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Abstract  

Indigenous environmental justice and rights to land are often compromised in favour of state 

and corporate land control. Narratives that oppose indigenous peoples to development and 

conservation, and portray communities as either “backwards” or “environmentally 

destructive”, have been used since the colonial period to justify dispossession of indigenous 

lands and displacements of indigenous peoples. In parallel, an indigenous justice movement 

has been growing, that has absorbed a “counter-narrative” that depicts indigenous peoples as 

environmental stewards, and stresses the importance of indigenous rights to land as part of 

effective climate change mitigation. This thesis investigates how narratives in the scientific 

literature and practice frame indigenous peoples’ rights to land in Southeast Asia. A review of 

60 scientific articles was conducted and complemented with a small sample of in-depth 

interviews with practitioners working with development, conservation and indigenous rights 

in Southeast Asia. Through the creation of a novel framework that combines environmental 

justice and stewardship, this study uncovers how modern narratives continue to perpetuate 

entrenched colonial and business-as-usual pathways.  

Thesis word count: 9736 
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1. Introduction 

In Southeast Asia, forests are rapidly changing due to the significant expansion of state and 

corporate land control and large-scale plantations (Dhiaulhaq and McCarthy 2020). 

Conflicting interests, actors and ideologies regarding land management often result in 

contradictory and overlapping land policies, laws and institutions that open up for land 

grabbing (Kelly and Peluso 2015, Otten et al. 2020). These processes exacerbate 

environmental injustices among local and indigenous peoples, as their access to land rights 

are often compromised, and they are displaced from their ancestral lands. Traditional 

agricultural practices, like swidden, are decreasing, either through inadvertent processes of 

assimilation of indigenous peoples and practices into domestic and foreign markets, or direct 

bans on swidden farming in national policies throughout Southeast Asia (Padoch et al. 2007).  

Meanwhile, the need for conservation and sustainable development to respect inherent human 

rights and the title of indigenous peoples is increasingly recognised and seen as essential to 

ensure environmental stewardship and efficient management of natural resources (Carroll 

2014, Artelle et al. 2019). Scientists and international organisations like the 

Intergovernmental Platform on Biodiversity and Ecosystems Services (IPBES) and the 

Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD) call out for indigenous peoples and local 

communities to be included in conservation and sustainability efforts, and recognise 

indigenous peoples’ social, cultural and environmental knowledge as important (Hill et al. 

2020). Policymakers and non-governmental institutions are using concepts of indigeneity, 

indigenous rights and stewardship more and more to legitimise and support the achievement 

of their objectives by developing counter-narratives to land enclosures and to achieve 

indigenous justice (Dhiaulhaq and McCarthy 2020).  

The stewardship concept has been increasingly used in research, policy and practice to 

articulate and describe responses to sustainability challenges. There are many ways to define 

stewardship, but in this study, I refer to stewardship as: 1) the wise and responsible use or 

management of natural resources practiced by indigenous and local communities through 

applications of local knowledges and traditional practices, and; 2) a narrative that expresses 

the global concern for increased environmental sustainability and conservation through 

environmental stewardship. 

Despite recent interest in indigenous rights and stewardship, few studies have explained in-

depth how the two concepts are linked. Masterson et al. (2019) stresses the need for more 

systematic evidence of whether perceived equity (or justice) leads to stewardship actions and 

outcomes, and claim that this is an important area for future research. In their research, they 

investigate feedbacks between human well-being and stewardship, and find that institutions 

and levels of agency or power can present barriers or enabling factors for stewardship action, 

through the access and distribution of benefits and costs derived from ecosystems. In this 

study, I developed an environmental justice and stewardship framework to unpack the 

connection between the two concepts.  

 



2 
 

Previous research in Southeast Asia shows that different narratives and portrayals of “what is 

sustainable” may lead to the continuation of unsustainable practices, neo-colonialism and 

social-environmental injustices, where powerful actors limit indigenous peoples’ access to 

land, or silence local communities that are affected by development and conservation (Liu et 

al. 2020, Otten et al. 2020). I will expand on this research, by specifically examining how 

narratives influence opportunities for stewardship among indigenous and local peoples in 

Southeast Asia.  

1.1 Aim and research questions 

The knowledge and experience gained from an internship with the FairFrontiers research 

project (Research Institute for Humanity and Nature n.d.) helped inform my thesis. The 

FairFrontiers project’s aim is to answer the questions: whose interests drive transformations 

of forest-agriculture frontiers; who benefits and who is made precarious, and; what are 

possible policy options that can deliver ecologically sustainable and socially equitable 

outcomes? The involvement with the research project determined the thesis’s focus on the 

countries Myanmar, Thailand, Malaysia and Laos, but as for the aim and research questions of 

the thesis, I took a different approach. 

In this thesis, I aim to unpack how narratives in the science literature and practice frame 

drivers of deforestation and indigenous peoples’ rights and practices, and how drivers and 

narratives conjointly impact environmental justice and stewardship among indigenous and 

local communities. I will do so by examining how the science literature draw causalities 

between drivers of forest and land use change and impacts on indigenous justice and 

stewardship, and how these issues are framed and navigated by different actors working on 

development and conservation in Southeast Asia. 

Investigating the narratives and positionalities within research literature is essential, as 

science plays an important role in shaping perceptions and legitimising practices through 

knowledge production. Examining the perceptions of field practitioners is equally important, 

and can give a sense of how ideologies and perceptions, consciously or unconsciously, may 

be implemented through praxis.  

The aim of the thesis will be assessed specifically by asking: 

1) What are the historical legacies, actors and interests that drive forest-agriculture 

landscape change in Myanmar, Lao PDR, Thailand and Malaysia?  

2) How do these drivers, and the narratives connected to them, impact environmental 

justice among indigenous peoples and local communities?  

3) How do narratives frame indigenous stewardship and what are the connections to 

environmental justice?  

4) How do practitioners and other actors navigate indigenous rights and justice to ensure 

sustainable development and environmental stewardship? 

 



3 
 

2. Background 

In this chapter, I will provide some contextual background about indigenous communities and 

traditional agricultural practices in Southeast Asia, and how these have been impacted by 

colonial practices and laws revolving forest management. The background will account for 

overall trends in Southeast Asia, and highlight examples from the focus countries of this 

study: Laos, Myanmar, Malaysia and Thailand.  

 

Figure 1: Focus countries in Southeast Asia: Myanmar, Lao PDR, Thailand and Malaysia. 

2.1 Forest allocations to European companies and plantations  

Roughly from 1870 to 1960, Southeast Asia was colonised by European countries. Myanmar 

and the Malay Peninsula came under British rule, as did Borneo, under various titles, while 

present-day Laos was part of the French Indochina. Although Thailand was the only country 

in Southeast Asia that remained independent, the country still had to cede some of its territory 

to the British and French, while having their trading rights restricted by the British Bowring 

Treaty. After World War II in the pacific was over in 1945, almost all Southeast Asian 

countries became independent (Boomgaard 2006 p. 205).  

The colonial period signified major transformations in the forest-agricultural landscape of 

Southeast Asia (Boomgaard 2006 p. 205). The production of timber and the proportion of 

commercial crops increased, and the region experienced rapid economic growth. In most 

Southeast Asian countries, concessions were given to private companies, among which the 

larger ones were usually European. Myanmar was conquered in three stages by British forces, 

partly or largely because of its rich teak resources, and the presence of Western timber 
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companies became very strong. Although Thailand was not a colony, the British capital 

played a major role in the exploitation and regulation of teak there as well (Boomgaard 2006 

p. 248).  

When the amount of attractive forest products started to drop, European-inspired forest 

departments were established to protect the forests from overexploitation (Boomgaard 2006 p. 

249). European foresters were sent to Myanmar, Malaysia and Thailand to divide the land into 

different zones where forests became ear-marked for either production or protection. 

Similarly, European hunters that had moved into the region with advanced firearms and killed 

off most of the wildlife, later became some of the first conservationists, or so called 

“repentant butchers”, when they realized that the number of animals started to decline 

(Boomgaard 2006 p. 257). This led to the establishment of some of Southeast Asia’s first 

conservation and species protection acts.  

2.2 Impacts on local agricultural practices  

Across the Southeast Asian region, ethnic minorities and indigenous peoples have been 

negatively impacted by forestry and development since the end of World War II and the 

achievement of independence by most countries (Clarke 2001). Practices like shifting 

cultivation, or swidden, which had been exercised by indigenous groups since before the 

1400s, became increasingly regarded as wasteful and environmentally destructive by the 

colonial governments. As forest departments grew and forests became delimited, the daily 

activities and agricultural practices of forest communities became punishable offenses by the 

colonial states (Boomgaard 2006 p. 254). The main concern for the European colonisers was 

that forest land did not revert back to secondary forest, as a result of shorter fallow periods 

and longer cultivation periods. Western foresters’ limited experience with monsoon or wet 

tropical evergreen forests, also resulted in their misconceptions about the use of fire to 

stimulate natural regeneration (Boomgaard 2006 pp. 250–251).  

It was only during the 1950s that anthropologists started to study forest use and management 

from a local perspective, resulting in some researchers dispelling the myths about shifting 

cultivation as an environmentally destructive practice, while others reinforced them (Peluso et 

al. 1995). During the same period, the United States’ interests in security and resource control 

led to increased scrutiny of the cultivation of opium poppies and production of opium. The 

US put pressure on the Thai government to halt opium production through crop substitution, 

and the indigenous Hmong were targeted for damaging the watershed forests with the use of 

swidden practices, and for being responsible for most of the opium production (Peluso et al. 

1995). 

2.3 Shifts in the agricultural sector and environmental awareness 

From the 1970s, Southeast Asian countries modernized very quickly and the region 

experienced major economic transformations as a result of external and internal demand for 

commodities, policies more conducive to economic growth, increasing rates of savings and 

investments, expanding education, industrialization, and urbanization. The agricultural sector 

was transformed by the Green Revolution, which involved investments in irrigation, 

mechanization, agricultural intensification and an increased use of artificial fertilizers, 
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pesticides and herbicides. As a result, peasants became less self-sufficient and more 

dependent on large-scale agricultural businesses (Peluso et al. 1995, Boomgaard 2006 pp. 

294–295).  

The late 1970s also marked the beginning of the surge in social-environmental change and 

awareness. While environmental concern had previously been focused on using natural 

resources to fuel economic growth, new values were now putting a priority on the 

preservation of forests and wildlife, sometimes in contradiction to historic economic growth 

objectives. New debates also emerged about the past, present and future roles of forest-

dependent peoples in forest production and protection (Peluso et al. 1995). In response to 

intensified actions to address global environmental decline at this time, Malaysia and 

Thailand put in place comprehensive environmental institutions and legal systems to promote 

sustainable resource use and environmental conservation.  

In the 1990s, Peluso et al. (1995) wrote that exploitable forests had largely vanished in 

Thailand, while the Malaysian government showed no signs of putting a stop to logging or 

converting forests to other land uses. Since the 1990s, there has actually been an increase in 

rubber production in the forested border regions of Myanmar and Lao PDR, driven mainly by 

economic and land concessions, contract arrangements, and decisions by individual farmers. 

Since the 2000s, rubber plantations cover around 30,000 hectares of land in Northern Laos 

and Myanmar, with varying impacts on different groups, depending on ethnicity, location, 

gender, age and class (Kusakabe and Myae 2019), and large-scale oil palm plantations have 

expanded throughout Malaysian Borneo, displacing local and indigenous communities (Majid 

Cooke 2013, Andersen et al. 2016).  
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3. Theory  

In the first part of this chapter, I will account for the theoretical background of the 

environmental justice and stewardship concepts. Finally, I will introduce my theoretical 

framework, that combine these two concepts, and explain how it is applied in this study.  

3.1 Environmental justice 

Environmental justice has become an important frame for understanding contestations over 

environmental conditions and indigenous rights to land. In the US, Native Americans have 

long been part of the environmental justice movement, and helped shape the landmark 

Principles of Environmental Justice. They developed the US-based Indigenous Environmental 

Network, to support the rights of indigenous peoples worldwide. Indigenous peoples from 

varying regions have since used environmental justice language to support their claims to land 

and culture, and to mobilise against companies, governments, policies and other forces of 

fragmentation, displacement and assimilation (Schlosberg and Carruthers 2010).  

Environmental justice has been a central concern in a range of disciplines, and the concept 

and its coverage have expanded substantially in the past decades (Schlosberg 2013). The 

concept has traditionally been most associated with distributive justice, which entails 

questions of equity and fairness in the distribution of resources. Sikor et al. (2014) describe 

distributive justice related to environmental interventions as a question of rights and 

responsibilities, while others refer to the distribution of goods and bads (Schlosberg 2004, 

2013), benefits and burdens (Svarstad and Benjaminsen 2020), or amenities and disamenities 

(Wutich et al. 2013). Walker (2012: 42-44) stresses the importance of asking the following 

questions when determining if there is just distribution: “Who are the recipients of 

environmental justice; what is to be distributed, and; what is the principle of distribution?”  

Similarly, Amartya Sen (2009, cited in Forsyth and Sikor 2013) argued that distributional 

justice has to address “what” is being allocated, and whose values and agendas are being 

represented. 

Another commonly used aspect of environmental justice is procedural justice. This refers to 

fairness of political, legal, market and other processes that determine the allocation of burdens 

and benefits (Cohen-Charash and Spector 2001), and is most commonly associated with 

participatory justice or roles of different stakeholders in decision-making processes 

(Schlosberg 2013, Sikor et al. 2014, Svarstad and Benjaminsen 2020). Wutich et al. (2013) 

write that procedural justice is relevant to understand social contexts of natural resource use 

and distribution, and how political processes embedded in history and culture may or may not 

create obstacles to achieving just distribution.  

Recently, a third aspect has been added to the environmental justice paradigm, which is 

justice as recognition. Recognition involves who is given respect (or not) and whose interests, 

values and views are recognised and taken into account (Svarstad and Benjaminsen 2020). It 

is about acknowledging people’s distinct identities and histories and eliminating forms of 

cultural domination of some groups over others (Sikor et al. 2014). Justice as recognition also 

highlights how racism can contribute to  environmental injustice (Schlosberg 2013). 

Schlosberg (2004 p. 519) claims that recognition is the foundation for distributive justice, and 
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that recognition or the lack thereof is directly linked to procedural justice and participation: 

“If you are not recognised, you do not participate”.  

The fourth aspect that has been brought into environmental justice theory, is based on 

Amartya Sen’s and Martha Nussbaum’s capabilities theory (Nussbaum and Sen 1993, Sen 

2000, Nussbaum 2001). It is based on the idea that the focus of justice should not only be on 

the distribution of various goods, but on how those goods are transformed into the capacity 

for individuals to flourish and live the lives they consider to be valuable (Schlosberg and 

Carruthers 2010, Svarstad and Benjaminsen 2020). Schlosberg (2007) brought in capabilities 

as a separate element to environmental justice, but also to serve as “an integrated framework 

within which various broad understandings of justice – including distribution, procedure and 

recognition – can be encompassed” (Walker 2012 p. 52). This brings a more holistic approach 

to environmental justice, that has been deemed especially applicable when considering 

indigenous communities’ capabilities and justice claims (Schlosberg and Carruthers 2010).  

This thesis will examine environmental justice in terms of aspects related to distribution, 

procedure and recognition. Even though the capabilities approach will not be explicitly 

applied in this study, I keep in mind its holistic approach and understand that the different 

justice components are often overlapping conditions that allow individuals or communities to 

function fully (Schlosberg and Carruthers 2010). 

3.2 Stewardship 

The stewardship concept has been increasingly used in research, policy and practice to 

articulate and describe responses to sustainability challenges. The concept has a long history 

of use in environmental science and has often been used to refer to the wise and responsible 

use of natural resources (Enqvist et al. 2018).  

Since the stewardship concept is associated with many different meanings and interpretations, 

it is essential that I am clear about how I use the concept in this study. I do so mainly in two 

ways: First, when referring to stewardship as practiced by indigenous communities and local 

peoples, i.e., the wise and responsible use or management of natural resources based on 

indigenous local knowledges and traditional practices, associated with livelihood activities or 

culture, and enabled by rights of access to lands such as ancestral lands or locations where 

they have recently been resettled. The second use of stewardship is as a narrative, where I 

refer to the global concern for increased environmental sustainability and conservation 

through environmental stewardship.  

I use Enqvist et al.’s (2018) idea of stewardship as a boundary object and their definitions of 

stewardship as a guide during the coding process, to see which elements are present in the 

data. Enqvist et al. (ibid) mapped the most common meanings of stewardship through a 

thorough systematic literature review, and found four categories that were most prevalent in 

the stewardship literature: Ethic, Motivation, Action and Outcome. They then drew upon the 

care-knowledge-agency framework introduced by Andersson et al. (2017) to combine the 

dimensions of Care, Knowledge and Agency with the meanings they found in the literature. 
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For more detailed descriptions of the stewardship definitions according to the boundary 

object, see figure 2.  

In terms of indigenous peoples and local communities, there have been many studies 

dedicated to indigenous knowledge systems as part of stewardship practices. There has been 

extensive research on knowledge coproduction, highlighted in Tengö et al.’s (2014) Multiple-

Evidence Base Approach. Others research has discussed the potential to integrate indigenous 

knowledge into academic science, education and conservation management (Beckford et al. 

2010, Duffy et al. 2011). Beckford et al. (2010) write that, while indigenous knowledge is not 

a universal cure, there is a lot to be learned from indigenous environmental epistemologies to 

inform environmental stewardship and sustainability behaviour.  

There is growing attention being paid to cultural aspects of stewardship, and the ways in 

which values, meanings and perceptions inform stewardship actions or outcomes (West et al. 

2018). In this regard, indigenous people’s connection to land is often emphasised, described 

either as a spiritual connection, or as a dependence on natural resources. Indigenous beliefs or 

ethics are also discussed as having the potential to provide guidelines for conservation and 

resource management (Appiah-Opoku 2007).  

 

Figure 2: Figure adapted from Enqvist et al.'s (2018) Stewardship as a boundary object for sustainability 

research: Linking Care, Knowledge and Agency 

 

 



9 
 

3.3 Environmental justice and stewardship framework 

I developed the environmental justice and stewardship framework while reflecting on how to 

define the connection between environmental justice and stewardship. I used references from 

the theoretical literature on environmental justice and stewardship, and the literature data, to 

determine the links between the two concepts. See examples in table 1.  

 

Table 1: Reflection map illustrating the relationship between environmental justice and stewardship. 

Environmental justice 

concept 

Stewardship concept Reflections  Relationship 

Distributive justice 

involves rights and 

responsibilities (Sikor et 

al. 2014). 

Stewardship agency: 

The abilities and 

capacities to engage 

in activities that 

produce effects in the 

world (Enqvist et al. 

2018). 

Uneven distribution of 

resources likely obstructs 

agency and abilities to act as 

stewards (Masterson et al. 

2019).  

If indigenous peoples are 

blamed for environmental 

degradation, they may be 

stopped from assuming roles as 

stewards?  

Justice leads to or 

enables stewardship 

agency.  

Procedural justice: roles 

and participation in 

decision-making 

processes (Schlosberg 

2013, Sikor et al. 2014, 

Svarstad and 

Benjaminsen 2020). 

Stewardship 

agency/action: See 

description above.  

Who is involved in decision-

making processes likely 

determines who has the ability 

to engage in stewardship 

action. But activities of 

resistance may also be a way of 

demanding a seat at the table, 

in which case stewardship 

agency may lead to more 

justice.    

Procedural justice 

provides space for 

stewardship agency, 

while stewardship 

agency may 

sometimes lead to 

more justice through 

acts of resistance.  

Justice as recognition: 

“who is given respect (or 

not) and whose interests, 

values and views are 

recognised and taken 

into account” (2020 p. 

1). 

Stewardship care: 

expressing one’s 

identity, emotions and 

personal values 

(Enqvist et al. 2018). 

Lack of recognition of 

indigenous peoples’ values and 

interests probably limits the 

space in which they express 

their identity and connection to 

land.  

Recognition provides 

space for stewardship 

care.  

 

As a result, from these reflections, I concluded that I view the environmental justice and 

stewardship concepts as overlapping and interconnected, with potential causal links in either 

direction between the various concepts. Most often I perceived environmental justice as 

enabling stewardship, but in some cases, I found that stewardship may also lead to or enable 

environmental justice. I visualised environmental justice as providing the space or being a 

vessel for stewardship, but the framework is meant to be flexible and adaptable to capture 

historical, socio-political and institutional contexts. See figure 3.  
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Figure 3: The environmental justice-stewardship framework. The environmental justice components distributive 

justice, procedural justice and recognition provides the space or vessel within which stewardship dimensions, 

like care, knowledge and agency can happen. The environmental justice and stewardship concepts are seen as 

overlapping and interconnected, meaning that one does not lead to another, but that the concepts can influence 

each other in various directions. The visualisation is inspired by Enqvist et al.’s (2018) figure of stewardship as 

a boundary object.  
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4. Methods 

In this chapter, I describe how I used content analysis as my main method for investigating 

scientific literature and interviews, and the steps through which I carried out a literature 

review, interviews and coding of the data. I combined an interpretivist and critical ontological 

and epistemological approach in my analysis, and an abductive approach to the data.  

4.1 Content analysis – epistemologies and ontologies 

As I am primarily using texts as the main data source, I chose qualitative content analysis as 

my main research method. The ontological assumptions of content  analysis are open and vary 

according to the researchers' standpoint (Graneheim et al. 2017). In this study, I adopt a 

hermeneutic or interpretivist approach. Ontologically, this means that realities are seen as 

multiple and relative (Hudson and Ozanne 1988). This reasoning applied in the qualitative 

content analysis signifies that there is an intent to reveal meanings in the data, using different 

levels of interpretation. Knowledge is believed to be socially constructed, therefore the 

epistemological basis to the qualitative content analysis is that data and interpretation are 

cocreations of the researcher and the interviewees or the text (Graneheim et al. 2017).  

This study also adopts a critical approach, which assumes that reality is shaped by social 

factors, like culture, politics, ethnicity, gender and religion. Critical theory understands 

knowledge as subjective, and that the object of research is inevitably affected by the 

researcher. Therefore, power relations lie at the centre of critical theory (Rehman and Alharthi 

2016).  

For further insights, see my positionality statement, appendix A.  

4.2 Data sources 

The data for this study consisted of primary source data – interviews – and secondary source 

data – peer-reviewed scientific articles. There are a few reasons why the choice to examine 

different data sources may be valuable. According to Yin (1994, cited in Dubois and Gadde 

2002) multiple sources of data allow the researcher to address a broader range of historical, 

attitudinal and behavioural issues. Triangulation of data can reveal new dimensions of the 

problem under study to the researcher, while also making the case study conclusions more 

convincing. According to Dubois and Gadde (2002), empirical observations, in this case made 

through a literature review, gain value by being further explored through interviews or other 

data sources. I chose to examine scientific literature and interview responses to gain different 

perspectives about how diverse actors may employ old and new narratives, to allow for a 

more nuanced understanding of the results.    

4.3 Literature review 

Content analysis is a powerful tool for conducting a literature review (Clark et al. 2021). A 

literature review can provide a map of the literature, highlight what the traditional 

perspectives are on a specific topic, and allow the researcher to ask questions that can 

potentially shift away from that paradigm (Hart 1998).  
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The literature search and development of a data corpus as part of my internship with the 

FairFrontiers project (Research Institute for Humanity and Nature n.d.) contributed to a 

broader comparative analysis of frontier-making processes in Southeast Asia and Congo 

Basin. This data corpus was then used to answer separate questions for the research project 

and the master thesis. Below I explain the steps that I took when conducting the literature 

search. 

A general literature search was conducted in Scopus database for abstracts and citations of 

peer-reviewed literature. The results of five different search strings were combined and made 

up the initial number of 587 articles to be screened. The search strings contained the 

following key words in different variations:  

Change, shift, transform*, conver*, forest, agriculture, frontier, economic, 

politic*, invest*, develop*, equity, justice, rights, environmental justice, land, 

indigenous, ethnic minorities, customary, conflict, shifting cultivation, swidden, 

resource, plantation, rural development, Southeast Asia, Malaysia, Sabah, 

Sarawak, Laos, Myanmar, Thailand 

I performed four screenings of the 587 abstracts, finally including 60 articles for coding and 

analysis. The literature was selected purposefully and systematically, by developing a 

protocol for identifying and then selecting and excluding identified articles from the analysis. 

The protocol helped to ensure transparency. The time period of the chosen articles ranged 

from 1997-2020.  

Table 2: Selection process of articles 

Articles 

included/excluded 

First 

screening  

Second 

screening  

Third 

screening 

Fourth 

screening 

Final 

selection  

# articles included 269 149 82 65 65 

# articles excluded 318 120 67 17  

 

Table 3: Exclusion/Inclusion criteria 

Exclusion criteria Inclusion/prioritization criteria 

1) location was not in South-East Asia or specifically 

Malaysia, Thailand, Myanmar, or Laos; 2) book 

review articles; 3) articles that were “off-topic”, for 

example focusing on marine issues, ethnic 

conflicts/conflict management, or urban 

development; 4) articles in other language than 

English, and 5) articles that focused only on 

biophysical impacts of deforestation, i.e., soil 

erosion, changes in rainfall, species diversity, 

arboreal health, etc. 

1) articles that reflect one or more of the research 

questions’ themes, i.e., actors, interests, institutions, 

narratives, territorialisation, policy reforms, markets, 

dispossession or agency; 2) articles that reflect 

different viewpoints on frontier-making or 

indigenous justice issues; 3) articles with a gendered 

perspective; 4) articles that depict colonial legacies 

and impacts of conservation.  

 

 

4.4 Interviews 

I conducted semi-structured in-depth interviews with six participants, individually. The 

interviews were scheduled in advance and took place via zoom. The interviews were 

organised around a set of open-ended questions that the participants had received beforehand. 
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The interviews took between 60 – 75 minutes to complete. The interviews were audio 

recorded over zoom with the consent of the participants, and later transcribed, both manually 

and by using a transcription software.  

I selected the interviewees through purposeful sampling. I wanted to speak with practitioners 

working with forestry, conservation, development or indigenous rights to land, with a broad 

representation from government and civil society on local, national, regional and international 

levels, to gain different views regarding the topic. I was referred to one of the participants by 

my main supervisor, the rest I located through online web searches. I contacted 55 people, out 

of which only six participated in the end, which I ascribe to the challenges of conducting 

interviews online during COVID-19 – which may have contributed to some online or 

COVID-19 mental fatigue – and in different time zones.  

Table 4: List of interviewees 

Country Organisation 

type 

Focus Level Reference in text 

Laos NGO Wildlife conservation National #3 Laos-wildlife-nat. 

Laos NGO Gender development Local #6 Laos-gender-loc. 

Myanmar NGO Land rights National #2 Myanmar-land-

rights-nat. 

Malaysia Government Forestry Local/National #4 Malaysia-forestry-

loc. 

Malaysia Commission Human rights National #5 Malaysia-human-

rights-nat. 

Malaysia NGO Indigenous land rights and forest 

restoration 

International #1 Malaysia-land-

rights-int. 

 

4.5 Coding 

I used an abductive approach when I coded the data, meaning that I moved back and forth 

between inductive and deductive approaches (Graneheim et al. 2017). I first used induction 

and looked at the literature with a broad aim and research questions in mind. Then, once I had 

a sense for trends and patterns emerging in the literature, I applied a more deductive approach 

in the search for drivers in the literature (actors, narratives, markets, etc.). Even while using 

this more deductive approach, I would still apply induction if I noticed new patterns arising. I 

applied the same methods when searching for concepts of environmental justice and 

stewardship. When looking at the interview data, I used the same codes as for the literature, 

and so applied more of a deductive approach, while still being open to new findings/nuances. 

See most prevalent themes and codes that arose in the data in table 5 and 6 on the next page.  
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Table 5: Showing most dense codes, density meaning how many sub-codes that a main-code has. This indicates 

what the most highly overarching themes were in the data.   

Code  Explanation Density 

Actors - Actors involved in changing forest landscapes 12 

Narratives - Narratives/perceptions about indigenous and local communities or 

development, for example.  

10 

Agency - Agency amongst indigenous and local communities 8 

Markets - Markets and their social-ecological impacts 7 

Stewardship - Stewardship amongst indigenous and local communities 6 

Culture - Refers to indigenous or local communities' cultures, including religion, 

traditional knowledge/practices, connection to land, livelihoods, or loss or 

change of culture/identity, for example.  

4 

Environmental 

justice - 

Justice/Injustice appearing in the literature 4 

Author - 

positionality 

Whenever the author expresses strong opinions about a topic that hints at 

what their positionality is.  

3 

 

Table 6: Showing most grounded codes, groundedness meaning how many citations are connected to the code. 

This indicates what the most prevalent codes or topics were in the data.  

Code Explanation Grounded 

Author - positionality Whenever the author expresses strong opinions about a topic 

that hints at what their positionality is.  

177 

Actors - State/Government Government agencies, state/local 133 

Territorialisation/Land 

rights - 

Refers to processes of territorialisation, land appropriation as 

well as land rights.  

129 

Author - aim The aim of the research article.  116 

Conservation - Impacts of conservation, including climate change mitigation, 

and reforestation.  

104 

Agency - Agency or lack of agency among indigenous and local 

communities 

78 

Power/Equity - When power or equity issues are mentioned.  76 

Benefits/Beneficiaries - Who benefits, according to the author or the actors/discourses 

being discussed? 

62 

Narratives - About locals Narratives/perceptions about indigenous and local 

communities, for example "vulnerable", "backward", 

"traditional", etc.  

61 

Narratives - Narratives/perceptions about indigenous and local communities 

or development, for example.  

58 

Environmental justice - 

Recognition 

Who is given respect (or not) and whose interests, values and 

views are taken into account 

57 
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5. Results  

The results chapter is dedicated to answering the following research questions:  

1) What are the historical legacies, actors and interests that drive forest-agriculture 

landscape change in Myanmar, Lao PDR, Thailand and Malaysia?  

2) How do these drivers, and the narratives connected to them, impact environmental 

justice among indigenous peoples and local communities?  

3) How do narratives frame indigenous stewardship and what are the connections to 

environmental justice?  

4) How do practitioners and other actors navigate indigenous rights and justice to ensure 

sustainable development and environmental stewardship? 

The findings illustrate that there are two main forces highlighted in the data that drive 

deforestation and land use change: the conversion of lands into large-scale development 

projects, and conservation. These are found to have major impacts on environmental justice 

and stewardship among indigenous peoples and local communities, and are influenced by 

historical and colonial practices, interests and narratives. See figure 4.  

I start this chapter by going to the source – the historical legacies – and then organise the rest 

of the findings around the three main narratives highlighted in the data: narratives of “empty 

lands” and “backwards people”; narratives of the “environmentally destructive”, and; 

narratives of the “ecologically noble savage”.  

 

Figure 4: Main findings. This figure shows how certain interests are connected to specific narratives, impacts 

and implications for justice and stewardship among indigenous peoples and local communities. The colour 

codes, shades of colour and dotted pathways indicate what interests are most associated with what narratives 

and impacts according to the data, even though there are more interplays and feedbacks between the different 

elements than can be visualised here. 
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5.1 Historical legacies 

A large part of the literature emphasises how historical and colonial practices, interests and 

narratives have shaped the distribution and rights to land in Southeast Asia and enable current 

drivers of deforestation and marginalisation of indigenous peoples.  

Colonial legislations allowed for the long-term objective of commodifying land and 

centralizing control of natural resources. According to the literature, this was enabled to a 

large extent through the privatization of property rights (Jomo 2015). In Malaysia, the 

allocation of land to the colonial state and British shareholders was inextricably linked to the 

dispossession of indigenous lands and control of indigenous communities (Doolittle 2007). 

Legislations were implemented to control shifting cultivation practices, and paved the way for 

the zoning, titling and demarcation of lands and forests. Today, these colonial laws are still 

being used to suit different developmentalist agendas (Majid Cooke 2013) and has opened up 

space for land grabbing and land tenure insecurity to take place, not just in Malaysia but 

across the Southeast Asian region (Cooke et al. 2017, Borras and Franco 2018, Wong et al. 

2020).  

5.2 Narratives of “empty lands” and “backwards” people 

The literature highlights that the colonial practices were often associated with and justified 

through specific narratives about indigenous lands, peoples and practices, that are being 

perpetuated and reflected in current development and conservation initiatives (Doolittle 

2007).  

Land has often been portrayed as “unsettled”, “excluded”, “empty”, “idle”, or “available”  to 

justify land acquisition and the reallocation of lands to foreign and domestic investors, and is 

viewed as a key feature of marketisation and climate change mitigation initiatives (Barney 

2009, Andersen et al. 2016, Einzenberger 2016, Borras and Franco 2018). These narratives 

about lands are found to go hand in hand with portrayals of the local indigenous inhabitants as 

“backwards”, “lazy”, and “in need of modernization” or “development” (Doolittle 2007, Fox 

et al. 2009, Aiken and Leigh 2011a, Bissonnette 2011, McAllister 2015). The utilisation of 

“idle lands” for development and commercial purposes is promoted by governments to “bring 

development to the people”, “create employment” and “lift them out of poverty” (Hamid et al. 

2013, Andersen et al. 2016). Local traditional agricultural practices are also highlighted as 

being portrayed as “backwards”, “wasteful” and a “cause of poverty” (McAllister 2015), and 

state interventions, like the introduction of modern agriculture techniques and conservation, 

are portrayed as necessary measures to restrict subsistence-based farmers’ “destructive and 

wasteful” practices (Doolittle 2007).  

While the majority of the literature is critical of the use of these narratives and highlight the 

negative impacts on indigenous peoples’ rights to land and culture, some authors are found to 

reinforce some of these portrayals, by highlighting poverty among local communities as the 

primary driver of deforestation (Appiah and Gbeddy 2018).  
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Interviewees also mention poverty among local communities as a reason for the existence of 

practices that are harmful to wildlife and forests, like hunting (interviewee #3 Laos-wildlife-

nat.) or shifting cultivation (interviewee #4 Malaysia-forestry-loc.).  

5.2.1 “Turning land into capital” 

State control over lands, including zoning of lands, land reforms and the allocation of rights to 

land are described as some of the main drivers of land use change and deforestation in 

Southeast Asia (Boutthavong et al. 2016, Broegaard et al. 2017). These processes are often 

supported by multilateral organisations, with the primary goal to promote economic 

development and private investment (Boutthavong et al. 2016). Land use plans facilitate the 

allocation of land to domestic and foreign investors, and large-scale commercial enterprises 

like timber, plantations, agriculture and mining (Broegaard et al. 2017).  

In Laos, plantations are being described as the main driver of land use change. Since the early 

2000s, transnational land grabs for rubber tree plantations have proliferated across Laos, 

where Chinese companies are the main investors that establish monoculture rubber plantations 

in contract farming and concession-like arrangements. Broegaard et al. (2017) mention the 

government’s land development policy slogan – “turning land into capital” – to illustrate how 

generating revenue is prioritized through investment agreements with the private sector. Singh 

(2020) writes that extractive uses of forest-lands promoted by the Laos government for 

development – especially rubber plantations – are likely to have devastating environmental 

and social impacts. 

The interviews reinforce that there is a complex network of drivers and actors involved in 

driving land use change and deforestation in Southeast Asia, where some of the main drivers 

mentioned are logging, large-scale plantations and hydropower dams, driven by the interests 

of governments, private sector and multilateral organisations.  

5.2.2 Development impacts on indigenous and local communities 

Indigenous peoples are often described as most vulnerable to the impacts of development and 

economic growth initiatives in the literature. Colonial laws, like private property rights, and 

laws focused on economic growth has led to the obstruction of native and customary rights to 

land, most often resulting in the dispossession of lands and displacement of indigenous 

peoples (Horowitz 1998, Gill et al. 2009, Jomo 2015). In Malaysia, large-scale plantations are 

often established on customary rights areas, and are supported through loans from public 

funds and development financiers (Andersen et al. 2016). Plantations and other development 

projects have resulted in few or no benefits for indigenous peoples (Aiken and Leigh 2011b, 

2015, Sim 2011, Cooke et al. 2017), although the literature illustrates that impacts vary 

between and within local communities (Aiken and Leigh 2011b, Sim 2011). Colonial and 

post-colonial representations of indigenous peoples and local communities are found to mirror 

an interest to assimilate indigenous peoples and local communities into mainstream society, 

markets and government systems (Aiken and Leigh 2011a, Singh 2020), and have direct 

material impacts (Bissonnette 2011).  
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5.3 Narratives of the “environmentally destructive”  

Linked to the colonial ideas about indigenous peoples as “backwards” and indigenous lands as 

“wastelands” is the framing of indigenous peoples as “environmentally destructive”. 

According to the literature, resource-dependent people are blamed as responsible for past and 

current deforestation and resource degradation (Doolittle 2007, Barnaud et al. 2008, Singh 

2020). Traditional agricultural practices, like shifting cultivation, are found to be targeted for 

causing environmental degradation and being economically inefficient, as a way to legitimise 

land appropriation (Broegaard et al. 2017, Borras and Franco 2018). 

While the majority of the literature challenges the use of this narrative, some authors are 

found to reconfirm the idea of indigenous and local peoples as environmentally destructive, or 

seemingly promote mixed arguments for and against. Barrow et al. (2008) write “smallholders 

in many tropical highlands cause serious environmental damage” and highlight the 

uncontrolled collection or over-harvesting of non-timber forest products as one major threat to 

biodiversity. Horowitz (1998) first challenges the narrative of indigenous peoples as 

“environmentally destructive”, but then concludes that local resource use may have been 

sustainable once, but not anymore. He argues that “alternative sources of income must replace 

– and not merely complement – environmentally damaging activities” (ibid 1998 p. 399).  

5.3.1 Conservation practices and impacts 

The narrative about indigenous peoples as “environmentally destructive” feed into processes 

of both conservation and development and marketisation. 

Increased international pressure on governments from multilateral organisations, like the UN, 

to convert forests into conservation areas is highlighted as another major driver of land use 

change and transformation of indigenous lands into reserves. Ayuttacorn (2019) writes about 

the unintended consequences that conservation policies have, and that by labelling indigenous 

lands as “wastelands”, land is designated for conservation, forestry, plantations and foreign 

investments all at once. International concern for scarce resources provides the state with yet 

another discourse or reason to intervene (Sato 2000), and supports the framing of land policies 

against peasant agriculture, and in favour of industrial agribusiness agriculture (Borras and 

Franco 2018). The narrative is also found to be reproduced by international and domestic 

consultants and civil society organisations (Sato 2000, Ramcilovic-Suominen and Nathan 

2020).  

Similarly, as with the impacts of development and narratives about indigenous peoples as 

“backwards”, authors highlight that conservation efforts and the depiction of local 

communities as “environmentally destructive” often lead to the exclusion and marginalisation 

of those communities. The science highlights how policy goals have been implemented to 

reduce traditional practices, like shifting cultivation, to halt supposed environmental 

degradation (Broegaard et al. 2017), while communal forms of land tenure have been replaced 

with private and state ownership (Horowitz 1998). Ayuttacorn (2019) highlights Dara-ang 

women in Thailand as one group that is particularly vulnerable to forest laws and regulations, 

markets and economic trends, and illustrates how racism and discrimination are part of these 

practices.   
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5.4 “Ecologically noble savage”  

Another narrative discussed in the literature is the idea that indigenous peoples are 

“ecologically noble savages”. Like the other narratives highlighted in this study, this idea is 

also influenced by colonial perceptions of local communities. In contrast to the 

“environmentally destructive” narrative, however, this discourse highlights the view of 

indigenous people as having a special and sacred connection to land.  

Brosius (1997) describes this as a romanticised image of indigenous peoples as living an 

idealised life in harmony with nature, that frames indigenous ecological and place-based 

knowledge as valuable in terms of climate change solutions. Brosius (ibid) examines how 

Western environmentalists constructed land rights for the Penan in Sarawak, Malaysia, by 

lifting up Penan knowledge as something sacred and worthy of protecting. He warns that this 

narrative risks transforming Penan knowledge into something it is not, in order to suit 

Western values and agendas. Along the same lines, Horowitz (1998) argues that the Western 

romantic myth of the “ecologically noble savage” is not true, and highlights findings that 

show that indigenous peoples inevitably alter the ecosystems they live in.  

According to McAllister (2015), the idea of the “ecologically noble savage” is still 

represented among scientists and policymakers today, and that indigenous peoples’ traditional 

practices are held up to be the solution to environmental degradation.  

5.4.1 Indigenous stewardship – another version of “the ecologically noble savage?”  

Although the use of the term “ecologically noble savage” is limited to the articles referenced 

above, the literature predominantly portrays indigenous knowledge as having potential to 

support climate change adaptation (Hosen et al. 2020). How indigenous knowledge can 

support conservation is framed differently: it can either be used to benefit conservation 

projects (Aziz et al. 2013), assist science in solving environmental problems (Hares et al. 

2006), or support the development of new crops and sectors like tourism (Barrow et al. 2008). 

For these varying reasons, authors argue that indigenous people’s engagement in conservation 

and resource management is crucial, and that their knowledge needs to be scaled up 

(Rerkasem et al. 2009).  

Indigenous culture and ethics are framed in a similar way, as the literature suggests that we 

can learn from indigenous peoples, by taking inspiration from their ethical relationship with 

land to guide climate change solutions (Rerkasem et al. 2009, Choy 2015, Hosen et al. 2020, 

Zaehringer et al. 2020). The authors portray indigenous peoples as ideal environmental 

stewards, whose connection to land harbours potential for adaptation, and argue that their 

traditional practices should be legally recognised and respected.  

So, there seems to be an overlap between the traits of what has been identified as the 

“ecologically noble savage” narrative, and the idea of environmental stewardship, where care, 

knowledge and ethics are also important characteristics, whether it is explicitly recognised in 

the literature or not. To what extent these narratives overlap and what the implications are for 

indigenous environmental justice, will be further analysed in the discussion chapter. I will 
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also elaborate on the meaning behind the two contradicting narratives about indigenous 

peoples as either “environmentally damaging” or “ecological noble savages” or “stewards”.  

5.4.2 Counter-narratives and indigenous empowerment 

By adopting concepts of indigeneity and environmental stewardship, indigenous peoples are 

found to use these as counter-narratives in their land claims against state and commercial 

interests. McAllister (2015) states that the image of the “noble savage”, advocated by 

international indigenous rights and environmental movements, has provided both 

marginalised peoples and transnational environmentalists with political power. Although this 

narrative hides different and sometimes conflicting goals of indigenous peoples and 

environmentalists, she sees some prospect in the creation of such alliances for social 

resistance.   

Trakansuphakorn (2008) confirms this view from an “insider perspective” by describing how 

the people Pgaz K'Nyau in Thailand, through the use and reinterpretation of cultural practices, 

have created new meanings to counter the dominant discourse and policies of the state 

forestry agencies. The author uses examples from his work with the Pgaz K'Nyau to highlight 

how they use different strategies, communication methods, and modern and scientific artifacts 

to generate spaces of resistance. 

5.4.3 Continued assimilation of indigenous peoples  

Rubis and Theriault (2019) point out that NGOs’ “newfound” interest in indigenous 

knowledge can be problematic. The authors claim that transnational conservation 

organisations recast themselves as proponents of human rights and increasingly look to 

indigenous communities as sources of labour, knowledge and legitimacy. As a result, many 

conservation interventions, especially those led by government agencies and transnational 

NGOs, continue to conflict with and disrupt indigenous knowledges, livelihoods and 

ecologies, and risk reproducing patterns of enclosure, commodification and dispossession of 

indigenous lands.  
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6. Discussion 

In the discussion, I apply the environmental justice and stewardship framework, to analyse 

what the meanings or implications of the results are for justice and stewardship, and how the 

two concepts connect. The discussion is divided into three main sections: In the first part of 

this chapter, I discuss how development and connected narratives obstruct opportunities for 

local and indigenous stewardship, through the dispossession of lands and limited space for 

participation in decision-making. In the second part, I discuss how a lack of recognition of 

indigenous peoples’ interests and assimilation of indigenous peoples into development and 

green economy initiatives, also erodes justice and stewardship. Finally, I discuss whether the 

absorption of counter-narratives, including narratives about “indigeneity”, the “ecologically 

noble savage” or “environmental stewardship” may provide increased opportunities for actual 

justice and stewardship.    

6.1 How distributional and procedural injustices obstruct stewardship opportunities 

In the following sections, I describe how land tenure insecurity and dispossession of lands, as 

well as a lack of voice in decision-making processes inhibits indigenous peoples from 

practicing stewardship actions. The figure below captures how colonial practices and laws 

have influenced development and conservation forces, that in turn connect to specific 

narratives, impacts and implications for justice and stewardship among indigenous peoples. 

6.1.1 Land tenure insecurity 

As was illustrated by the results, dispossession of indigenous peoples’ lands in favour of 

private and state accumulation is one of the main causes of environmental injustice. Although 

it has to do with the distribution and access to land and resources, the injustices are happening 

on various levels, as procedural injustices and a lack of recognition of indigenous peoples’ 

cultures and traditions are also reinforced. According to the literature, land tenure insecurity is 

one of the main problems that erode indigenous culture and knowledge, and thus limits their 

opportunities for assuming roles as stewards (Saenmi and Tillmann 2006, Thambiah et al. 

2018). According to interviewee #1 Malaysia-land-rights-int., the Penan in Sarawak, 

Malaysia, are gradually losing their historical knowledge and cultural identity, as their access 

to lands become more limited, lands degrade, and the younger generations migrate to the 

cities. Interviewee #6 Laos-gender-loc. talks about the impacts of resettlement, where some 

communities have to move from mountain areas to riverside areas, where their local and 

place-based knowledges no longer apply. The figure below illustrates how environmental 

injustice, through the unfair access to and dispossession of lands, ultimately decreases 

opportunities for stewardship among indigenous and local communities.  

 

Figure 5: How dispossession of lands erodes potential for stewardship care, knowledge and agency to take place 
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6.1.2 Lack of voice in decision-making processes – “no role will be given to them”  

Another important finding that illustrates that a lack of justice blocks opportunities for 

stewardship is the lack of voice or influence among indigenous and local communities in 

decision-making processes. The data highlights that indigenous peoples generally have little 

influence in decision-making processes regarding the use and management of their ancestral 

lands. Cooke et al. (2017) highlights that nation states and transnational elites dominate the 

framing of land issues and deny the voice of those who may be harmed in the process by 

blocking them from arenas where their claims could have been vetted or redressed.  

Interviewee #2 Myanmar-land-rights-nat. highlights that history (time period) and the level of 

democratic governance play essential roles in shaping drivers of deforestation, as well as 

agency and participation in decision-making processes among the local people. During the 

military government period in Myanmar, from 1989-2010, corruption and land tenure 

insecurity were some of the main drivers of land use change, and because of fear and 

oppression from the government, citizens had limited space to make their voices heard. When 

the state switched to the USDP-led democratic government, from 2011-2015, transparency 

and local participation in decision-making improved, although laws were intentionally 

designed to allocate land to private sector investments. During the second democratic period, 

led by the NLD-government from 2016-2020, even more attempts were made to recognise 

local tenure rights through the promotion of bottom-up initiatives and local stewardship. 

However, during the current military coup, all such efforts have been stopped. With these 

examples, interviewee #2 Myanmar-land-rights-nat. illustrates that the roles of indigenous and 

local communities as stewards are determined by the level of democratic governance that is in 

effect.  

“If it is in the democratic government system, their role is to really share their 

story, share their desire, share their concerns, to contribute to indigenous 

decision-making processes – in terms of policy development, in terms of legal 

framework development, in terms of conflict resolution, in terms of land use 

decisions – all of them. But if it is under the military government system – do 

they have a voice? In a very dictating management system, no role will be given 

to them” – Quote from interview #2. 

6.2 Lack of recognition and assimilation into development obstructs stewardship 

The prioritisation of development and conservation projects creates a limited operating space, 

within which there is a lack of recognition of local interests, knowledges and traditional 

practices, that ultimately hinders indigenous and local communities from engaging in 

stewardship activities.  

Majid Cooke (2013) confirms that within this operating space there is only room for one 

particular idea about development, and that is large-scale development. She illustrates how 

state agencies assert control by referring to indigenous peoples as “poor”, while creating a 

desire for education and higher living standards, as a way to promote commercial estates on 

customary rights lands. Similarly, communal title to land is another mechanism for control, as 
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indigenous peoples are only granted titles on the condition that the lands are used for large-

scale cultivation of commercial crops.  

Interviewee #1 Malaysia-land-rights-int. attests to this limited space of agency, as they 

highlight that forest communities are pressured to work in large-scale plantations or engage in 

other activities that contribute to deforestation, because of lack of alternatives.  

This point can also be illustrated by Andersen et al.’s (2016) study, which highlighted unequal 

development impacts within a community in Malaysia. They found that village elites absorb 

more power and resources from development projects than other community members. The 

village elites used the colonial pro-development term “backwards” to refer to community 

members who preferred to engage in traditional practices and were against leasing out their 

lands to state companies. This example highlights how communities themselves absorb and 

perpetuate some of these colonial and derogatory narratives, and that it is only through 

absorbing these specific development narratives and interests they gain some benefits.  

6.2.1 Stewardship needs to be incentivised 

Another finding from the study shows that, as indigenous peoples have been engaging with 

development and markets, as a result of the limited operating space, another layer is added to 

the narrative about indigenous peoples as “environmentally destructive”. Now, it not only 

signals indigenous peoples’ engagement in supposedly harmful traditional practices, but it 

also indicates their involvement with industries that are environmentally destructive. This is 

illustrated through accounts of indigenous peoples that insinuate they were once but no longer 

regarded as environmental stewards (Horowitz 1998). 

As a solution, some actors believe that the implementation of green economy initiatives may 

incentivise local indigenous peoples to engage in “win-win” situations that benefit the 

communities and the environment, simultaneously (Sikor et al. 2017). Green economy 

initiatives like Climate Smart Agriculture (CSA) and Reduction of Emissions from 

Deforestation and Degradation (REDD) are promoted by the United Nations Framework 

Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) as prospects for “win-win” solutions. Some 

authors believe that REDD and other initiatives may provide unprecedented socio-economic 

benefits to local people (Bourgoin and Castella 2011, Sikor et al. 2017, Appiah and Gbeddy 

2018), like increased ownership and decision-making over forests (Brofeldt et al. 2014). 

Others criticise green economy for justifying “business as usual” by putting economic growth 

and conservation ideals under the same umbrella (Borras and Franco 2018), making it “just 

another top-down development project” (Ramcilovic-Suominen and Nathan 2020 p. 436).  

In these schemes, the intentions to steer indigenous peoples away from “environmentally 

harmful practices” and “lift them out of poverty” are repeated, and highlight yet another layer 

of restrictions that are put on indigenous peoples’ capabilities to engage in stewardship 

practices through their own traditional local knowledges and practices.  

Another example that illustrates this point is highlighted in the conversation with interviewee 

#6 Laos-gender-loc. They say that the ethnic communities that their organisation works with 

are driving deforestation through their involvement in production economy. The communities 
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respond to incentives from Chinese investors to plant and sell crops that are transferred to 

Chinese markets. Interviewee #6 Laos-gender-loc.’s organisation works to steer the 

communities away from these livelihood activities towards sustainable timber export. This 

quote highlights that industries that are now characterised as “sustainable” are approved, 

while other markets, like Chinese agriculture investments in this case, are not. It also 

illustrates that indigenous and local communities get trapped between other actors’ ideals 

about what counts as sustainable and legitimate and not.  

6.2.2 Stewardship needs to be taught 

Apart from enticing local communities to comply with green economy initiatives, it is 

highlighted that local peoples need to be taught environmental stewardship. Interviewee #3 

Laos-wildlife-nat. says that some of the local people in Laos are still guided by religious 

beliefs and taboos that stop them from hunting certain animals – “which is great for [wildlife] 

conservation” – but does not come from a sense of wanting to keep the forests alive. That is 

why interviewee #3 Laos-wildlife-nat.’s organisation aims to promote environmental 

stewardship to the local people through educational programmes. They say that there seems to 

be a disconnect from nature, especially among the local children, and that their views or 

interests are more anthropocentric.  

“I think it's not so much of like the mentality of “what can we do for nature”, 

it's more like “what can nature do for me” kind of thing” – Quote from 

interview #3.  

Interviewee #6 Laos-gender-loc. also emphasises that there is a lack of stewardship care 

among the ethnic peoples that their organisation works with. The organisation’s view is that it 

would be good for the local peoples to assume the role as environmental stewards one day, as 

they are the ones living closest to the forests, but based on the organisation’s previous 

experience they think that the people are not ready or responsible enough to take on the task, 

and that they would have to be monitored for some time.  

The examples that show how the assimilation of indigenous peoples into development and 

green economy initiatives in this and previous sections highlight that the portrayals of 

indigenous peoples and local communities are highly contradictory. The colonial view of 

local peoples as “backwards” and “environmentally destructive” for being dependent on 

forests, is still present in today’s discourses, and exercised in parallel with current perceptions 

that these groups “used to be stewards”. Now, they are deemed as environmentally destructive 

because they participate in the kind of market forces and development that they were and still 

are encouraged to engage in by external actors and influences. These quotes signal a lack of 

discussion about the limited operating space within which local communities are pressed to 

act, and insinuate blame or responsibility that is put on indigenous peoples. As Lahiri-Dutt 

(2014) highlights, it is important to stress that there are a host of reasons for why indigenous 

peoples may engage in market economies, including the exercise of moral claims and 

autonomy, and attempts to (re)gain some control over rapidly changing social-environmental 

contexts. Finally, these examples also illustrate how development and green economy 

interests and connected narratives trap indigenous peoples in a limited operating space that 
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impact both justice and stewardship. The assimilation of indigenous peoples into development 

and green economy initiatives creates a feedback, where stewardship is eroded, only to be 

replaced with incentivised stewardship that needs to be taught by outside actors, which 

reinforces assimilation and lack of recognition, yet again. See figure 6. 

 

Figure 6: Assimilation of indigenous peoples interests into development erodes stewardship 

6.3 How does the use of counter-narratives, including “environmental stewardship” 

impact actual environmental justice and stewardship? 

In the following sections, I discuss whether the adoption of narratives that portray indigenous 

peoples as “ecologically noble savages”, translated through current narratives or 

conceptualisations about “environmental stewardship”, may result in more opportunities for 

actual justice and stewardship in practice.  

6.3.1 Embracing “environmental stewardship” as part of resistance  

The literature highlights that indigenous communities have gained increased global attention 

through acts of resistance to development, and a growing indigenous justice movement. By 

“organising under the umbrella of indigeneity” (Einzenberger 2016 p. 168)  and adopting 

concepts like stewardship (Trakansuphakorn 2008), local communities are found to have 

created leverage for themselves in claims to recognise their collective rights to land, culture, 

knowledge, local autonomy and meaningful development (Fenelon and Hall 2008, Aiken and 

Leigh 2011b, Bissonnette 2011). 

Local resistance against state and commercial enterprises have often been framed through 

certain portrayals of “indigeneity”, that McAllister (McAllister 2015 p. 828) refers to as 

“counter-narratives”. These counter-narratives portray indigenous peoples as having a special 

connection to land, that includes place-based knowledge and practices based on an ethical 

approach to nature. These representations are often co-created with “powerful allies”, most 

often outsiders, and resemble the westernised image of indigenous peoples as “ecologically 

noble savages” (Brosius 1997). UNFCCC, the CBD and the Forest Stewardship Council are 

examples of institutions that support the integration of indigenous communities in 

conservation (Sikor et al. 2017, Long and Steel 2020), while advocacy organisations may 
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support indigenous peoples in land-claims against plantation companies and state 

governments, through the redress of grievances in courts (Aiken and Leigh 2011b, 2011a, 

Andersen et al. 2016).  

Some authors emphasise how indigenous groups’ adoption of the image of them as 

“ecologically noble savages” or “environmental stewards” signal expressions of resistance, 

agency and adaptation among local peoples. Trakansuphakorn (2008), for example, highlights 

that the Pgaz K’Nyau leaders in Thailand strategically and skilfully translated 

environmentalism and eco-politics into the community’s oral traditions, story-telling, songs 

and poems, to reinforce an image of themselves as conservationists. They created a movement 

through which they reinterpreted ecological knowledge to counter the dominant discourses 

and policies of the state forestry agencies. In this way, the Pgaz K’Nyau turned themselves 

into protagonists, rather than victims to others’ interests and images of them.  

These examples signal that narratives about indigenous peoples as “ecologically noble 

savages” or “environmental stewards” may create opportunities for justice, empowerment and 

the practice of stewardship among indigenous peoples.  

6.3.2 Potential risks with the use of “environmental stewardship” and “indigeneity” 

In the co-creation of narratives and alliances that support indigenous rights to land, it is 

important to be wary of the potential risk that those alliances and frames could be dominated, 

yet again, by powerful actors, rather than supporting actual recognition of indigenous groups 

and minorities. Rubis and Theriault (2020) point out the stark power imbalances that exist in 

the relationships between indigenous communities and conservation organisations, and that 

even the most humanitarian conservation projects may speed up processes of enclosure, 

commodification, and dispossession of indigenous lands.  

This point is reinforced by examples from interviews #1 and #5. Interviewee #1 Malaysia-

land-rights-int. says that there is generally a strong will in the community they work with, to 

protect the forests and assume a role as stewards in sustainable development. However, they 

say, the reason for why the community wants to do this, is not because they are benevolent 

“forest ghosts” that protect the forests out of good will, but rather because they depend on an 

intact forest system. The interviewee says that the community is “very reliant stewards” in 

this way – more than the government or any European green party – they do not have a 

choice, as their livelihood depends on the forest. The interviewee says that if they would 

transition towards consuming foods from the market, they would not care about the forests 

anymore. Even though the interviewee stresses the importance of the community having a 

choice, the statement signals that the interviewee’s organisation has some interests in that they 

remain dependent on forests, in order to protect them.   

Interviewee #5 Malaysia-human-rights-nat. says that there are some actors, mainly NGOs, 

that intimidate communities and try to “keep them from accepting development”. They find it 

duplicitous that actors who enjoy the benefits of development within mainstream society 

would want to keep indigenous peoples from enjoying those same benefits. Meanwhile, 

interviewee #5, themselves, stress that “you need development” and talk about applying a 

“soft approach” to bring the indigenous groups into society, meaning that they should be able 
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to maintain some of their culture and traditions, but ultimately assert their roles in the 

“mainstream”. These two examples from the interviews illustrate that even well-intentioned 

actors that are allied with the indigenous rights cause, may themselves reinforce interests and 

structures that limit choice and agency among indigenous peoples.  

Other examples from the literature illustrate that there is a rhetoric that indicates that 

indigenous knowledge can be used or commodified. Barrow et al. (2008) write that the Orang 

Asli in peninsular Malaysia “have extensive knowledge of forest products and trails” that can 

be used for developing new crops and for tourism. Johari et al. write that “culture is the main 

resource that indigenous peoples possess” (2015 p. 86), that can be used to attract tourists to 

rural areas. Among the interviewees, #4 Malaysia-forestry-loc. reinforces this idea, as they 

describe that stewardship conservation initiatives may be combined with eco-tourism, which 

will generate revenue for both the state and the local communities.  

Another side effect of the use of concepts like “indigeneity” and “stewardship” is that they 

may potentially exclude people that are not seen as “indigenous” or “stewards”. This is 

especially relevant in the case of Southeast Asia, where ethnic boundaries are loose, due to a 

long history of mobility among ethnic groups that have also lived intermingled and in 

proximity of each other (McAllister 2015). According to Baird (2015 p. 54), the recognition 

of some groups as indigenous has been done “unevenly, partially, and in quite limited ways”. 

Therefore, there is a risk that the construction of “indigeneity” as part of the counter-claims 

resistance movement, may promote the rights of some groups, while others are denied those 

same rights. This is also highlighted by Ayuttacorn (2019), who writes that the Karen people 

in Thailand have been more successful in claiming rights to forests, and are regarded as forest 

guardians,  while their Hmong and Akha counterparts suffer more from racist practices in 

forest politics.   
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7. Conclusion 

The aim of this thesis was to unpack how narratives in science literature and practice frame 

drivers of deforestation and indigenous peoples’ rights and practices, and what the impacts are 

on environmental justice and stewardship. By creating a novel framework that combines 

environmental justice and stewardship, I have uncovered how modern narratives continue to 

perpetuate colonial mindsets in many cases.  

This study has illustrated that colonial legacies feed into current narratives to justify 

dispossession of indigenous lands and assimilation of indigenous peoples into development, 

markets, green economy initiatives and conservation. These narratives have taken new forms 

over time and blended with emerging initiatives to empower indigenous groups and broaden 

their participation in conservation practices, and/or development goals. Overall, these 

narratives in new forms continue to limit the operating space for indigenous practices of 

stewardship by keeping indigenous communities trapped between external interests.   

For future research recommendations, I would take a more participatory approach and work 

with indigenous groups to understand their perspectives on impacts on environmental justice 

and stewardship.   
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9. Appendices 

Appendix A. Positionality statement 

Even though decolonial methods were not explicitly applied in this study, I would still like to 

write a section on decoloniality and positionality, given that the research topic revolves 

around indigenous peoples in Southeast Asia, and I am a European researcher. I am aware of 

the historical tensions that this implies, given that research and knowledge production is 

inextricably linked to European imperialism and colonialism (Smith 1999, Maclean et al. 

2021). Therefore, I risk perpetuating historical patterns, by making indigenous peoples a 

topic, or objects of research. However, I feel that I can justify this study, by actually pointing 

the main focus of attention to science and practitioners in the field. By highlighting the 

narratives that some of these actors employ, consciously or unconsciously, to justify their own 

arguments and agendas, I can reflect on the just or unjust consequences of their ideas and 

actions. Trisos et al. (2021) encourage environmental scientists to decolonize our minds, 

know our histories and deconstruct biases, which I think is relevant in this study as it revolves 

around the impacts that history has on narratives that influence structures and biases today.  
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Appendix B. Interview questions  

1. About the interviewee and their work 

a) Tell me about the institution you work for and its work in forest regions?  

b) What do you do? What brought you to this work?  

2. Development 

a) What is development/how do you define development in forest regions? How do you 

define progress? 

b) What are the challenges to development/progress in forest regions? What types of 

development are occurring there?  

c) How does development affect forests and land use change in the places where you work?   

d) Who are the beneficiaries of development? 

3. Drivers of deforestation and land use change 

 

a) What are the drivers of deforestation and land use change?  

 

b) Which actors are involved in driving land use change and deforestation?  

 

4. Land laws and impacts/benefits to local/indigenous communities 

a) Who are impacted or made more vulnerable in processes of development and land use 

change? In what way? 

b) How does development or land use change impact or benefit local/indigenous 

communities?   

c) What are some of the prominent policies that enable or safeguard development in forest 

regions? How have these worked in the past?  

d) What are the most prominent policies in terms of land use and indigenous rights to land?  

5. Roles and responses of local/indigenous peoples  

a) Do you think that local/indigenous communities have a role in ensuring sustainability 

and/or environmental stewardship? In what way? 

b) How have local and indigenous communities reacted to the types of development or 

changes discussed earlier?  

1) Have there been different ways in which they have expressed resistance or support? 

Can you provide an example?  

c) What actions do you think should be taken by development to support more sustainable 

and equitable outcomes? What is your institution’s perspective on these issues?   
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d) What types of actions do you implement in your projects to enable sustainable and 

equitable outcomes or fairness to indigenous concerns?  
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Appendix C. Codebook 

Code Description Code Description 

Actors -  Frontiers - When frontiers are mentioned specifically.  

Actors - Academics Researchers, scientists, etc. Historical events Mentioning of certain parts of case countries' histories that are 

relevant, like when new land laws were implemented, or how 

historically indigenous communities have resided in one part of 

the country, etc. 

Actors - Bilateral funding 

organisations 

Like SIDA, USAID, AusAID, DFID UK, JICA, for example Human rights Refers to human and indigenous rights through international 

agreements, and human rights violations 

Actors - Local actors Village/indigenous leaders, farmers, shifting cultivators, 

migrants 

Ideologies - Ideologies, like economic growth or eco-development, for 

example 

Actors - Local actors: Engaged in 

development 

Local actors that are somehow engaged in and/or benefit from 

development or market activities 

Ideologies - Neoliberalism Neoliberal ideologies implemented through policy 

Actors - Local actors: Women When about women strategies/abilities to cope with change, or 

portrayed as a more vulnerable group 

Impacts - Social-ecological impacts, most often social impacts on 

indigenous/local communites, as a result of development, 

territorialisation, etc.  

Actors - Multilateral organisations UNFCCC, FAO, World Bank, ADB, UNREDD, for example Impacts - Dispossession External actors' dispossession of indigenous/local communities' 

lands.  

Actors - NGOs NGOs or civil society orgs Impacts - 

Resettlement/displacement - 

Refers to indigenous and local communities that are being 

resettled or displaced as a result of development or conservation 

schemes, for example.  

Actors - NGOs: Conservation orgs WWF, TNC, CI, for example Impacts - Well-being Refers to well-being among local/indigenous communities, how 

well-being is being affected by land use changes and 

development, for example, or relation between ecosystem services 

and well-being.  
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Actors - NGOs: Human rights orgs  In/justice - When author clearly points out social/environmental (in)justice 

issues 

Actors - Private investors/investments Large-scale plantations, mining, dams, for example Indigeneity - The concept of indigeneity, who is perceived as indigenous, who 

identifies as indigenous, etc.  

Actors - Private sector Entrepreneurs, brokers/middle men, cooperatives, companies, for 

example 

International laws/agreements When mentioning specific international laws or agreements, like 

the UNDRIP, ILO, the ASEAN Agreement on the Conservation 

of Nature and  Natural Resources, etc. 

Actors - State/Government  Markets - Markets and their social-ecological impacts 

Agency -  Markets - Agriculture Like industrial, large-scale agriculture and their impacts 

Agency - Claims Refers to land right claims and judicial processes.  Markets - Biofuel Impacts of biofuel markets 

Agency - Collaboration with different 

actors 

Collaboration as an agency tool.  Markets - Crops Impacts of crops 

Agency - Livelihood strategies Livelihood strategies as an agency tool, including migration.  Markets - Mining Mining and impacts 

Agency - Local perceptions Local views portrayed in articles through interviews, etc.  Markets - Plantations Plantations and impacts 

Agency - Negotiation Negotiation as a strategy to regain agency/empowerment  Markets - Timber Timber markets and impacts.  

Agency - Resilience Indigenous/local communties described as resilient.  Markets - Tourism Like when eco-tourism is highlighted 

Agency - Resistance Different forms of resistance among indigenous/local 

communities.  

Narratives - Narratives/perceptions about indigenous and local communities or 

development, for example.  

Agency - Vulnerability Indigenous/local communties described as vulnerable.  Narratives - About development Narratives/discourses about development, for example 

"development is progress".  

Author -  Narratives - About locals Narratives/perceptions about indigenous and local communities, 

for example "vulnerable", "backward", "traditional", etc.  
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Author - aim The aim of the research article.  Narratives - About locals: 

Backwards 

When locals are described as "backwards"  

Author - methods Methods applied in the research article.  Narratives - About locals: 

Environmentally destructive 

When locals are described as "environmentally destructive" 

Author - positionality Whenever the author expresses strong opinions about a topic that 

hints at what their positionality is.  

Narratives - About locals: Have 

to be part of conservation 

When it is emphasised that locals need to be aprt of conservation  

Benefits/Beneficiaries - Who benefits, according to the author or the actors/discourses 

being discussed? 

Narratives - Poverty/Poor peoples Can be either about poverty alleviation as part of the win-win 

rhetoric about how climate mitigation and development schemes 

will lift the rural population out of poverty, or how poor people 

are being depicted.  

Changes/transformations/transitions Whenever transformations are mentioned, usually as an impact 

or driver.  

Narratives - Win-win When "win-win" solutions are highlighted.  

Climate change - Refers to impacts of climate change on local communities, or 

climate change mitigation initiatives, for example.  

National law - Refers to specific national laws regarding forestry, indigenous 

rights, land tenure or customary rights, for example.  

Colonialism - Refers to colonial laws, impacts of colonialism, neo-colonialism, 

etc.  

National law - Indigenous rights Specific national legislations that recognise indigenous rights, 

challenges and opportunities.  

Conflict/Peace - Conflicts that come as a result of transformations or peace 

methods through customary laws, for example.  

Policy reform/mechanisms - Refers to new land reform policies, policy instruments, 

sustainability policies put in place in response to climate change, 

eco-development, centralization of forests, etc.  

Conservation - Impacts of conservation, including climate change mitigation, 

and reforestation.  

Policy reform/mechanisms - 

REDD+ 

When REDD+ is mentioned 

Conservation - Reforestation Reforestation as a result of conservation or climate change 

mitigation initiatives  

Power/Equity - When power or equity issues are mentioned.  

Culture - Refers to indigenous or local communities' cultures, including 

religion, traditional knowledge/practices, connection to land, 

livelihoods, or loss or change of culture/identity, for example.  

Power/Equity - Knowledge Whose knowledge is being portrayed as legitimate knowledge? 
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Culture - Connection to land Indigenous peoples described as having a close connection to 

land or territorial identity.  

Responsibilization - Who is depicted as responsible for enviromental degradation or 

social injustice, for example.  

Culture - Livelihoods Livelihoods among local and indigenous communities, can be 

about how livelihoods have changed as a result of development, 

dispossession of lands, etc.  

Social protection - Compensation Compensation schemes for indigenous and local communities that 

have lost their lands and access to resources.  

Culture - Traditional practices Refers to shifting cultivation, swidden, slash and burn, rotational 

farming 

Stewardship - When stewardship is highlighted  

Culture - Traditional/ecological 

knowledge 

Refers to traditional knowledge among local/indigenous 

communities. Can be about how traditional knowledge is seen as 

a solution to conservation, or how traditional knowledge or 

practices are decreasing.  

Stewardship - Action Activity, practice, or initiative engaged in by particular actors, 

often – but not always – intended to achieve a perceived 

environmental benefits 

Customary rights - Customary rights in national legislation, challenges and 

opportunities.  

Stewardship - Agency Abilities and capacities of individuals, organizations and 

collaborative networks to engage in stewardship action and 

produce effects in the world.  

Discourses - Narratives/discourses about indigenous and local communities or 

development, for example.  

Stewardship - Care Feelings of attachment and responsibility that underpin 

stewardship, including personal values, aesthetic ideals, identity 

and emotions as well as collective and societal notions of morality 

and ideology 

Education Quotes that highlight education  Stewardship - Ethic Moral guidelines, virtues or philosophical principles that inform 

or shape human relations with the environment 

Environmental justice - Anything involving environmental justice, like distribution, 

procedural justice or recognition, often when the concepts 

overlap 

Stewardship - Knowledge Basic information and deeper understanding about the species, 

resource, technology, landscape or social–ecological system that 

is being stewarded, as well as a capacity to respond to and learn 

from its dynamics 

Environmental justice - Distribution Distribution of burdens and benefits related to environmental 

interventions 

Stewardship - Outcome Pursuit or achievement of a desirable set of results or 

consequences, often qualifying particular interventions 

Environmental justice - Procedure Who is involved and has influence in decision-making processes  Territorialisation/Land rights - Refers to processes of territorialisation, land appropriation as well 

as land rights.  
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Environmental justice - Recognition Who is given respect (or not) and whose interests, values and 

views are recognised and taken into account?  

  

Ethnicity - Ethnic differentiation, violence, discrimination, for example   
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Appendix D. Review of the ethics review 

The data was collected through a literature review and online interviews, and I followed the 

majority of the procedures as stated in the ethics review, i.e., in terms of the execution of the 

interviews, coding and anonymisation of interviewee data, storing of data, etc.  

Under section 1.1. Legal and Moral Responsibilities, and Codes of Conduct, I attached a table 

that mapped interests and potential conflicts between different stakeholders. I believe that I 

was able to interact with stakeholders of varying opinions and positions of power without 

exacerbating any potential conflicts, by holding individual interviews, as I intended.  

In the table, I also reflected on my positionality as a researcher, and the power imbalances and 

potential tensions that may cause during interviews. As far as I could tell, the interviewees 

gladly collaborated and shared their professional experiences, and there seemed to be good 

rapport between me and all of the participants. Sometimes I noticed that there was a bit of a 

language barrier, and I reflected on whether this might impact some of the interviewees’ sense 

of comfort. During the interviews, I tried to be reassuring whenever there seemed to be some 

hesitation, to mitigate for any potential feelings of discomfort or power imbalance.  

One risk that was not mentioned in the ethics review, was the military coup in Myanmar, that 

began in February 2021. I discussed this with my main supervisor, who advised me to steer 

away from conducting interviews with any government officials. The NGO representative that 

I did interview had no trouble sharing about their work, and it seemed that it did not pose any 

obvious risk to them, as they had recently held a public seminar on the same topic in an 

international online forum. The interviewee was content with the procedures of confidentiality 

that I assured them, through the anonymisation and encryption of data, as well as the erasure 

of any raw data upon the completion of the master thesis project. I take this as a sign that I 

have adopted the necessary measurements to protect the confidentiality of the interviewee, 

despite the critical circumstances of their country.  

Under section 4 on data protection and data confidentiality, I state that I will keep raw data, 

i.e., audio recordings for five years, in an encrypted folder on my personal computer. Now 

that I have the transcript versions of the interviews, I do not see any purpose with keeping the 

raw data on my computer, and will therefore delete audio recordings upon completion of the 

master’s programme. This is further justified by the reasons mentioned in the section above. 
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Appendix E. Ethics review  

Title of project: Indigenous rights in changing forest landscapes in South-East Asia:  

How policy impacts indigenous peoples’ agency and capacity as environmental stewards 

Estimated start and end date of project: 2020-09-01 – 2021-12-03 

Lead researcher submitting this form: Minda Holm 

Supervisor(s): Maria Tengö and Grace Wong 

Date ethics review form first submitted: 2021-04-27 

 

   

Signature of Researcher/Student*:  Date: 

Minda Holm    2021-04-27 

Signature of Supervisor(s)*:  Date: 

Maria Tengö    2021-04-27 

Grace Wong    2021-04-27 

* Electronic signatures/typed names are accepted. All signatories should be cc:d on the 

submission. 

 

Name of reviewer: Maria Tengö 

Date of review: 2021-04-27 

Reviewer(s) comments: 

Minda Holm has sufficiently thought through the ethical aspects of the research project and 

taken the necessary measures to ensure its ethical integrity. I made some comments to the 

draft, but they were mainly for clarification and about content. I hereby approve this ethics 

review document.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Reviewer signature:   
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Date of response: 2021-04-27 

Researcher response to reviewers’ comments: 

I reviewed the comments from Maria Tengö and changed the text accordingly.  

I have also considered the feedback that I received during course 4. Some of the comments I 

received related to sensitivities and potential conflicts within the politicised context of 

forestry, conservation and ethnicity/indigeneity. I was asked to reflect on these sensitivities 

and clearly map out the different interests and potential points of conflicts among stakeholders 

before entering into field studies in section 1.1. Now, I clearly state that I recognise that 

research revolving land and indigenous rights are contentious issues in Southeast Asia and 

that I will purposely hold one-on-one interviews to avoid exacerbating any potential conflicts 

between different interview subjects. I have also added a table where I map out the different 

interests and points of conflicts among stakeholders, and how I aim to mitigate potential 

conflicts or tensions.   
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Research Abstract/Summary 

Please include a 300 word research abstract/summary.  

Firstly outline the purpose of the research, why it is of significance and if any stakeholders 

have been involved in its design. 

Then include a summary and reflection of the research methods and techniques, including the 

types of people who will be studied and the country of study. Remember that the reviewer of 

this form will not have any other information about your project so make sure this gives a 

useful overview focused on the research methods.  

In South East Asia, tropical forests are rapidly changing due to radical transformations in 

landscapes and livelihoods that shift away from traditional agricultural practices towards 

modernized commodified agriculture. These transformations compromise indigenous peoples’ 

rights to land, culture and livelihoods. Meanwhile, a growing indigenous rights movement 

backed by scientists and international organisations argue that it is essential to support 

indigenous rights, governance and stewardship of collective lands and territories in order for 

nature conservation to be effective (IPBES, 2019; Merçon et al, 2019; IUCN, 2020). 

The master thesis will contribute to the FairFrontiers research project1 that aims to examine 

the power relations and politics of forest and land use and local agency underlying 

transformations in forest-agriculture frontiers, to assess the options for more sustainable and 

equitable development. The master thesis will add to the project by examining specifically 

how these issues affect indigenous rights and how different actors navigate and handle 

indigenous rights issues in the policy context of changing forest landscapes across Southeast 

Asia.  

The master thesis will be based on a literature review that examines the drivers of changing 

forest-agriculture landscapes, and how these changes affect indigenous rights in four 

countries: Malaysia, Thailand, Myanmar and Laos. The literature review will serve to inform 

interviews with development, state and civil society actors to understand how they perceive 

development and indigenous rights issues, and what actions they implement in their projects 

to enable social-environmental-indigenous justice.  

 

 

 

  

 
1 FairFrontiers research project: Fair for whom? Politics, power and precarity in tropical forest-agriculture 
frontiers (FairFrontiers); 2020-2025; Institutions: SRC (lead), University of Copenhagen, University of Finland, 
Kyoto University, Research Institute for Humanities and Nature; Research countries: Malaysia, Myanmar, Laos, 
Cameroon and DR Congo,  
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SELF-ASSESSMENT 

1. Does your project require assessment by EPN? 

Consult section 0 for useful links regarding EPN requirements 

 

 YES, send the approval to src-ethics-review@su.se when you receive it  

 NO, complete section 0 of the Interim SRC Research Ethics Review Form  

 

2. Does the project involve human subjects (this may include study or workshop participants, 

informants, people being audio/video-recorded, people whose personal data occur in the 

collected or analysed material, etc.)? 

 

 YES, complete section 3 of the Interim SRC Research Ethics Review Form 

 NO 

 

3. Do you need to process (e.g. collect, retrieve, store, manage) any personal data (e.g. names, 

contact information, video/recordings)? 

For more information about what is considered personal data and the GDPR requirements see the 

information on section C in this document 

 

 YES, complete section 4 of the Interim SRC Research Ethics Review Form 

 NO 

 

4. Does your research involve collaboration with other institutions, agencies or individuals 

from outside SRC? 

 

 YES, complete section 5 of the Interim SRC Research Ethics Review Form 

 NO 

 

5. Does your research involve the use of data/material provided by an external source (e.g. 

other researcher, agency, data repository, database) or archival work? 

 

 YES, complete section 6.1 of the Interim SRC Research Ethics Review Form 

 NO 

 

6. Does your research involve international travelling or working abroad? 

 

 YES, complete section 6.2 of the Interim SRC Research Ethics Review Form and attach the risk 

assessment 

 NO 

 

7. Does your research project require completing a risk assessment (i.e. if there are any 

conceivable health and safety risks associated with this project beyond standard office work)? 

 

 YES, attach the risk assessment 

 NO 

 

8. Does your research involve environmental fieldwork (e.g. sampling, directly monitoring a 

site, environmental disturbance, trans-boundary movement of specimens /samples)? 

 

 YES, complete section 7 of the Interim SRC Research Ethics Review Form 

 NO 

 

mailto:src-ethics-review@su.se
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CKECKLIST 

 

 I have read the SRC ethics principles 

 I have completed sections 1 and 2 of the Interim SRC Research Ethics Review Form that applies 

to all research projects 

 I have appended all relevant documents 

      If so, which documents have you appended? 

 Permission letter (where appropriate, e.g. interviews, surveys) 

 Consent form (where appropriate, e.g. interviews, surveys) 

 Plain language statement (where appropriate, e.g. interviews, surveys) 

 Collaboration agreement (where appropriate, e.g. collaboration projects) 

 Risk Assessment (where appropriate, see self-assessment Q. 6 and 7) 

 Data Management Plan (see template and resources in section C above) 

 Interview questionnaire 

 Interview request e-mail 

 

Can we keep this Ethics Reviews form as an exemplar stored for future use at the SRC? 

 

 YES 

 NO 

 

 

 

 

Please delete YES/NO, adding short statements where appropriate/requested to explain 

which box has been selected. Highlight all responses in yellow. 

If possible, please combine this form and all appendices into a single document and name the 

document YEAR-MONTH_ Name of researcher_ Project Name. 
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SECTION 0. EPN motivation. 

This must be completed for all research projects. 

1. Please, motivate in the box below why your research project does or does not require 

to be submitted to EPN. If you have had additional discussions or advice (e.g. from SU 

research support department,) please attach or paste in this correspondence: 

The research project data will be collected through a literature review and online interviews. The 

purpose of the project is to study how the underlying economic and political drivers of changing 

forest-agriculture in Southeast Asia affect indigenous justice and how different actors are 

strategically engaging with these issues. The aim is to hold interviews with development, state and 

civil society actors that are involved in development, conservation or indigenous rights work to 

assess what their narratives are around development and indigenous peoples, and how they engage 

or do not engage with these issues. The interviews will be held over Zoom by me and be audio 

recorded. I will not ask for personal information such as political opinions or stances. Although 

indigenous rights and land access can be contentious issues in and of themselves, I will only ask the 

interviewees of their professional opinions, as representatives of different institutions. The 

interviewees will be informed of their right to withdraw their consent to participate in the interviews 

at any time. All information about interviewees will be coded and anonymized so that it is 

unidentifiable to all but the researcher.  

 

To motivate your reply, you may use the following resources: 

a) https://www.researchethics.lu.se/research-ethics-information/ethical-review/when-is-

ethical-permission-required 

b) Please click on the link below that guides you to a decision tree provided by SU. If you 

answer ‘yes’ to one or multiple of the following questions, your project may require 

assessment by Etikprövningsnämnden (EPN).  

Swedish version: 

https://docs.google.com/forms/d/e/1FAIpQLSdiAMkGMfJz0k53W9Azt4mIxJJA9HcnYMc0

kULlhiRG7Opacg/viewform 

English version: 

https://docs.google.com/forms/d/e/1FAIpQLSf4SiF9mQtwwAWYXvJgaz89aCudUYY7tdMl

9b0_C22hAdNF0Q/viewform 

 

According to the link above, does your project require assessment by EPN?  

YES  NO  

BOX TO BE COMPLETED BY REVIEWERS: please explain why you agree or 

disagree with the assessment (and its motivation) of this project’s need to be submitted 

to EPN 

I agree, based on the survey results based on the link provided above.  

 

https://www.researchethics.lu.se/research-ethics-information/ethical-review/when-is-ethical-permission-required
https://www.researchethics.lu.se/research-ethics-information/ethical-review/when-is-ethical-permission-required
https://docs.google.com/forms/d/e/1FAIpQLSdiAMkGMfJz0k53W9Azt4mIxJJA9HcnYMc0kULlhiRG7Opacg/viewform
https://docs.google.com/forms/d/e/1FAIpQLSdiAMkGMfJz0k53W9Azt4mIxJJA9HcnYMc0kULlhiRG7Opacg/viewform
https://docs.google.com/forms/d/e/1FAIpQLSf4SiF9mQtwwAWYXvJgaz89aCudUYY7tdMl9b0_C22hAdNF0Q/viewform
https://docs.google.com/forms/d/e/1FAIpQLSf4SiF9mQtwwAWYXvJgaz89aCudUYY7tdMl9b0_C22hAdNF0Q/viewform
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SECTION 1. Legal and Moral Responsibilities and Codes of Conduct, dissemination and 

benefit sharing 

This section must be completed for all research projects. 

1.1. Legal and Moral Responsibilities, and Codes of Conduct 

1. List the stakeholders of your research and their individual interests/concerns to support an 

explicit statement of what conflicts of interest may occur. Could conflicts of interest 

conceivably arise between the researcher(s), funding bodies, the institution, and/or research 

subjects/environments?         

YES NO  

• Government actors 

• Development actors (government, multilateral organisations) 

• Conservation actors  

• Civil society actors  

How will any conflicts of interest be addressed? 

Indigenous rights and access to land can be contentious issues, and so there is a possibility 

that the interview subjects, as representatives of different institutions that serve different parts 

of society, may have distinct or conflicting opinions or interests. However, as formal 

institutions, they are likely already familiar with each other’s official goals and agendas as 

they work within the same political context. Either way, I will avoid exacerbating any 

potential conflicts or tensions by interviewing all interview subjects individually, so that their 

responses remain anonymous from each other. I will not share any of the respondents’ 

answers with other interviewees. I will keep an open and non-judgmental approach during the 

interviews and in the way I phrase the questions, in order to avoid a sense that I am endorsing 

one or another opinion. I believe that these measurements will be enough to avoid creating 

conflicts between myself and the interviewees, as well as between the different stakeholders I 

am interviewing.  

Table 1. Map of interests among stakeholders 

Actor/Stakeholde

r 

Level of 

agency/power 

Interests Potential conflicts How to 

mitigate 

conflicts  

Government 

agents 

High Government 

interests are likely 

to benefit 

development and 

economic growth 

and the pursuit of 

the “interests of 

the nation”. 

The state is often 

perceived as having 

absolute decision-

making power and 

control over lands and 

peoples. The government 

has the power to grant or 

revoke different actors of 

their rights to land, and 

so there is an established 

top-down relationship. 

While often benefitting 

private investors, 

conflicts are common 

between states and local 

communities and 

I cannot 

atone for 

already 

existing 

conflicts 

between 

government 

actors and 

other 

stakeholders

. However, 

by holding 

individual 

interviews 

and not 

putting 
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Actor/Stakeholde

r 

Level of 

agency/power 

Interests Potential conflicts How to 

mitigate 

conflicts  

indigenous peoples, for 

example.   

stakeholders 

“against” 

each other, I 

will make 

sure to not 

exacerbate 

any potential 

conflicts.  

Development 

actors 

(government or 

multilateral 

organisations)  

High Interests to pursue 

development and 

win-win 

situations in terms 

of a sustainable 

environment and 

economic growth   

Development actors’ 

interests might conflict 

with local/indigenous 

communities or 

organisations’ interests, 

if development is 

pursued through a top-

down approach rather 

than through 

participatory methods 

that acknowledge the 

rights and interests of 

local communities.  

Same as 

above. 

Non-

governmental 

conservation 

organisations  

High to 

medium, 

depending on 

size and if 

local or 

international, 

for example 

Interests to 

conserve nature 

for sustainability  

Conservation NGOs 

might have conflicting 

interests with state or 

development actors over 

land use, where the 

struggle can be over 

whether land should be 

designated for 

plantations or nature 

reserves, for example. 

Sometimes, however, 

conservation may be in 

line with the interests of 

government/developmen

t and set environmental 

goals/policies. 

Conservation NGOs can 

also have conflicting 

interests with 

local/indigenous 

communities, in cases 

where communities are 

being displaced from 

lands that have been 

designated as protected 

reserves. In other cases, 

conservation NGOs 

might benefit 

local/indigenous 

communities, if local 

practices and rights to 

Same as 

above. 
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Actor/Stakeholde

r 

Level of 

agency/power 

Interests Potential conflicts How to 

mitigate 

conflicts  

land are acknowledged 

as a way to preserve the 

environment.  

Non-

governmental 

human rights or 

indigenous rights 

organisations  

Medium to 

low, depending 

on size, if local 

or 

international, 

or amount of 

renown within 

the 

country/localit

y 

Interests to pursue 

human/indigenou

s rights 

Human or indigenous 

rights organisations are 

likely to have conflicting 

interests with 

government actors, as 

indigenous communities 

are often excluded from 

decision-making 

processes and can be 

dispossessed of their 

lands in the state’s 

pursuit of development 

and economic growth. 

The rapport between 

government agents and 

human/indigenous rights 

organisations depends on 

the context, and can vary 

from amicable with 

room for negotiation and 

collaboration, to conflict 

and resistance.  

Same as 

above. 

Me (researcher) Medium to low  Interests in 

producing 

research results  

Whether there are 

potential conflicts 

between me and other 

stakeholders likely 

depends on government 

actors’ or organisations’ 

perceptions and previous 

interactions with 

academia. Science is 

becoming more 

popularly used as a 

means of legitimising 

different policies or 

actions, and so 

collaboration with 

researchers can be 

perceived as something 

favourable. From a 

Global South or 

indigenous perspective, 

however, academia can 

be associated with 

Western ideals or 

colonialism where local 

knowledges and 

practices are being 

prodded and scrutinised 

I will clearly 

state the 

purposes of 

the research 

both in 

writing and 

in 

conversation 

during the 

interview. I 

will also 

inform the 

interviewees 

that they can 

interrupt 

their 

participation 

in the 

interview at 

any time, or 

decline to 

answer any 

questions.  
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Actor/Stakeholde

r 

Level of 

agency/power 

Interests Potential conflicts How to 

mitigate 

conflicts  

by “outsiders”, which 

can create a sense of 

tension or conflict. 

 

2. Are you aware of codes of conduct from professional associations that should guide your 

research? Please identify the relevant code(s) below.   

YES NO  

SwedBio’s Guiding principles for knowledge collaboration:  

https://swed.bio/about/guiding-principles-for-knowledge-collaboration/ 

The FAIR principles of scientific data management: 

https://www.go-fair.org/fair-principles/ 

The respect EU project guidelines: 

http://www.respectproject.org/ethics/guidelines.php 

The Ethical guidelines of Stockholm University and of the Stockholm Resilience Centre: 

 https://www.su.se/english/research/research-ethics                                                                                    

Have these codes addressed any issues not covered in this assessment but that are relevant to 

your study? If yes – please list them here and refer to the codes in the appropriate questions of 

this Ethics Review Form. 

 YES   NO 

3. Have you reached agreements relating to intellectual property, publication and authorship 

with all relevant research partners/stakeholders/supervisors? 

YES  NO  N/A  

1.2. Dissemination 

4. What is the moral responsibility to provide feedback or results to the research participants/ 

funders/ partners? If there are any legal obligations to provide feedback or results this should 

also be listed here. 

Research outputs will be shared with the researchers within FairFrontiers project to which the 

master thesis will contribute. The research outputs will also be shared with the interviewees 

upon request. Results will be reported back to research collaborators and participants of the 

study and will be made available to them through publication of journal articles and/or news 

items in SRC and project websites. 

5. How will the research findings, associated publications and, where feasible, data be made 

available, in the context/region/locality where the research is meant to have an impact or to be 

used? Consider how findings will be made understandable and useable for the different 

stakeholders. 

https://swed.bio/about/guiding-principles-for-knowledge-collaboration/
https://www.go-fair.org/fair-principles/
http://www.respectproject.org/ethics/guidelines.php
https://www.su.se/english/research/research-ethics


54 
 

Once the thesis is completed, the aspiration is to publish it in an open access journal, which 

makes it available for anyone to access it online. The research outputs will also be published 

as a journal article and/or news items in SRC and project websites.  

6. How will the findings publications and data be available to your collaborators? 

Research output will be shared with research team members in the form of journal articles, 

however data will be managed solely by me.  

 

SECTION 2. Potential Harm, Discomfort or Stress for Living Human Subjects or Non-

humans 

 

This section must be completed for all research projects.  

 

If you answer yes any of the boxes please provide a response showing that you have 

considered the nature of the risk and state what measures will be taken to prevent, mitigate 

and/or minimise the potential problems and to protect the participants. If you answer NO or 

N/A provide a brief motivation for your answer. 

 

 YES / NO Is there foreseeable potential for psychological harm or stress to 

the researcher or other members of the research team (including those recruited 

locally)? 

 

 YES /  NO Is there foreseeable potential for physical harm or discomfort to 

the researcher or other members of the research team (including those recruited 

locally)? 

 

 YES /  NO Could the research induce any psychological stress or discomfort?  

 

 YES /  NO Does the research require any physically invasive or potentially 

physically harmful procedures?  

 

 YES /  NO Does the research involve the investigation of any illegal 

behaviour?  

 

 YES /  NO Is there foreseeable potential for legal actions (e.g. being sued) applied to the 

researcher or other members of the research team (including those recruited locally)? 

 

 YES /  NO Is it possible that this research will lead to the disclosure of information about 

child abuse or neglect? If there is a real risk of such disclosure triggering an obligation to 

make a report to the relevant authority, a warning to this effect must be included in the 

information and consent documents.  

 

 YES /  NO Is there any purpose to which the research findings may be put that could 

adversely affect participants of the study, collaborators, or actors affected indirectly (e.g. 

cause conflict)?  

 

 YES /  NO Could the research adversely affect members of particular groups of people?  

 

 YES /  NO Is there foreseeable potential for violation of, or clash with, cultural or social 

norms/practices? 
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 YES /  NO Does this research benefit any stakeholder (participant of the study or 

affected by it), collaborators or research partners (directly or indirectly)?  

 

 YES /  NO Will the true purpose of the research be concealed from any stakeholder 

(participant of the study or affected by it), collaborators or research partners? Consider what 

information will be concealed and why. 

 

 YES /  NO Could this research adversely affect any stakeholder (participant of the study 

or affected by it), collaborators or research partners (directly or indirectly) in any other way? 

Clarify: 

 

The study is not expected to affect participants or stakeholders in any way.  

 

SECTION 3. Rights of Human Subjects 

If the research involves living human subjects, or if your work requires interaction with 

people in the course of your research (e.g. gaining access to land-owners’ land).  

THE PARTICIPANTS 

1. How many participants will be involved in the study?  

An estimated number of participants for interviews is 10-20 people.  

2. Vulnerable Groups. If you answer YES to the following then you are likely addressing a 

vulnerable group and a special consideration must be given to achieving informed consent and 

preventing harm.  

Yes – human rights advocates and maybe representatives from indigenous peoples/ethnic 

minorities.   

Does the research specifically target (tick as appropriate):  

YES  NO  Children under 18 years of age?    

  

YES  NO  People known to have special educational needs?  

  

YES  NO  Anyone who is physically or mentally ill (to the extent that they may not 

be able to provide consent)?     

YES  NO  Anyone who might be under the influence of drugs or alcohol? 

YES  NO  Members of a vulnerable or stigmatized minority?  

  

YES  NO  Anyone who is vulnerable in other ways? (If yes, explain) 

3b). Potential Conflicts of Interest/ Influence on results 

Are any participants (tick as appropriate):  

YES  NO  In a client or professional relationship with the researcher(s)    

YES  NO  In an unequal working relationship with the researcher(s)? 
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YES  NO  In any other dependent relationship with the researcher(s)?  

 

If you have ticked any of these boxes, discuss mitigation measures below: 

As part of this research, the aim is to interview staff at human or indigenous rights 

organisations. Human and indigenous rights are contentious subjects within the political 

context of tropical forests in Southeast Asia, and human and indigenous rights advocates can 

be considered vulnerable groups as their interests sometimes clash with state power. In order 

to avoid harm to these groups, the interviews will be held on a strictly professional level 

where interviewees are asked of their professional opinions as representatives of their 

organisations. No personal or sensitive information will be asked of them. If any personal or 

sensitive information should still arise during the interviews, this will not be used as part of 

the study. All interview data will be anonymized and coded.  

 

PARTICIPANT SELECTION 

1. What are the criteria for the selection of participants? How will you decide who will be 

included/excluded from the study?  

 

Through a google search, I have managed to identify around 50 government agencies and 

NGOs that work with development, conservation or human/indigenous rights in the countries, 

Malaysia, Thailand, Myanmar and Laos. I will discuss the list with my supervisors to 

prioritize actors and strengthen representativity. I will contact the institutions via their official 

email, introduce my work and request to interview anyone who is willing to talk about the 

work of the institutions. Final sample will depend on accessibility and willingness to be 

involved among the actors.  

 

2. How will participants be recruited? (e.g. adverts, personal contacts, email, recruitment 

through employer) 

 

Participants will be recruited through an interview request, via e-mail. Their institutional 

email address will be used. 

 

Required Appendices: 

• If using advertisements append a copy of the advertisement or a description of its 

contents and details of where it will be advertised. Not applicable.  

• If contact details will be obtained from private sources, you will need an approval 

letter? Please append a copy. Not applicable.  

• If recruitment will be conducted by a third party (e.g. employer, doctor) do you have a 

letter requesting their assistance, and/or a letter confirming their willingness to assist? 

Please append a copy. Not applicable.  

 

PARTICIPANT REWARDS 

1. Will participants receive any financial or other material benefits because of 

participation? Describe the benefits and how these will be distributed. Consider if it 

will be appropriate to the local context, and how will you avoid it becoming an 

inducement that interferes with free consent of participants? 

 

Participants will not receive any financial or material compensation for their participation in 

this study. 
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PARTICIPANT INFORMATION AND CONSENT  

 

Consider the measures that will be used to protect and/or to inform participants: 

 

YES    NO    Is anyone to be interviewed in a language that they are not fluent 

in?  

YES    NO    Is anyone who might have difficulty in reading and/or 

comprehending any printed material distributed as part of the study?  

 

The interviews and written materials will be in English, which is widely understood and 

spoken across Southeast Asia, especially within government agencies and NGOs.  

 

When the research interacts with living humans you must have a Plain Language Statement 

(PLS) that explains to potential participants what your research is about.. 

In some contexts the provision of a written PLS will be inappropriate. Nonetheless, a 

statement such as this should form the basis of any verbal communication with participants 

about your research objectives. In some contexts, it may be appropriate to supplement verbal 

communication with an illustrated/visual equivalent of the PLS.  

Please append the document you will use to the Ethics Form.  

 

1. Checklist of PLS contents, tick as appropriate:  

 Institution and research unit identification 

 Details of the project title 

 Details of the researcher(s) and how to contact them 

 Details of what the project will require (e.g. involvement in interviews, completion of a 

questionnaire, audio/film recording), the estimated time of commitment, and any risks 

involved 

 The source of funding 

 Advice that ethics have been considered by the SRC research Ethics subcommittee  

 Advice about parameters of anonymity and confidentiality 

 A statement that participation will not affect any on-going interaction (if the research 

subject(s) is/are in a dependent relationship with the researcher)  

 Advice that involvement in the project is voluntary and that participants are free to 

withdraw consent at any time  

 Advice as to the arrangements to be made to protect confidentiality of data, including that 

confidentiality of information may be subject to limitations  

 Advice as to whether data is to be destroyed after a minimum period  

 Advice that if participants have any concerns about the conduct of the research they can 

contact the SRC Ethics subcommittee in the following email:  src-ethics-review@su.se 

 Any other relevant information  

 

Motivate why any boxes have been left empty: 

 

2. Will the PLS be translated into the local language?  YES    NO  

Note that back-translation may be necessary to avoid misinterpretation of essential 

information.  

 

3. Will written consent be sought from participants?  YES    NO  

Note that in some contexts written consent may not be obtainable or meaningful. If written 
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consent will not be obtained for some or all participants please explain why circumstances 

make obtaining written consent problematic or inappropriate.  

 

Written consent will be collected from the participants through email, prior to the online 

interviews taking place.  

 

If YES, does the written consent include? (tick as appropriate):  

 Institution and research unit identification  

 Details of the project title  

 Details of the researcher(s) and how to contact them  

 Confirmation that the project is for research purposes  

 Confirmation that involvement is voluntary and that participants are free to withdraw at 

any time 

 Confirmation of the particular requirements of participants  

 Advice on legal limitations of data confidentiality  

 Any other relevant information 

Motivate why any boxes have been left empty: 

 

4. Will the written consent form be translated into the local language? Again, consider the 

need for back-translation.  YES   NO   

If not, why: 

 

Interview subjects will all speak English, even if it is spoken as a second language.  

 

5. Will verbal consent be sought from participants? YES   NO  

 

The written consent form is considered enough to seek participants’ consent.  

  

How this will be recorded and will you need a witness?  

 

Not applicable.  

 

6. Informed consent should be obtained in the native language of participants. What 

arrangements will be made to do this, including where necessary providing a back-translation 

of the consent form?  

 

Consent forms will be sent in English, as the research being conducted will be in English, to 

practitioners fluent in the English language. 

 

7. In some cultures (e.g. hierarchical societies, organizations, companies) it may be 

appropriate to obtain consent from a community leader or a ‘senior family member’ (e.g. 

father, husband) before approaching a prospective participant. What arrangements will be 

made to obtain the appropriate consent?  

 

Note that this should not be construed as a substitute for individual consent, which must still 

be obtained from each prospective participant. 

 

Not applicable.  

 

8. In the case of minors participating in the research on an individual basis, the consent or 
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assent of parents must be obtained. How will this consent or assent be obtained?  

 

Not applicable.  

 

9. Will the consent or assent (at least verbal) of minors participating in the research on an 

individual basis be obtained? How will this assent be obtained? And if it will not be obtained 

motivate why this is not needed.  

 

Not applicable.  

 

10. In the case of participants with special educational needs, will arrangements be made to 

ensure informed consent? What arrangements will be made? And if it will not be arranged 

motivate why this is not needed.  

 

Not applicable.  

 

11. Will administrative consent (e.g. from an organisation or employer) be sought in lieu of 

participants’ consent? Consider why individual consent is not necessary (maximum 50 

words).  

 

RESEARCH TEAM 

 

1. Will the research involve employing local field assistants (including guides and 

translators)? YES    NO  

The interviews with organisation and ministry staff will be carried out online by me, and local 

field assistants will not be necessary. Participants can easily be contacted, and interviews can 

be held through digital means of communication, in English.  

If yes, how will you ensure that research procedures are understood and followed by all 

member of the research team? 

Not applicable.  

Note that guidance relating collaborative working and the employment of local field 

assistants can be found in the ESPA Ethics Self-Assessment Guidance Notes. 

 

SECTION 4. Data protection and confidentiality 

See section C in this document for useful links to complete this section 

 

1. What kind of personal data will you collect, process or store?  

The interviews will be audio recorded during one-on-one interviews held through video or 

audio call online. All recordings will be anonymized.  

2. Does your data include any sensitive data or special category data? ‘Special category’ data 

are afforded extra protections and relate to data that could be used in a discriminatory way 

(e.g. data on religion, ethnicity, political opinion, trade union membership, genetics, 

biometrics, health, sexuality).  

 

YES   NO   

 



60 
 

3. Why will the research need to collect, store or process personal data? Please, briefly reflect 

on the purpose of processing such data and how will the results be used.  

 

Not applicable. 

 

4. Will the research require the collection of personal information (e.g. from educational 

establishments, employers, other agencies) about individuals without their direct consent? 

YES   NO   

 

If so, consider what information will be sought and why written/verbal consent for access to 

this information will not be obtained from the participants themselves.  

 

Not applicable.  

 

5. Will any part of the research involving participants be audio/film recorded or recorded 

using any other electronic medium? YES   NO   

Please state what medium is to be used and how the recordings be will used.  

 

The online interviews will be recorded mainly through audio and notes. Later, transcriptions 

of interviews will be used as part of the research analysis. All transcriptions will be coded and 

anonymized.  

 

6. Who will have access to the raw data and how will confidentiality be maintained?  

 

I will be the only person who has access to personal data and the original audio material and 

consent forms. They will be saved in an encrypted folder on my computer. Participants will be 

given pseudonyms in the transcribed versions of the interviews.  

 

7. How will participants be identifiable during the data collection, in different data sets and in 

final publications and archived data (e.g. Will you anonymise data or quotes? Will you use 

pseudonyms? Will you identify people’s role or organisation?)? 

 

In case of research with human subjects, describe how their consent to this level of 

identification will be sought.  

 

The participants will be anonymised by using pseudonyms in the data sets, for example NGO 

worker, Government agent, etc. In the final publications, all participants will be referred to by 

using those pseudonyms.  

 

8. Will contact details be collected to provide feedback and disseminate results to research 

participants? YES   NO  

  

If so, consider what contact details will be collected from participants, how will they provide 

consent to store that data, when will it be deleted, and how will you maintain confidentiality. 

 

Institutional email addresses will be stored as part of the interview process, and I will direct 

them to the website where and when results are published. They will have the possibility to 

end all exchange at any time, and this right will be made clear to them. 

 

9. Will the data files/audio/film footage be disposed of after the study? YES   NO  
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Explain which data will be retained or disposed of, and if so when and how will it be disposed 

of. 

 

Raw data will be stored on my personal computer for maximum five years. After the five-year 

period, all audio material will be deleted. Anonymized transcripts will be kept for at least a 

total of ten years, and will be accessible to other research team members.  

 

10. Will the data be made available for secondary use or future research? YES   NO 

  

If yes, explain in what form will data be made available and how will you ensure the 

confidentiality and consent agreements when data is made available 

 

Anonymised transcripts of the interviews will be made available to research team members 

within the FairFrontiers project. 

 

11. Will the data be transferred or stored in a country outside the EU? YES   NO 

  

If yes, what arrangements are in place to make sure it complies with the EU General Data 

Protection Requirements (Chapter V of the GDPR) and ensure the confidentiality and consent 

agreements in the partner country?  

 

Only anonymised and transcribed interview data will be shared with four research team 

members working in Malaysia.  

 

12. Is it planned to import personal data from non-EU countries into the EU? YES   NO 

  

If yes, does it comply with the laws of the country in which the data was collected? 

 

13. Please list the names of the people who are intended to be data controllers and 

processors*: 

 

 

Data controllers: Minda Holm 

 

Data processors: Minda Holm 

 

 

*‘Data controllers’ determine if and how data are processed. ‘Data processors’ process data 

on behalf of the data controller. Both are required to ensure that data is collected and 

processed in a transparent, accurate and secure manner, only for the original purposes for 

which it was collected. 

 

SECTION 5. Collaborative Working 

1. Will the research be undertaken in collaboration with academic or government researchers 

outside the SRC?     

 YES  NO  
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Apart from Stockholm Resilience Centre, research team members are from University of 

Copenhagen, University of Helsinki, University of Kyoto and University of Stellenbosch. The 

master thesis project will however only be carried out by me, online in Sweden.   

2. Will the research involve collaborating with an NGO, company, or other non-academic 

organisation/group? YES  NO  

3. Have you a written agreement pertaining to the collaborative relationship?  

YES NO  N/A  

4.  How will you ensure that research procedures adhered to in this form are understood and 

followed by all member of the research team and collaborators? 

I will be the sole conductor of this research project.  

SECTION 6. Institutional/ Agency Consent 

6.1. Working with external data  

1. Where data are, or have been, obtained from another agency, archive, database, or source, 

is it clear that the intended usage adheres to their terms of supply? Please motivate your 

answer and add any terms of use or agreements as an appendix when necessary.  

YES  NO N/A  

All research or information obtained from other agencies, archives, databases or sources will 

be referenced and cited in the study to ensure recognition of the authors.  

2. Where other researchers’ data are being used, is it clear that the intended usage adheres to 

their terms of supply? YES NO  N/A  

3. Are issues of data handling and consent dealt with adequately and following procedures 

agreed with agencies, archive, and/or land managers? YES  NO  N/A  

The master thesis will follow the EU’s General Data Protection Regulation and the national 

data protection legislation. The project will follow ethical standards with regards to research 

involving human subjects based on principles of respect and fairness, which include FPIC 

(Free Prior Informed Consent) and procedures to maintain confidentiality.  

6.2. Travelling abroad 

4. Will any places you will visit fall under the avoid or do not visit categorization by the 

Swedish Min of Foreign Affairs? If yes, motivate why your project requires travel.  

YES  NO  

You can consult the official information in the following website: 

https://www.regeringen.se/uds-reseinformation/ud-avrader/ 

5. Have permissions for research been obtained from national authorities in partner countries 

(as required, for example some countries require a research permit)?  

YES Please describe and enclose copies in this form 

NO  Please explain why not 

6. Will all researchers have appropriate permission to work in other countries, including the 

correct entry visas? YES  NO  

https://www.regeringen.se/uds-reseinformation/ud-avrader/
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7. Does the research need to be, or has the research been, ethically reviewed in the host 

country? How has/ will the review be arranged? YES NO  

8. Have the SRC travel guidelines been considered when arranging/deciding travel plans?   

YES  NO  

SECTION 7. Effect on the Environment 

Will your research involve environmental fieldwork that involves sampling or directly 

monitoring a site, or involve movement in sensitive environments?  YES  NO  N/A  

If you answer YES please answer the questions below: 

1. The fieldwork will be conducted in an environmentally sensitive area. YES  NO  

2. Appropriate steps been taken to gain permission to access field sites? YES  NO  

3. Does your field site require crossing sensitive or privately held land? YES  NO  

4.  Have you made an arrangement with the landowner/ responsible bodies? YES  NO  

5. Will samples be collected and removed in sufficient quantities to have a negative 

physical/environmental impact on the site and/or its ecosystem? YES  NO  

6. Will the conduct of the fieldwork significantly disrupt the site and/or its environment?  

YES  NO   

7. Does the fieldwork involve sampling rare/endangered or harmful taxa/species? If YES, has 

the appropriate permits been acquired (if not why not)? YES  NO  

8. Will the research involve transporting samples/specimens/soil between countries? If YES, 

has the appropriate permits been acquired (if not why not)? YES  NO  

If you answer YES to 1, 5, 6, 7 or 8 please also answer and consider the following additional 

questions about FIELD SITES, SAMPLE COLLECTION and TRANSPORTATION OF 

SAMPLES… 

FIELD SITES 

1. How many field sites will be involved in the study?  

2. What are the criteria for the selection of the field site(s)?  

 

3. Will prior informed consent to use the field site(s) be sought from the relevant 

authorities (e.g. government, national co-operation partner)? 

Note that informed consent is necessarily sometimes an iterative, progressive process, 

which benefits significantly from collaboration with local intermediaries and support 

organisations. Note also that national regulations may require that consent be 

obtained from additional stakeholders (e.g. indigenous communities).  

Will the request for consent include? (Tick as appropriate):  

 Information about the primary investigator and their affiliation  

 Information about local partners and their affiliation(s)  
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 Project structure and organisation  

 Confidentiality policies  

 Comprehensive information on the source and nature of the resources to which 

access is sought  

 Timing and duration of the research activity 

 Exact geographic data on the area in which the research is to take place 

 Purpose and objectives of the research, type of research activity 

 Potential utilisation of research findings  

 Definition of the research benefits derived from the purely scientific use of the 

resources and how they will be shared  

 Clear and agreed designation of the beneficiaries under the benefit-sharing 

agreement  

 Transparent information  

4. If relevant, will the request for consent be translated into the national/local 

language? YES   NO  

5. Will the above authorities and/or stakeholders receive any financial or other 

material benefits for providing access to the field site(s)? Consider what benefits will 

be offered and why, if it will be appropriate to the local context, and how you will 

avoid it becoming an inducement to grant access that would not otherwise be 

considered.  

6. Will the field site(s) and location(s) be made anonymous?  

7. Who will have access to the raw data and how will anonymity be maintained?  

8. Will the data collected in this research be made available for secondary use? If yes, 

what arrangements are in place to ensure the confidentiality and consent agreements?  

SAMPLE/SPECIMEN COLLECTION  

1. Are the proposed concepts, methods and techniques of research the most 

appropriate approach to investigate the region(s) in which the field site(s) is/are 

located?  

2. Will sample/specimen collection be kept to a minimum? What steps will be taken to 

ensure this.  

3. Will the disturbance caused to local residents/wildlife be kept to a minimum? Have 

they been informed about the study? What steps will be taken to ensure this.  

4. Will steps be taken to alert the host country about any impending threat to the field 

site area(s) (e.g. depletion of plant populations, erosion) and to make 

recommendations for remedial action?  

5. Could the research jeopardise access to the field site(s) or country for other 

researchers in the future?  

TRANSPORTATION OF SAMPLES/SPECIMENS  
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1. Are you aware of the correct classification of the samples/specimens to be 

transported?  

2. Are the samples/specimens to be transported considered as Dangerous Goods?  

Note that Dangerous Goods include ‘any goods, including articles and substances, 

which may pose a danger to the health and safety of people, or damage to property or 

the environment during carriage, except where they have been diluted to such an 

extent that they no longer have the hazardous properties of those goods’. See the 

UNECE Recommendations on the Transport of Dangerous Goods, Model Regulations 

(Rev. 17) (2011).  

3. If relevant, are you aware of the specific legislation for transporting Dangerous 

Goods by road, rail, sea and/or air?  

4. Is there reason to suspect that the samples/specimens to be transported might 

include infectious substances?  

Note that infectious substances are ‘substances which are known, or reasonably 

expected, to contain pathogens which are defined as micro-organisms (including 

bacteria, viruses, rickettsiae, parasites, and fungi), plasmids and other agents such as 

prions, which can cause disease in humans or animals’. See the WHO Guidance on 

the Regulations for the Transport of Infectious Substances 2009-2010.  

5. Do the samples/specimens to be transported contain genetically modified micro-

organisms (GMMOs) or organisms (GMOs)? If these GMMOs or GMOs meet the 

definition of an infectious substance or are vectors that can transfer genetic material to 

other organisms, consider how they will be handled. 

6. What procedures are planned for effective co-ordination between the sender, the 

carrier and the receiver? Please describe methods of communication, the partner 

relationship between, and the responsibilities of each of the three parties. 

7. Do any other individuals need to be involved in the transportation arrangements 

(e.g. Institution Safety Officer)?  

8. If relevant, are you aware of the regulations and licensing procedures that cover the 

import of plants, plant material, plant pests, soil and growing medium into the 

European Union?  

Useful information is provided by CITES, DEFRA on animal health, DEFRA on plants 

and DEFRA on biological translocation policies, the Food and Environment Research 

Agency, and ECOLEX. Some specimens may need a Phytosanitary Certificate or a 

Plant Health Movement Document.  

9. Is there a requirement to repatriate samples/specimens once the research is 

complete?  

SECTION 8. Additional Statement 

In the interviews with practitioners, I ask about policies and practices in the forest sector. I do 

not ask for personal information such as political opinions or stances. Though there may be a 

possibility that political opinions might arise in the context of general questions on policy, 

this information will be deleted from transcriptions and not be used in analysis. 



 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


