protection of 

biodiversity is inextricably linked to moral imperatives; protected areas are vital to 

conservation; community-based conservation is ineffective at addressing biodiversity 

conservation; the eco-friendly local is a myth; and a sense of urgency is attached to the 

call for the immediate need for protection (Hutton et al., 2005; Wilshusen et al., 2002).  

At the same time, challenges to community-based land use planning have included the 

risk of state co-optation of communities‘ aspirations for self-determination—by 

inscribing the process within a state-regulated and financed framework (Howlett et al., 
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2009; Marshall, 2009)—and the opposite risk—that a parallel diminishing authority of 

the state may actually result in a disadvantage for minorities, whose interest can be 

sidelined by dominant interest groups and civil society organizations (Lane, 2003).  

Yet, the trend towards devolution and community-based management and planning has 

not been suppressed, and will not be going away soon. It represents an imperfect but 

powerful idea especially in post-colonial contexts, a basic democratic principle of 

allowing local constituencies to have a say in decisions that affect their livelihoods, and a 

means to address governance challenges in a complex and uncertain world (Berkes 2010; 

Murphree, 2009). Rather than approaching it as a blueprint approach, the goal is to 

understand when community-based conservation and management are appropriate, where 

they do and do not work, and what can be done to improve this approach (Murphree, 

2009).  

In this context, Lane (2003) suggests that rather than devolution, collaborative relations 

should be developed and the state should be recognized for its potential to play a 

facilitating role when different interests are at stake. Indeed, as I outline in Section 2.2.2, 

ignoring multi-level linkages has presented a limitation to community-based conservation 

initiatives, and commons theorists have attempted to develop effective approaches to 

multi-level and adaptive governance (Ostrom, 1998; Ostrom, 2010).   

2.2.2. Multi-level and adaptive governance  

Communities are often seen to represent the ‗local‘ jurisdictional level, nested within 

larger jurisdictional levels such as the province and the state, and representing 

homogeneous interests. These views have been challenged, and approaches to 

community-based conservation planning and management have devoted more efforts to 

the analysis of multi-level arrangements (Agrawal and Gibson, 1999). Commons theorists 

have agreed that, despite long-standing institutions guiding local resource use (Berkes, 

2002; Ostrom, 1990), communities may not be able to face current complex social and 

environmental problems and the challenges of governance alone (Berkes, 2009a Dietz et 

al., 2003). Indeed, the lack of linkages among different levels (e.g., institutional, 
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jurisdictional, or knowledge) has led to situations of scale dominance over lower levels 

(Almudi and Berkes, 2010; Nayak, 2011; Walker et al., 2009).    

Multi-level and adaptive governance have been proposed to address issues of scale, cross-

scale interactions, and institutional interplay both horizontally across the same level and 

vertically across levels in community-based systems (Berkes, 2008; Folke et al., 2007; 

Termeer et al., 2010; Young, 2002).    

―Cross-level‖ interactions refer to interactions among levels within a scale, 

whereas ―cross-scale‖ means interactions across different scales, for example, 

between spatial domains and jurisdictions. ―Multi-level‖ is used to indicate the 

presence of more than one level, and ―multi-scale‖ the presence of more than one 

scale, but without implying that there are important cross-level or cross-scale 

interactions (Cash et al., 2006).     

Scale refers to a dimension, whereas level refers to a location along a scale (Gibson et al., 

2000). Cash et al. (2006) identify a number of different possible scales, including spatial, 

temporal, jurisdictional, institutional, as well as scales of management, networks, and 

knowledge (Table 2). 

Table 2. Scales and levels (Cash et al., 2006). 

Scales Levels 

Spatial  Patches and 

territories 

Landscape Regions Globe 

Temporal Days Seasons Annual Decades 

Jurisdictional Patches and 

localities 

Provincial  National Inter-

governmental 

Institutional Operating rules Laws and 

regulations 

Constitutions International 

agreements 

Management Tasks Projects Strategies  

Networks Family Kin Society Trans-society 

Knowledge Specific   General 

 

Actors work at different institutional levels, deal with different spatial levels, span 

different temporal levels, and mobilize diverse systems of knowledge to frame and justify 

their management and planning approaches. Contemporary environmental challenges 

involve systems that are global, linked to global pressures (e.g., though commerce), and 

that depend on multi-level governance systems (Dietz et al., 2003, 1908). Thus, 
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challenges occur with multi-level goverance systems, in which institutions may interact 

vertically or horizontally (Almudi and Berkes, 2010; Young, 2002). For example, while 

higher-level arrangements may allow the consideration of functional interdependencies, 

and open opportunities for greater efficiency and more comprehensive approaches to 

equity, the costs are substantial (Young, 2002). The costs include the inability to address 

biophysical conditions, lack of attention to the knowledge and rights of local users, and 

the increase in influence for more politically powerful actors. Conversely, downscaling 

may prevent addressing complex issues.    

One of the ‗archetypal‘ issues addressed in studies of global environmental change are 

scale mismatches, i.e., spatial mismatches between management boundaries and 

ecological boundaries, temporal, functional, and knowledge mismatches (Folke et al., 

2007; Termeer et al., 2010). According to Folke et al. (2007), scales change over time, 

new levels appear, and some disappear, while control may shift between levels. Rather 

than a hierarchical approach to scale, with the goal of finding the right scale of analysis, 

adaptive governance is meant to address the scale mismatches between levels by dealing 

explicitly with cross-level issues.  

Means proposed towards adaptive governance include joint or co-management 

arrangements; epistemic communities (defined as ―a community of professionals who 

share a commitment to a common cause and a common set of political values‖ that can be 

translated into public policy) (Haas, 1990, 41); policy networks; boundary organizations 

set between science and policy (Forsyth, 2003); polycentric systems where ―there exist 

overlapping arenas (or centers) of authority and responsibility‖ (McGinnis, 1999, 2); and 

institutional interplay (Berkes, 2006; Termeer et al., 2010). The notion of polycentric 

institutions captures a system with multiple decision-making centres, of considerable 

autonomy from one another, and with overlapping arenas (or centers) of authority and 

responsibility at different levels (McGinnis, 1999, Ostrom, 1999; Ostrom et al., 

1999[1961]). Multiple and overlapping centers of authority better represent the 

institutional variety needed to bridge different knowledge systems, enhance the capacity 

to capture feedback from policy and management interventions, match policy 

interventions to local contexts, create redundancy needed for resilience, and address the 
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challenges of environmental governance by facilitating learning from successful cases 

through networks of learning (Dietz et al., 2003; Levin, 1999; McGinnis, 1999; Ostrom, 

1999).  

Multi-level and adaptive governance present several challenges. One is to develop ways 

to build relationships across institutions ―through knowledge co-production, trust 

building, sense-making, learning, vertical and horizontal integration, and conflict 

resolution‖ and find ways to work across different levels of governance (Berkes, 2009a, 

1696; Ostrom, 1998). Other challenges include the inability to develop the linkages 

needed, scale dominance, and the development of networks that are not accountable to 

lower levels (Lebel, 2006; Nayak, 2011; Reid et al., 2006; van Lieshout et al., 2011; 

Young, 2006).  

Even within the context of attempting to integrate multiple levels, there are political 

choices regarding scale. The choice of scale is not politically neutral since different actors 

contest the levels (spatial, temporal, and jurisdictional) at which decisions should be 

taken, and attempt to strategically ―influence decisions about inclusion criteria for issues 

and sources of information, analytical methods, and rhetorical devices in communication‖ 

(Lebel, 2006, 37). These issues include defining the geographical level at which an issue 

should be considered, the boundaries which define who is a stakeholder, as well as the 

nature of the issues under discussion, which are often the result of a strong interaction 

between science and policy. Scale choices ―may result in a ‗loss of opportunities‘ for 

articulating local solutions to global problems with serious local repercussion‖ and thus 

scale may continue to emerge and represent an issue of contention (ibid., 41).    

As I discuss in Section 2.3, understanding the ways in which actors try to assert levels 

and scales of action in which they are more effective, underscores a ‗politics of scale,‘ 

where ―scales are socially constructed and thus historically changeable through 

sociopolitical contestation‖ (Brenner, 2001, 600). Thus, Lebel (2006, 49) points out the 

importance of addressing how different actors re-scale strategically to support their 

interests, how they influence negotiations, and ―bundle […] controversial issues from 

other levels with easier issues at their preferred level in the hope that the more difficult 
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issues will be ―accepted‖ by others with less scrutiny.‖ Lebel (2006) argues that this 

understanding can help build coalitions of interests that can lead to collective actions. 

2.2.3. Summary  

Community-based conservation, natural resource management, and planning have all 

been considered for their potential to empower local communities and address unequal 

distribution of resources and benefits, and improve natural resources management. 

Despite the range of cases of success and failures documented to date, the principle of 

granting more decision-making power to more decentralized locations is still seen as a 

goal worth striving for (Berkes, 2009a; Ostrom, 1990; Ostrom et al. 1999). However, as 

this review has shown, community-based approaches do not mean ‗local‘ per se. The 

field of the commons has highlighted the role that polycentric and multi-level 

management systems can play in addressing complex environmental issues, as well as 

ensuring greater attention to how local communities can be empowered and contribute in 

fostering adaptive approaches to resource management and planning.  

In the next Section, I address the field of political ecology. Following a review of the 

field, I adopt the theory area of political ecology to address how cross-scale arrangements 

within multi-level governance systems affect the distribution of power across levels and 

scales (Young, 2002). I do this by elucidating the concepts of the ‗production of scale‘ 

and the ‗politics of scale‘ (Brenner, 2001; Lefebvre, 1991; Smith, 2008).   

2.3. A political ecology framework of conservation   

The hallmarks of political ecology have been the analysis of marginalization as a result of 

the structural constraints that capitalist development imposes on communities, and the 

analysis of agency in socially and economically marginalized groups involved in 

struggles and resistance to dominant environmental management approaches (Peet and 

Watts, 1996). This has meant a long-term engagement of the field with the colonial state, 

and the role of state coercion and violence, as well as a critical examination of the 

structural causes of environmental degradation (Leach and Mearns, 1996; Peet and Watts, 

1996; Vandergeest and Peluso, 1995). However, the field has shifted from a concern with 
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colonial practices (e.g., the colonial roots of protected areas) to include a concern for the 

effects of globalization and the neoliberalization of conservation, including the re-

regularization of the state. For example, rather than being the main culprits for 

environmental degradation, Blaikie and Brookfield (1987) used scaled ‗chains of 

explanation‘ to link rural poverty to larger socio-economic processes, outside ‗structures‘ 

such as national and international policies and practices, and integration of rural 

communities in global markets. This beginning marked the focus of political ecologists‘ 

interest in local (initially mostly rural communities in developing countries) socio-

ecological systems situated within the context of larger historical, socio-political, and 

economic structures (Neumann, 2005, Peet and Watts, 1996).    

In the 1990s, with the influence of post-structuralist approaches, the field shifted towards 

(1) ―mak[ing] more rigorous and explicit the causal connections between the logic and 

dynamics of capitalist growth and specific environmental outcomes,‖ (2) analyzing ―the 

complex and practical association of political ecology and the institutions of civil 

society,‖ and (3) analyzing ―the globalization of environmental discourse‖ and global 

environmental management (Peet and Watts, 1996, 9). Peet and Watts (1996, 34) 

described the aim of political ecology as ―help[ing] uncover the discourses of resistance 

[to received wisdom], put them into circulation, create networks of ideas.‖ While early 

studies had focused on the role of the state, and colonial powers, attention was given to 

the role of transnational actors, civil society organizations and social movements, and a 

critical evaluation of institutions, policies, and management practices in terms of their 

impacts on the lives of resource users. As I describe in Section 2.3.3, within the field of 

conservation, there is a notable shift in assessing the colonial roots of conservation, and 

the increasing role that non-state actors are playing in the trend towards the 

commoditization of protected areas and their use as trade-offs to development. 

Influenced by trends in sociology and anthropology, political ecologists also adopted a 

critical view of the claims of positivist science to objective knowledge, recognizing that 

‗nature‘ was socially constructed, and that power relations influenced what explanations 

of reality were accepted (Forsyth, 2003; Latour, 2004). Thus, political ecologists were 

able to critically assess ―modernist notions of objectivity and rationality, on interrogating 
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the relationships between power and scientific knowledge, and the recognition of the 

existence of multiple, culturally constructed ideas of the environment and environmental 

problems‖ (Neumann, 2005, 7). Post-structuralist proponents underlined the importance 

of discourse, representation, and framing of the causes and solutions to environmental 

problems, integrating in the process political, ecological, as well as material and 

discursive dimensions (Forsyth, 2003; Neumann, 2005). These studies also contributed to 

understanding how and why some ―facts‖ were made visible at the expense of others, 

since the definition of what is ‗acceptable knowledge‘ is a political act (Latour, 2004).    

2.3.1. Definitions: Narratives, framing, storylines, and the question of received 

wisdom 

Political ecologists have adopted a number of concepts to identify the ways in which 

dominant ideas, ideologies and practices have promoted external interventions at the 

expense of local systems of management (Adger et al., 2001; Leach and Mearns, 1996; 

Roe, 1991). Rather than referring to ideologies, however, political ecologists have used 

‗narrative‘, ‗framing‘, and ‗story lines‘ to capture the ways in which such ideas are or 

become hegemonic, and remain unquestioned.  

According to Roe (1991), narratives are stabilizing ideas or stories with a chronological 

order (beginning, middle, and end)—simple and assumed to be correct—that allow 

policymakers to intervene and effectively mobilize resources. Forsyth (2003, 97) defined 

environmental narratives (also ‗environmental orthodoxies‘ and ‗received wisdom‘) as 

―commonly heard environmental concepts and explanations that may be described as 

dominating discourses.‖ Political ecologists have sought to unveil and challenge these 

given views of reality, and to explain, ―how such narratives become adopted as truths 

because of social processes, rather than because of a realist belief that such narratives 

reflect biophysical reality as uncovered by science‖ (Forsyth, 2003, 97). For example, 

Leach and Mearns (1996) describe how simplified narratives, often the product of 

colonial and settlers‘ perceptions of the land they had come to inhabit (i.e., causes of soil 

degradation), persisted despite their negative impacts on the ground and became 

dominating discourses guiding policy. In addition, donors, mass media, and emphasis on 
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‗disaster‘ narratives built upon scientific findings strengthened these given views of 

environmental degradation.    

Hajer (1995) attempted to give form to the process of how narratives become adopted as 

truths, by referring to discourse coalitions. These are defined as an ―ensemble of a set of 

story-lines; the actors who utter those story-lines; and the practices in which this 

discursive activity is based‖ (ibid., 65). Hajer (1995,13) argues that discourse coalitions 

develop and sustain story-lines despite the fact that these actors have not necessarily met 

and did not necessarily agree on a strategy. These ways of talking, however, clearly 

indicate the diverse positioning of actors, and through which specific ideas of ―blame‖, 

―responsibility‖, ―urgency‖, and ―responsible behaviour‖ are attributed (ibid., 64–65).    

Framing is a term that has been used in a number of fields. ―Issue framing refers to the 

different ways in which actors make sense of specific issues by selecting the relevant 

aspects, connecting them into a sensible whole, and delineating its boundaries‖ (Dewulf 

et al., 2004, 187). It has been adopted in political ecology to ―question how, when, and by 

whom‖ dominant ―terms were developed as a substitute for reality‖ (Forsyth, 2003, 81). 

The underlying idea is that ―[F]rames of environmental problems are built on specific 

models of agency, causality, and responsibility.‖ This process includes problem closure, 

defined as the ―predefinition of the purpose of the inquiry,‖ language that already 

connotes an issue as a problem, as well as the exclusion from participation that may lead 

to the reification of socially produced ideas as facts (ibid., 79). Further, framing depends 

on ‗black boxes‘ (e.g., ―when their internal nature is taken to be objectively established, 

immutable, or beyond the possibility for human action to reshape it‖); the development of 

boundaries which ―establish an ordered vision of events,‖ and the creation of hybrid 

objects, described as ―commonplace objects or ‗things‘ that appear to be unitary, real, and 

uncontroversial but in practice reflect a variety of historic framings and experience 

specific to certain actors or societies in the past‖ (Forsyth, 2003, 87).   

However, framing is not simply an activity of the individual, and it is not immutable. 

Instead, as I describe in Section 2.4.2, framing is also a strategic action, ―an active, 

creative, constitutive process,‖ which ultimately leads to action by enabling the 

mobilization of resources, and by shaping and sustaining collective action (McAdam, 
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1982; Kowalchuk, 2005). As communicative devices, frames help to rationalize self-

interest, articulate goals, recruit participants, develop broad coalitions, as well as respond 

to counter-frames (Kretsedemas, 2000). As cognitive devices, they also help to organize 

and simplify phenomena. The framing of scale is the way in which different actors claim 

legitimacy, which further depends on the process through which a specific frame is 

established, and used in the policy arena. Thus, framing is a key component in the 

‗politics of scale‘ (Section 2.3.4). The purpose of framing is political, as it attempts to 

legitimize involvement of specific actors and knowledge, and guide action towards 

specific outcomes. 

2.3.2. Co-production of science and policy 

Political ecologists have also been ‗critical‘ of the ways in which actors have used 

science as a way to influence policy, without recognizing this involvement as a political 

one (Bocking, 2004; Forsyth, 2003; Latour, 1993). Different actors have also relied on 

scientific findings for framing and implementing management approaches of the state, 

even when the outcomes on the ground did not conform to expectations. A ‗critical‘ 

perspective on the construction of knowledge, and the relationship between scientific 

knowledge and political activism, is defined as one of ―co-production‖ or ―hybridization‖ 

(Forsyth, 2003). Forsyth (2003) questioned why,   

... so much discussion of ―political ecology‖ has proceeded without considering 

the politics with which ―ecology‖ has evolved as a scientific approach to 

explaining the biophysical world (ibid., 11).    

For example, Forsyth (2003) noted how ecology and environmentalism developed very 

close ties, with beliefs or meta-narratives underlying the practice of environmental policy 

or science. He argued that ‗objective‘ statements were often the result of the social and 

political circumstances in which knowledge was generated, and different actors used 

science to add legitimacy and urgency to their particular viewpoints (Bocking, 2004). 

Protected areas are a case in point, in which science has been used to legitimize both eco-

centric and anthropocentric approaches.  

Natural sciences have described de-constructivist studies as a social assault to justify a 

physical assault on nature, implying that environmental problems can be constructed 
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away (Pedynowski, 2003; Soulé, 1995). Further, they have reclaimed a space for 

scientific evidence, and rebelled against the promises of decentralized community-based 

approaches (Meine et al., 2006; Pedynowski, 2003; Song and M'Gonigle, 2001; 

Terborgh, 1990; Wilshusen et al., 2002). Social scientists claim that a return to a neo-

protectionist approach follows the moral imperative of conservation, the support for 

protected areas as keeping conservation values, the ineffectiveness of community-based 

conservation and planning, the challenge to the ‗eco-friendly local‘ as well as sense of 

urgency (Adams and Hutton, 2007; Oates, 1999; Redford and Stearman, 1993). 

Thus political ecologists claim that it is necessary to take into account how ideas of 

nature, or of nature/culture, are socially constructed and materially produced to 

understand processes of environmental change and processes of uneven development 

(Harvey, 1996; Smith, 2008). It is possible to hold a realist position that recognizes 

environmental degradation, but with the purpose of finding alternative frames to the 

perpetration of marginalization and oppression  (Neumann, 2005; Swyngedouw and 

Heynen, 2003). The ―science wars‖ of the 1990s between social scientists and 

conservation biologists (Alcorn, 1993; Redford and Stearman, 1993; Wilshusen et al., 

2002) have led in some cases to large conservation organizations presenting greater 

commitments towards local decision-making (WWF–International, 2008), and in other 

cases to shift towards greater reliance on conservation science. I return to this topic when 

discussing the scalar practices of non-state environmental and social movements in 

Section 2.3.4.   

2.3.3. The political and economic structures of conservation policy 

Protected areas have represented a fertile ground of enquiry for political ecology. Though 

often seen as a benign intervention on the landscape, political ecologists have tried to 

come to grips with the contradictions that emerge at the local scale with the creation of 

protected areas, as well as on the broader implications of how protected areas shape the 

ways in which different actors see ‗nature‘ (West and Brockington, 2006; West et al., 

2006). Political ecologists have documented the roots of protected areas to the agendas of 

colonial powers for exercising control, but have also recently noted a trend towards the 
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commodification of space and the use of protected areas to mitigate and ‗offset‘ 

development (Brockington et al., 2008; Igoe and Brockington, 2007).    

The state asserts control over local commons ―through acts of surveying, inventorying, 

zoning, and mapping the living resources of its territory‖ (Neumann, 2005, 112; see also 

Scott, 1998). These practices have been seen as a way to promote ‗legibility‘ and 

governamentality from the center to the periphery (Scott, 1998; Adger et al., 2001). The 

history of protected areas has thus been critically analyzed as the product of colonialism, 

state and national (white) identity and state building (Neumann, 1998; Stevens, 1997). 

Similarly, protected areas have led to state coercion and negative impacts on local 

people‘s livelihoods in the form of restrictions, displacement, and resettlement 

(Brockington, 2002; Neumann, 1998; Stevens, 1997). Such practices have continued 

despite a shift towards post-colonial states, and resettlement and displacement continue to 

be reported in the wake of protected areas increases (Dowie, 2009). 

Supported by findings from non-equilibrium ecology, environmental history studies have 

revealed the ‗protected‘ nature to be the product of significant anthropogenic disturbance 

and of regeneration in previously densely populated areas (Fairhead and Leach, 1996) or, 

conversely, areas with lower ecological values (i.e., grasslands turned to shrubs). These 

new insights have granted legitimacy to local management systems, but international 

conservation continues to be dominated by international standards that privilege western 

discourses of how conservation should be met and in protected areas management 

(Zimmerer, 2000). 

Conservation has also been implicated as part and parcel of the economic growth 

discourse (Brockington et al., 2008). Thus, political ecologists have connected the 

increasing emphasis on conservation approaches as premised on assumptions of 

ecological modernization (Hajer, 1995), and as a product of globalization and 

neoliberalism (Brockington et al., 2008; Büscher and Whande, 2007; Igoe and 

Brockington, 2007; Zimmerer, 2006). For example, ecological modernization ―assumes 

that existing political, economic, and social institutions can internalize the care of the 

environment,‖ for example through payments for environmental services (Hajer, 1995, 

25). Such an approach assumes that environmental degradation is calculable; that 
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protection is a ‗positive-sum game‘, a management problem premised on the 

―fundamental assumption that economic growth and the resolution of the ecological 

problems can, in principle, be reconciled‖ (ibid., 26).    

Zimmerer (2006, 358) argues that many conservation initiatives are based on the 

economic valuation of resources, and on expectations for economic returns and 

accumulation of capital. Further, McCarthy (2004) argues that ecological modernization 

has faith in the ability of environmental social movements to drive environmental 

reforms, and in the capacity of liberal markets and voluntarism to redress environmental 

problems. Instead, little attention has been paid to the ―discursive and institutional shifts 

in environmental policies and regulation that reflect the terms of the neoliberal 

consensus,‖ adding that the ―politics of different governance projects on the one hand, 

and their political and ecological effects on the other,‖ need to be assessed to identify 

winners and losers (ibid., 280). Further, the proliferation of state power through multiple 

institutional forms needs to be assessed, to avoid false dichotomies between state and 

market often accepted even by critics of neoliberalism.    

The relationship between environmentalism and neoliberal practices can lead to cases 

where conservation proponents consolidate their relationships with industry, by 

proposing protected areas in one place, while allowing industry continued extraction and 

development:   

A central aspect of these relationships is the idea of mitigation, which proposes 

the possibility of offsetting the ecological damage of extractive enterprise in one 

context with conservation interventions in another context. Biodiversity 

conservation thereby becomes an essential element of capitalist expansion, at the 

same time that capitalist expansion becomes an essential element of biodiversity 

conservation. The ultimate expression of this situation is that it appears possible to 

optimize and synchronize the ecological and economic functions of the entire 

planet, thus transcending the contradiction between economic growth and earth 

health that has plagued industrial capitalism since the late 18th century. We 

maintain, however, that this is a fiction that supports hegemonic interests while 

being disconnected from the ecological and social impacts of these interests in 

specific material contexts. This disconnect is a matter of significant concern for 

the entwined domains of ecological health and justice (Igoe and Sullivan, 2008, 

15).  
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Finally, neoliberalization has been linked to rhetoric for urgent crisis, and demands for 

larger and larger protected areas as win-win solutions. Driven by economic incentives, it 

is leading to hybrid forms of environmental governance such as public–private 

partnerships, and is being portrayed as participatory, efficient, equitable, and profitable. 

Igoe and Brockington (2007), however, consider these assertions to be promises at best. 

Rather than a trend towards decentralization and deregulation, they describe a trend 

towards the re-regularization of lands by the state. This includes a shift in governance 

towards renewed state control and the increasing influence of Non-Government 

Organizations in the policy realm of the state. It also includes a trend towards 

privatization, and a shift of commodities from non-tradable to tradable commodities (i.e., 

the subdivision of collectively owned title, new forms of carbon trading), which makes it 

easier for resources to be captured by external agents (Baldwin 2009a; Sullivan 2009).   

Finally, perhaps less visible, are the ways in which conservation approaches ―restructure 

how people understand, use, and interact with their surroundings‖ (Igoe, pers. comm.; as 

cited in West and Brockington, 2006). West and Brockington (2006, 609) claim that, 

―protected areas are coming to form a way of thinking about the world, of viewing the 

world, and of acting on the world.‖ Rather than ‗reconnect people to nature,‘ the spatially 

oriented approach to conservation may entrench the divide between nature and culture 

and deepen a dichotomous perspective of landscapes (West and Brockington, 2006).    

2.3.4. Production of space and the „politics of scale‟ 

While political ecologists have analyzed the role of the state in weakening local level 

institutions in both colonial and post-colonial contexts, the interaction of non-state actors 

has also been crucial in both resisting and supporting the projects of the state. In order to 

address how different actors working at different levels lead to changes in the structure 

for land use planning, and thus to changes in the distribution of power, I address how 

scale is produced, and how both Indigenous and conservation organizations become 

involved in the ‗politics of scale‘.  

Interest in political ecology has shifted from attention on fixed notions of scale such as 

Blaikie and Brookfield (1987)‘s ‗chains of explanation‘ towards a more constructivist 
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approach to scale and the scalar politics of non-state actors. Smith (2000, 725; as cited in 

Marston, 2004, 173) defines scale as: 

A central organizing principle according to which geographical differentiation 

takes place. It is a metric of spatial differentiation; it arbitrates and organizes the 

kinds of spatial differentiation that frame the landscape. As such it is the 

production of geographical scale rather than scale per se that is the appropriate 

research focus. 

Political geographers have highlighted how social actors create, constrain, and shift scales 

and levels to serve their own interests through the ‗politics of scale,‘ defined as ―the 

production, reconfiguration or contestation of particular differentiations, orderings and 

hierarchies among geographical scales‖ (Brenner, 2001, 600; Swyngedouw and Heynen, 

2003). As Marston (2004, 173) argues, three main attributes of the production of scale are 

that, (1) scale is not pre-existing, but rather is ―a way of framing conceptions of reality;‖ 

(2) ―the ways in which scale is produced have material consequences;‖ and (3) ―scale 

production is a political process‖ that is subject to contestation and transformation. 

These territorial and networked spatial scales are never set, but are perpetually 

disputed, redefined, reconstituted and restructured in terms of their extent, 

content, relative importance and interrelations. [...] These socio-spatial processes 

change the importance and role of certain geographical scales, reassert the 

importance of others and, on occasion, create entirely new scales. These scale 

redefinitions, in turn, alter the geometry of social power by strengthening the 

power and the control of some while disempowering others (Swyngedouw and 

Heynen, 2003, 912–913).   

Understanding the production of scale is premised upon theorization on the ‗production 

of space‘ where space is seen as ―socially constructed, historically contingent and 

politically contested‖ (Harvey, 1996; Lefebvre, 1991; Neumann, 2009, 399). Lefebvre 

(1991) identified ―three moments of social space:‖ (1) spatial practice is lived directly 

through the activities of everyday practice; (2) dominant actors produce representations 

of space in order to exercise control, categorize and organize spatial practice; and (3) 

representational space is consciously performed by people ―through its associated images 

and symbols‖ (Rangan and Kull, 2009, 39). While the literature is in agreement that state 

and capital are the key structural components for a theory of scale, more recently political 

ecologists have turned to the ―scalar practices of social actors‖ and the role different 

actors play in the ‗politics of scale‘ (McCarthy, 2005; Neumann 2009). Specifically, one 
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of the concerns in the ‗politics of scale‘ has included a call to identify what Lefebvre 

(1991) referred to as ‗representational space,‘ that is, how different actors frame scale, 

how the interpretation of scale makes the ecology ‗political‘ and how, in turn, this 

framing renders scale political and subject to contestation. 

The critical challenge for political ecologists is to develop analytical frameworks 

that begin from the basic recognition that scale is produced to explain, or argue 

for or against, the processes and outcomes of ecological change in different 

realms of politics and policy discourse. Scale is the means by which ecology is 

made ‗political‘. If the aim of political ecology is to understand and illustrate the 

different ways in which ecological change occurs and becomes politicized, then it 

needs to develop analytical methods that focus not only on the spatial levels 

through which politics is articulated, but also on the meanings and metaphors of 

landscape that are produced and used to interpret the outcomes of ecological and 

social change (Rangan and Kull, 2009, 35).   

Representational space enables different actors to simplify complex discourses through 

story-lines or narratives that allow actors to develop a normative hierarchy of values that 

can help in the production of truth-making in policy discourses (Rangan and Kull, 2009, 

40). Representational space, like framing, can thus be seen as a discursive device that 

legitimizes the appropriate spatial scale for planning, the appropriate knowledge systems, 

and the role of different participants and stakeholders (Rangan and Kull, 2009; van 

Lieshout et al., 2011). Thus, deciding on the appropriate spatial and jurisdictional levels 

of planning is a political act, because it defines who will participate, how decision-

making power will be distributed, and the spatial extent of planning areas—eventually 

leading to contestation. Further, actors will engage strategically to shift scales of planning 

to fit their ability to participate and influence different levels of planning.  

Before concluding the literature review with a model to address contentious politics in 

multi-level governance systems, I explore the specific use of the international 

institutional scale as the level where a ‗politics of scale‘ has played out for framing 

appropriate conservation approaches from the perspective of Indigenous communities and 

from that of large conservation organizations.   
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2.3.4.1. The politics of scale in re-framing the terms of conservation 

One of the main challenges in international approaches to conservation has been the 

imposition of a western model of protected areas at national levels, supported by 

international concerns with global heritage (Novellino and Dressler, 2010; West et al., 

2006). Indigenous activists and anthropologists have challenged the adequacy of western 

ideas of conservation, rooted in the creation of boundaries, the imposition of restrictions 

on local livelihoods, and more recently the shift towards privatization and marketization 

of people and resources. Instead, they have shown that different relational epistemologies 

manifest in a different approach to conservation, where conservation is not a goal, but a 

result of coupled social and ecological systems (Bird-David, 1999; Hornberg, 2006; 

Ingold, 2000). This interplay has played out at the international level with the parallel rise 

of Indigenous representatives and conservation organizations at international venues 

organized by IUCN, the International Union for Conservation of Nature (e.g., World 

Conservation Congresses; World Park Congresses) and under the Convention for 

Biological Diversity (Brosius, 2004). 

Indigenous activists have challenged the association of ‗conservation‘ and ‗Indigenous 

stewardship‘ and the ways in which outsiders have felt entitled to ‗speak on behalf‘ of the 

Indigenous people in international settings (Alcorn, 1993; Brosius, 1997; Brosius, 2006). 

Despite the important symbolic capital and higher moral ground attached to this 

association in the international Indigenous movement, support from environmentalists 

may last while Indigenous people conform to conservationists‘ images, but it may also 

wane and sideline local perspectives that do not conform to these images (Blaser, 2009; 

Braun, 2002; Dove, 2006). In Canada, environmental organizations have built several 

alliances with Aboriginal communities with a variety of outcomes in terms of supporting 

actual community concerns or shifting to an environmental agenda (Braun, 2002; Clapp, 

2004; Feit, 1991; Wallace, 2010). Similarly, researchers may reify these images unless 

they recognize the high stakes that are at play when they translate and interpret 

Indigenous relations to the land through their research (Brosius, 2006).    

Internationally, Indigenous, local, and mobile communities have increasingly developed 

their own terms of reference for conservation approaches and for how they would like a 
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broader dialogue about self-determination, conservation, and development to unfold. For 

example, ideas of place, territoriality, and indigeneity have helped to forward their 

territorial rights and rights to participation and consultation, and the need for Free, Prior 

and Informed Consent with regard to the establishment and management of protected 

areas and conservation reserves (Alcorn et al., 2010; Castree, 2004; Hutton et al., 2005).  

These ‗differential geographies‘ need to be analyzed in the context of more nuanced 

readings of Indigenous people‘s struggles to make claims to territory, and recognize the 

importance of trans-local engagement for place-making (Castree, 2004). Concrete 

examples of these ideas has been a recognition by IUCN, the International Union for 

Conservation of Nature, of Indigenous and Community Conserved areas (ICCAs) 

managed through local or Indigenous custom, as legitimate tools to achieve conservation; 

resolutions by the IUCN to uphold human rights and support Rights-Based Approaches to 

conservation and declarations (Berkes, 2009b; Borrini-Feyerabend et al., 2004).
4
  

While Indigenous and local communities have represented ―Little Conservation,‖ the 

invisible daily practices that govern the interactions of people with their land, Big 

International Non-governmental Organizations (BINGOs) have represented ―Big 

Conservation,‖ involving large funding, intergovernmental organizations, multilateral 

development banks and working in the interests of global heritage (Alcorn, 2005). As the 

power of a few BINGOs has increased, they have come under increasing scrutiny 

(Alcorn, 2005; Brockington et al., 2008; Chapin, 2004; Novellino and Dressler, 2010). 

Traditionally viewed as providing ―an intermediate sphere between the state and the 

market‖ and ―a challenge to state autonomy and market power,‖ BINGOs have become 

influential actors shaping environmental management, policy development, and 

government legislation (Cartwright, 2003; Howlett et al., 2009; Lane, 2006). Lane (2006) 

argues that even though NGOs provide linkages across scales, fill gaps in existing 

institutional hierarchies, and develop conduits of media and knowledge, their role has not 

                                                
4 The Opitsaht Declaration (2010) was conceived and drafted at the ―Community 

Conservation in Practice‖ workshop ―to promote the possibility of a more positive and just 

collaboration betweenindigenous communities and outside institutions in the management of 

bioculturally important areas in May 2010 in Tofino, BC. Retrieved from http://www.global-

diversity.org/community-conservation-practice-workshop-representatives-indigenous-

peoples-and-local-communities 
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been subject to critical examination. As highlighted above, issues of representation 

emerge when conservation organizations claim to speak on behalf of communities 

(Alcorn, 1993; Brosius, 1997; Brosius, 2006). Increasing partnerships with industry have 

also led to the potential for agreements, which hide ‗greenwashing‘ (Igoe and Sullivan, 

2008). Tight linkages to actors with specific interests also challenge assumptions of 

NGOs as democratic actors (Dowie, 2009). They are private entities with an agenda that 

may not be congruent with public interest, and are distinct from ‗unorganized citizens‘ or 

civil society as actors in the policy arena. Far from being independent and transparent 

actors, their formal role in the public policy arena demands an account for how public 

interest is achieved. Finally, they may be efficient and effective in policy development, 

but they may also undermine public policy debates and the role of civil society in politics. 

Thus, Lane (2006, 233) concludes that ―not only are there substantial risks to governance 

in the public interest by providing a central role for essentially private or government-

dependent organizations, but efforts to harness the power and potential of civil society in 

governance in an uncritical way may have the effect of undermining the qualities that 

were admired in the first place.‖  

Anthropologists and geographers have provided a critical insight into the workings of 

conservation interventions by challenging the assumed benign nature of conservation 

initiatives, demonstrating their linkages to changing political-economic structures (from 

colonialism to globalization and more recent neo-liberalization), and by highlighting the 

rise of non-state actors such as large conservation organizations and the Indigenous 

international movement. The relationship between conservation organizations and 

Indigenous communities has provided both positive and negative experiences on the 

ground. Yet, a significant disjuncture exists between implementation on the ground and 

the lofty goals that are advocated internationally, leading to a more or less invisible and 

contested ‗politics of scale‘ (Büscher and Dressler, 2007).    

2.3.5. Summary 

The political ecology literature has recently focused on the ‗politics of scale‘ between 

different actors, and highlighted a constructivist approach to scale. Thus, political 

ecology provides a frame for recognizing the social and political constructions of levels 
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and scales, as well as the role of both state and non-state actors in developing ‗politics of 

scale‘. What is missing, however, is a way of tracing and documenting the practices that 

lead to shifts in institutional and representational scales. In the next Section, I address a 

model to make visible political processes, and address how different actors strategically 

construct their own scales, and become involved in a ‗politics of scale‘.    

2.4. Tracing political process   

2.4.1. The Political Process Model 

Until now I have been concerned with laying out a political ecology framework for 

understanding why struggles over conservation management and planning occur. I argued 

that the ‗politics of scale‘, specifically the ‗production of scale,‘ offered a valuable 

approach to understanding how different actors frame the level at which they can more 

effectively participate in decision-making to make claims to territory. In this Section, I 

draw from McAdam (1982) the political process model for social mobilization to trace 

how different actors mobilize to produce new levels at which they are more effective 

politically.  

Literature on social movements provides a way to highlight the ways in which subaltern 

groups make claims to resources and attempt to forward alternative ways of managing 

these resources (Escobar, 1996). Social movements are ―rational attempts by excluded 

groups to mobilize sufficient political leverage to advance collective interests through 

non-institutionalized means‖ (McAdam, 1982, 36). Contentious politics are a way to 

describe a broad range of ways in which subaltern groups engage with the state or with 

other interest groups. These can be described as ―episodic, public, collective interaction 

among makers of claims and their objects when (a) at least one government is a claimant, 

an object of claims, or a party to the claims and (b) the claims would, if realized, affect 

the interests of at least one of the claimants‖ (McAdam et al., 2001, 5).   

McAdam (1982) proposed the political process model as a response to resource 

mobilization theory, which postulated that political action by marginalized groups is 

possible only through elite support. The model identifies three important factors for 

mobilization to occur: 1) the structure of political opportunity, such as political 
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instability, or the political alignment of groups within the larger political environment; 2) 

Indigenous organizational strength (also mobilizing structures), and 3) cognitive 

liberation (also framing process). Figure 2 shows the political process model for social 

mobilization revised from McAdam et al. (2001, 17).

 

Figure 2. The Classical Social Movement Agenda for explaining contentious politics. 

Figure from McAdam et al. (2001, 17) modified by author. 

In a study of how political opportunity affects protest, Kowalchuk (2005) identifies four 

dimensions of how a social movement‘s political environment influences the form, 

intensity and outcomes of protest. These dimensions include: ―openness of the political 

system to social movement demands, sometimes referred to as ―access‖ to policy-making, 

elite allies, the stability of the elite alignments, and the propensity of the state to repress 

social movements‖ (Kowalchuk, 2005, 238).   

Indigenous organizational strength—or mobilizing structures—depends on the ability of a 

group to recruit members, provide a structure of solidarity incentives, build on 
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communication networks, and on a recognized leadership (McAdam, 1982, 47). The 

trigger is for groups to know when it is possible to forward their demands, what McAdam 

(1982, 48) terms framing processes or cognitive liberation. Framing processes are based 

on the premises that people must feel that the current system is unjust, or that it has lost 

legitimacy; people begin to assert rights, which imply change; and finally, people begin 

to feel they can foster change (Piven and Clovard, 1979, 3–4; as cited by McAdam, 1982, 

49–50). The strategies used to pursue their demands are part of the framing process. 

Following McAdam (1982), once a movement emerges, it faces both internal and 

external constraints. Of primary importance is the fact that the movement itself fosters a 

response from the members of the established political structure. The success of a 

movement stands in its ability to ―maintain and successfully utilize their newly acquired 

political leverage to advance collective interests‖ (ibid., 52). This requires attention to the 

determinants of ―organizational strength‖ as well as to the ―level of social control.‖ The 

group must be able to reorganize to recruit new resources and take advantage of initial 

successes. However, within this process three destructive outcomes to the process are 

possible. These include the oligarchization of the leadership at the expense of movement 

goals; co-optation, which can come from an increasing need for outside sources of 

funding; and finally, the loss of Indigenous support (ibid., 55).    

Likewise, as the group intervenes in the political ground, it introduces new pressures, 

which shifts the ―levels of social control.‖ McAdam (1982) identifies two factors, the 

―strength of insurgent forces,‖ which conditions the level at which the state can respond, 

as well as ―the degree to which the movement poses a threat or opportunity to other 

groups in terms of the realization of the latter‘s interests‖ (ibid., 57). The tactics used 

(institutionalized versus non-institutionalized tactics) and the nature of the goals pursued 

(reformist versus revolutionary), also affects the levels of threat and opportunity that elite 

groups perceive. McAdam et al. (2001, 22) revised the McAdam (1982) model to account 

for the integration of multiple actors, and to move from a structuralist tradition towards 

one where contentious politics are contingent on ―taking strategic interaction, 

consciousness, and historically accumulated culture into account.‖ 
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McAdam et al. (2001) advocate for a move away from general models that priorit ize 

structure to case studies that prioritize ―casual mechanisms, causal processes and 

contentious episodes.‖ In this model, ―social interaction, social ties, communication, and 

conversation (are) not merely [...] expressions of structures, rationality, consciousness, or 

culture, but a[re] active sites of creation and change.‖ Therefore, threats and opportunities 

are not considered objective categories, but reflect the attribution, or social framing and 

construction, of different groups at different points in time. Likewise, the different parties 

involved frame events and episodes of contention interactively. In this model, the authors 

compare disparate cases to identify patterns that recur in diverse episodes of contention 

(as different as revolutions, strikes, protests).  

Armstrong and Bernstein (2008) developed a ―multi-institutional politics‖ to move 

beyond the narrow definition of politics in McAdam et al. (2001), and to account for 

―domination as organized around multiple sources of power (government and non-

governmental), each of which is simultaneously material and symbolic‖ rather than 

around one source of power (most commonly the state). They argue that rather than 

focusing on the mechanisms of processes (‗the how‘ of political process according to 

McAdam et al., 2001), they need to focus on ―the targets, motivations, strategies, and 

goals of contemporary movements‖ (ibid., 80), because ―the investigation of the goals 

and strategies of movements are opportunities for insight into the nature of domination in 

contemporary societies‖ (ibid., 82). Thus, in the more recent research, more attention has 

been paid to the integration of cultural approaches, the strategic use of representation, and 

an analysis of power as stemming from actors other than the state.   

Figure 3 shows a framework that accounts for political opportunity, organizational 

strength and mobilization (McAdam, 1982) and—based on McAdam et al. (2001)—

accounts for following the strategies and impacts of more than one actor at a time. I adopt 

the framework in Figure 3 to analyze the political process of planning policy 

development in the Far North Region of Ontario. I specifically focus on the broad change 

processes of changes in land use planning policy in Chapter 4, the organizational strength 

and mobilization of civil society organizations in Chapter 5, as well as framing processes 

in Chapter 6. 
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Figure 3. A dynamic framework for analyzing social mobilization in contentious politics. 

Figure from McAdam et al. (2001, 45) modified by author. 

2.4.2. Political opportunity and framing 

Researchers have had to contend with balancing ‗political opportunity‘ and ‗framing 

processes‘. Over-reliance on either to account for the outcome of social movement is 

indeed problematic. Too much emphasis on political opportunity risks downplaying the 

role of ideas, beliefs, and meanings, as well as situations when different groups begin to 

utilize a specific frame, which makes groups abide to ‗collective action frames‘ (Selfa, 

2004). Ramos (2006), for example, critiqued ‗political opportunity‘ as meaning 

everything and nothing, since opportunities can only be judged to be so after the fact, not 

before. He also accused the model ―of missing the essence of mobilization, focusing too 

much on structural influences at the cost of micro-mobilization or day-to-day interactions 

among movements and their members‖ (ibid., 214). By applying the resource 

mobilization model to analyze the factors that have influenced Aboriginal protest in 
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Canada from 1951 to 2000, he found that resource mobilization, political opportunities, 

and local identities are the most consistent influence on Canadian Aboriginal protest. 

Conversely, ―there is little support for the role of Pan-Aboriginal identity‖ because ―both 

resources and opportunities are largely allocated to specific local communities and status 

groups rather than Pan-Aboriginal organizations or all Aboriginals‖ (ibid., 226). This is 

of relevance in the context of larger environmental networks that are able to put forward 

consistent messages, which marginalize Aboriginal framings.   

Further, framing has been recognized as an important link between strategies and tactics, 

not only in determining the message but also as a strategic action, which takes place in 

specific contexts. Kowalchuk (2005, 241) highlights that attention has been devoted to 

frames (i.e., cultural meaning, discourse of authorities, activists‘ messages, identities) as 

well as to ―how ideational, interpretative factors influence participation in movements.‖ 

Yet, little has been done to ―framing as a discursive action that, in supplying an 

interpretation of events, can spark or sustain collective action, or conversely, contribute to 

its collapse.‖ The author points out that, unlike perception, framing is a ―strategic 

activity‖ which leads to action. As Alimi (2007, 20) argues, ―power struggles are, by 

definition, struggles over definition of a situation,‖ while framing is a key element in 

political processes of contention, a process of interpretation and social construction. 

Framing as strategic action represented an important point of departure for my analysis as 

it allowed me to reflect on the ways in which frames were strategically adopted to foster 

specific levels for decision-making.   

The model has also been used in the field of environmental governance. Alcorn et al. 

(2003, 299) for example, highlighted the process of self-organization that the Dayak 

people from Indonesia have undertaken to counteract the repressive policies of the 

government, and the progressive encroachment of state-supported logging companies into 

their territories. The Dayak people have been able to organize around an Indigenous 

organization to provide support for decentralized associations, solidarity incentives, 

communication networks, and leadership, and push for critical thinking, self-reliance, and 

ultimately, freedom and empowerment.  
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Similar to the case that I relate in the thesis, researchers have also used the political 

process model to look at the ways in which private foundations and environmental 

organizations created new fields of engagement in the boreal forest through the 

development of the Forest Stewardship Council certification tool (Bartley, 2007; Eden, 

2009). For example, Bartley (2007) argued that often these new ‗organizational fields‘ 

are ―a socially constructed arena of self-referencing, mutually dependent organizations‖ 

that are strategically created by foundations, to enroll loose coalitions of actors without 

perceived imposition. Bartley (2007, 231) argues that we need to trace how, ―beyond 

selecting and professionalizing Social Movement Organizations, [private] foundations 

often play the role of ‗institutional entrepreneurs‘ that champion a particular model of 

social order and attempt to build new arenas of social life—that is, new organizational 

fields—to institutionalize that model.‖ In his study of forest certification, he traced how 

foundations coordinated their funding to build a new field that enrolled a variety of 

actors: ―Field-builders [...] enroll others so that they participate in the construction of the 

[field] [...] translate other actors‘ interests to align them with the project, and make their 

project an obligatory passage point‖ for an array of actors (Bartley 2007, 232). The 

ability to enroll and direct action at very large institutional scales has implications for 

how the fields of action shift at lower levels of governance. 

2.4.3. Summary 

The political process model focuses on political opportunity, organizational strength and 

framing processes. In this thesis, the political process model offered a useful tool to trace 

how different non-state actors mobilized to articulate and produce the levels at which 

they could participate and influence decision-making. The model developed in Figure 3 

allowed me to develop the questions used for the analysis of mobilization of civil society 

organizations in the Far North Region, including attention to the events that signaled the 

influence of non-state actors, response to changes in land use planning policy, political 

opportunity, and the mobilization of public discourse through networks, funding, science 

and media.    
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2.5. Chapter summary   

This Chapter outlined three main theory areas to analyze multi-level governance in the 

Far North Region of Ontario. These included community-based conservation 

management and planning and multi-level governance, political ecology, and the political 

process model. As this review showed, there has been increasing interest in the politics of 

multi-level governance, and in the role that non-state actors play in shifting spatial, 

jurisdictional, institutional, and framing scales. Less explored have been the ways in 

which these processes of change occur on the ground through strategic interaction, and 

the implications the ‗politics of scale‘ has for building levels of governance closer to 

communities. Specifically, the ways in which the ‗politics of scale‘ play out in the 

distribution of power across levels and scales, and the ways in which these in turn affect 

Indigenous–state relations, have not been addressed. In the next Chapter, I focus on the 

methodology that I used to address the purpose and objectives of the thesis.   
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Chapter 3. Methodology   

3.1. Introduction   

The goal of this research project was to examine the political ecology of conservation 

planning in the Far North Region of Ontario by analyzing: (1) land use planning policy 

change; (2) the role of non-state actors; and (3) the framing of community-based land use 

planning and comprehensive (bio-regional) planning and its implications for scale. 

Starting assumptions were that different actors have different approaches to conservation, 

and that community-based planning can enable Aboriginal communities to adapt policy 

for protected areas and conservation in their own territories. I adopted a multi-scale 

research approach to address how and at what level different actors became involved in 

policy development and change. 

The first part of the research process (2007-2009) focused on understanding different 

approaches to conservation as they emerged from the community-based land use planning 

process conducted in the Whitefeather Forest of northwestern Ontario  (Figure 1 in 

Chapter 1). I situated myself in the context of a community in the Far North Region of 

Ontario that had completed a land use planning process and had specific perspectives on 

how conservation and land use planning should be conducted on their territory—

Pikangikum First Nation (PFN) (PFN and OMNR, 2006). In the first phase I focused on 

why Pikangikum people expressed concerns about protected areas, and what they saw as 

the proper path forward in conservation through the development of new management 

arrangements with the Province for the dedicated protected areas identified in their land 

use plan. I also aimed at understanding how government agencies and conservation 

groups working with Pikangikum valued and described the challenges of conservation of 

the boreal forest, and focused on how the community interacted with outside groups 

when their ideas of conservation differed. The first phase identified conflicting ideas 

about planning for protected areas between Pikangikum and provincial conservation 

organizations—but these were only visible as part of the local planning process (i.e., 

community meetings; comments to land use plan). 




















































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































