
Copyright © 2016 by the author(s). Published here under license by the Resilience Alliance.
Milne, S., M. Milne, F. Nurfatriani, and L. Tacconi. 2016. How is global climate policy interpreted on the ground? Insights from the
analysis of local discourses about forest management and REDD+ in Indonesia. Ecology and Society 21(2):6. http://dx.doi.
org/10.5751/ES-08363-210206

Research

How is global climate policy interpreted on the ground? Insights from the
analysis of local discourses about forest management and REDD+ in
Indonesia
Sarah Milne 1, Mary Milne 1, Fitri Nurfatriani 2 and Luca Tacconi 1

ABSTRACT. The implementation of “reducing emissions from deforestation and forest degradation” (REDD+) will inevitably be
affected by local social and political dynamics, with the potential for success depending significantly on cooperation from a range of
stakeholders at the subnational level. Building on recent critical research on REDD+, we look at how global policy is interpreted locally
by actors who are likely to be involved in REDD+ implementation. We do this by examining local stakeholder perceptions of REDD+
and forest management in two contrasting provinces of Indonesia, Riau and Papua, where deforestation rates are high and low,
respectively. Using data collected from stakeholder workshops, we conduct a discourse analysis that reveals how subnational actors
perceive and position themselves around REDD+ and forest governance. The results reveal six discourses common to both case-study
provinces, which variously conflict and converge as they are employed by different actors. Seen together, these discourses provide critical
insights into the subnational policy environment, which is largely a product of Indonesia’s underlying land and forest politics, and they
indicate in turn how REDD+ in practice is likely to be interpreted and reconstituted at the local level. A key finding is that local
discourses can be grouped around two divergent positions on REDD+: one that supports forest exploitation and sees limited prospects
in forest carbon, and one that embraces sustainable forest management and expresses conditional support for REDD+ subject to
benefit-sharing and property arrangements. REDD+ practitioners will therefore need to craft policies and project processes that account
for these discursive dynamics.
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INTRODUCTION
The idea of reducing emissions from deforestation and forest
degradation (REDD+) has generated significant interest and
investment in forest governance. Part of the global climate
agreement signed in Paris in December 2015, REDD+ aims to
provide incentives to developing countries to conserve and
sustainably manage their forests for climate change mitigation
purposes (UNFCCC 2015). Investments in REDD+ “readiness”
and early implementation have already exceeded $2 billion USD
globally, with further financial flows expected as Paris
commitments materialize (Silva-Chávez 2015) and as carbon
markets mature (Climate Funds Update, http://www.
climatefundsupdate.org/). Given the potential influence of
REDD+, concerns have been expressed about its effects on
forests, governance conditions, and local communities (Phelps et
al. 2010, Eilenberg 2015). Furthermore, empirical work on early
REDD+ projects suggests that there are implementation
challenges and ambiguous local outcomes (e.g., Beymer-Farris
and Bassett 2012, Howell 2015, Mahanty et al. 2015).  

In this context, our motivation is to explore why there have been
difficulties with REDD+ in practice. To do this, we focus on the
subnational REDD+ policy environment in Indonesia, a line of
inquiry that extends and complements recent social science
research on wider REDD+ policy processes (see, for example,
special features in Ecology and Society [Brockhaus et al. 2014a]
and Asia Pacific Viewpoint [McGregor et al. 2015]). Importantly,
this research points to the interplay between domestic political
dynamics, evolving policy discourses, and REDD+ outcomes on

the ground (McGregor 2010, Brockhaus et al. 2014b, Luttrell et
al. 2014). It also analyzes how REDD+ in practice may be affected
by the perceptions of local stakeholders who are either involved
in or affected by REDD+ (Purnomo et al. 2012, Entenmann and
Schmitt 2013, Mulyani and Jepson 2013). Overall, this work
highlights the need for REDD+ to respond to diverse interests
and values if  it is to gain traction in practice, a problem that is
just as pressing as the technical aspects of REDD+ such as carbon
and financial incentives calculations.  

The endeavor of aligning interests or forming alliances around
REDD+ is fraught by the complexity of stakeholder or actor
viewpoints on forest governance (we use the terms actor and
stakeholder interchangeably to indicate an individual,
organization, or group; see Grimble and Chan 1995). Here, we
approach this problem empirically by focusing on the various
discourses used by local and subnational actors in the context of
REDD+ and forest management in two Indonesian provinces.
Our study is grounded in the view that policy implementation
emerges from deals forged in policy networks (Keeley and Scoones
1999), akin to “discourse coalitions” that can form between
diverse actors in a given policy environment (Hajer 1995). Our
intention is therefore to illustrate how the global policy idea of
REDD+ is interpreted and reformulated at the local level, a realm
that is highly heterogeneous and politically charged, but which is
the “make it or break it” space for REDD+ in practice. In other
words, we contend that REDD+ realization will ultimately
depend on buy-in from local actors that are involved in forestry
and land use, i.e., those who administer, use, and have rights to
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forested land, including district and provincial governments,
concession holders, and communities in forested areas. Our study
therefore investigates: (1) the perceptions and discourses of these
local actors with respect to REDD+ and forest management, and
(2) what our findings suggest for REDD+ implementation in
terms of potential alliances or blockages among actors.  

Understanding the local policy environment in this way is vital
because, as scholars of complex social-ecological systems
indicate, wicked problems such as deforestation cannot simply be
solved by “getting the policy right” (e.g., Adger et al. 2003, Mosse
2004). Rather, it is necessary to consider how and why policy
implementation may get blocked or go awry. For example,
anthropological perspectives on environment and development
projects reveal how gaps between good intentions and practical
outcomes frequently arise when there are cross-scalar or cross-
cultural differences in actor perspectives (Leach and Mearns 1996,
West 2006, Li 2007). In this light, our study focuses on how local
actors’ discourses are likely to interact with REDD+ design and
implementation. Methodologically, we achieve this by combining
discourse analysis and stakeholder analysis, which is a key
innovation. We therefore provide a unique overview of the full
range of subnational REDD+ stakeholders, their diverse,
conflicting or similar views, and how eliciting those views is
fundamental to understanding REDD+ policy prospects on the
ground.  

The significance of Indonesia as the setting for this study cannot
be overlooked. This country has one of the highest deforestation
rates in the world (FAO 2010), and it is one of the biggest carbon
emitters globally, with approximately three-quarters of its
emissions arising from land-use change and deforestation (DNPI
2010a). For these reasons, Indonesia has received unprecedented
international investment in REDD+ and other climate
interventions. Indeed, by 2009, Indonesia boasted the largest
number of REDD+ pilot activities globally (Wertz-
Kanounnikoff and Kongphan-Apirak 2009), a set of
circumstances that prompted the Indonesian government to
commit to cutting emissions by 26% against business-as-usual by
2020 and by 41% with additional support from the international
community (Yudhoyono 2009). This move led to a bilateral
agreement with Norway for REDD+, which included a
moratorium on logging and forest conversion, among other
things. However, several years on, the Norwegian money remains
underspent, and the effectiveness of Indonesia’s logging ban is in
question (Coates 2012, Lang 2013). These frustrations derive
particularly from Indonesia’s political context, which points to a
critical need to “build domestic constituencies” in support of
forest reform (Luttrell et al. 2014) and to acknowledge how power
relations influence policy implementation (Eilenberg 2015). Our
analysis of subnational discourses around REDD+ should
contribute to this task, particularly from a methodological point
of view. For specific policy inputs, we recommend that our
approach be replicated in more provinces to detect potential
variation in local discourses between places and over time.  

We next outline how discourse plays a fundamental role in the
elaboration of environmental policies such as REDD+. We then
describe our study design and methods, which involved analysis
of discursive material gathered at two stakeholder workshops in
Riau and Papua provinces. With our results, we explore the

contours of the local discourses we identified around forest
management and REDD+. We then discuss how these discursive
dynamics could affect REDD+ implementation in Indonesia and
elsewhere.

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK
Environmental policy making is widely recognized as a contested
and political process in which multiple perspectives on
environmental problems and their potential solutions come into
play (Hajer 1995, Leach and Mearns 1996, Dryzek 1997, Keeley
and Scoones 1999). A key issue is that policy makers frequently
pay insufficient attention to the conflicting interests and views of
different local actors or stakeholders during policy formulation
(Grimble and Chan 1995, Neumann 2005). Environmental
projects may therefore achieve better results if  policy makers can
attend to the various ways that stakeholders conceptualize
environmental issues in the first place (Adams et al. 2003).
Furthermore, by understanding what stakeholders may lose or
gain through proposed changes to natural resource management,
policy processes can mitigate against potential blockages or
negative impacts (Grimble and Chan 1995).  

One way to examine competing ideas in the policy process, and
associated power dynamics between actors, is to employ the
concept of discourse. A discourse is a “shared meaning of a
phenomenon,” reflecting claims made by certain actors, rather
than objective knowledge per se (Adger et al. 2001). Following
the definition of Hajer (1995), discourses form the context in
which phenomena are understood; they frame problems in
particular ways and distinguish some aspects of a situation over
others. Discourses can therefore be identified in proponents’
assumptions and logics, and in the way they advance their agendas
through particular narratives (Roe 1991) or storylines (Hajer
1995). Thus, discourse analysis reveals how multiple viewpoints
on environmental problem solving can exist simultaneously, as
seen in the oft-observed discursive struggles of scientists, activists,
local communities, and politicians (Hajer 1995, Fairhead and
Leach 2003, Gray et al. 2007).  

Some analysis of REDD+ policy discourses and stakeholder
perspectives has already been conducted. For example, research
into national-level discourses on climate change adaptation and
mitigation in the Congo basin revealed a variety of discursive
framings or positions on REDD+ policy (Brown et al. 2011,
Somorin et al. 2012). Similarly, in the Peruvian Amazon, Evans
et al. (2014) examined local community perspectives on REDD+,
which they contrasted with national and global policy contructs;
and Entenmann and Schmitt (2013) identified diverse actor
perceptions of the relationship between REDD+ and biodiveristy
values. Although signaling the importance of discourse, none of
these studies engages with the full range of subnational REDD+
stakeholders and how their discourses may reflect policy
challenges, as we do here.  

To identify relevant actors and their voices, we draw from the
technique of stakeholder analysis, which has long been used to
understand resource conflicts in environmental projects (de
Lopez 2001, Hjortsø et al. 2005, Mushove and Vogel 2005). A
stakeholder may be defined as any individual or group either
directly involved in, or affected by, the exploitation or
management of a given resource, in this case, forests (following
Grimble and Chan 1995). Formal stakeholder analysis has been
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Table 1. Stakeholder groups and numbers of participants involved in the workshops.
 

Stakeholder group

Workshop Community and social
NGOs†

Companies and
business

District government Provincial
government

Researchers and
environmental NGOs†

Total

Riau 6 7 10 5 5 33
Papua 6 2 1 20 9 38
Total 12 9 11 25 14 71
†Nongovernmental organizations.

used to develop early REDD+ policy recommendations in one
province of Indonesia (Purnomo et al. 2012) and is recommended
as a tool for managing tropical forest landscapes (van Noordwijk
et al. 2013). However, there are no examples of stakeholder
analysis being applied for the purpose of analyzing multiple
discourses around a policy idea such as REDD+.

METHODS
As indicated, we adopted a hybrid methodological approach that
melded discourse analysis with stakeholder analysis. Actor
discourses are usually garnered from sources such as texts and
oral transcripts (Hajer 1995). However, few of the subnational
actors that we were interested in had expressed relevant views in
such a format, meaning that we needed to generate material from
scratch. Furthermore, we wanted our target actors to respond to
a set of core questions about REDD+ in a pseudo-public setting,
where their stances, interactions, and discursive strategies could
be observed by us and other stakeholders. We therefore adopted
a workshop format for data collection, based on stakeholder
analysis methods. This provided a systematic way to bring actors
together so that their opinions on REDD+ and forest
management could be shared and recorded. Such policy-oriented
workshops are common in Indonesia, so our approach was
considered locally appropriate.  

The initial identification and grouping of stakeholders was a key
aspect of workshop preparation. This was achieved through a
desktop study of actors associated with forest use in the focal
provinces of Riau and Papua, a scoping trip to Riau, a range of
key informant interviews (e.g., with informants at Tropenbos, the
Centre for International Forestry Research, the Forestry Research
and Development Agency, the Ministry of Forestry, and the
Ministry of Agriculture [Estate Crops], based variously in
Pekanbaru, Bogor, and Jakarta), and several lengthy meetings
with Indonesian collaborators. As a result, we defined five
stakeholder groups around which the workshops were organized:
(1) community members living near forests, and related advocacy
or social development nongovernmental organizations (NGOs);
(2) companies involved in logging, pulp and paper, and oil palm
industries; (3) district government officials; (4) provincial
government officials; and (5) environmental NGOs and
researchers. National and international actors that did not have
an ongoing presence in each province, such as donors, were
considered beyond the scope of our analysis. Notably, the
stakeholder groupings were useful for organizing data collection,
but they did not underpin analysis. This is because our focus on
discourses allowed for diverse views and perspectives within
stakeholder groups, as well as potential alliances across groups
(Gray et al. 2007, Dryzek and Niemeyer 2008). Future workshops

may therefore use different stakeholder groupings, depending on
the context.  

The workshops were held in Riau and Papua: two provinces that
represent opposite ends of the spectrum in terms of forest
exploitation and land use. In choosing these provinces, our
intention was to gauge how contrasting scenarios might shape
local perceptions of REDD+. Riau province was selected because
it had the highest local deforestation rate in Indonesia in the last
decade, with 60% of its forests removed in the period from 1997–
2007 (Gelling 2007). Indeed, emissions from deforestation in Riau
accounted for 42% of Indonesia’s national total from 2000–2005
(DNPI 2010b). The province is now largely deforested, with most
of its area under concessions for palm oil and acacia (Santosa et
al. 2012). Nevertheless, there is a case for REDD+ in Riau because
almost all remaining forestland is on peat soils, the burning of
which generates disproportionately large carbon emissions
(Gaveau et al. 2013).  

In contrast, Papua province holds some of Indonesia’s largest
areas of intact tropical forest, and its forestry and plantation
sectors are still in their infancy. The forest is state owned, but
subject to customary claims. Forest loss due to logging and local
land use in Papua remains relatively low, given sparse human
populations and rugged terrain, but forest conversion for
industrial plantations now represents a major threat (FPP 2011,
Ginting and Pye 2011). As a consequence, the case for REDD+
in Papua relies on protection of its primary forests, to be achieved
by averting large-scale planned deforestation. The former
governor of West Papua demonstrated exemplary leadership in
this domain, winning him the Time Magazine Heroes of the
Environment award in 2007 (Tedjasukmana 2007).  

Following the desktop study, representatives from each
stakeholder group were invited to one-day workshops held in the
provincial capitals of Riau and Papua in April and July 2010,
respectively (Table 1). Invitations were arranged by the Forestry
Research and Development Agency of Indonesia (FORDA),
which made it possible to achieve strong attendance by
government and business stakeholders, and created an official
environment in which stakeholders might be compelled to express
their views more seriously than in other settings. This more power-
laden context may also have unnerved community-level
participants, although such a dynamic was not observed. Funding
was provided for some community and district-level
representatives to attend from more remote areas (including
Rokan Hilir and Siak districts in Riau, and Merauke and Sarmi
districts in Papua). Attendance was therefore balanced across all
stakeholder groups, but there might have been a degree of
provincial capital bias because of the workshop locations.  
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Table 2. Questions asked during stakeholder group discussions.
 
Category Question

What is your interest in the forests in Riau?
What role have you played in past and current efforts to manage these forests?
Do you think these efforts have been successful? Why?

Interests in forests

What does REDD mean to you?
What is your interest in REDD?
What is your current involvement in REDD activities?

Interests in REDD†

What gains, benefits, and opportunities do you foresee from REDD?
What costs, losses, and risks do you foresee from REDD?
Overall, do you expect more benefits or costs from REDD?

Perceived costs and benefits of REDD

Who are your stakeholders with respect to your current land use activities and options?
Who would be your key stakeholders under REDD?

Stakeholder relationships

†Reducing emissions from deforestation and forest degradation.

The composition of stakeholder groups was also diverse,
containing a mix of individual views and roles. For example,
government participants in both provinces came from a range of
relevant agencies, including the departments of Forestry,
Environment, and Estate Crops and Planning. In addition,
stakeholder groups varied between provinces because of the
provinces’ contrasting circumstances. For instance, NGO
participants in Riau were predominantly from local advocacy
organizations working with communities on resource rights and
livelihoods, whereas in Papua, NGO participants generally came
from international conservation organizations working more
closely with government.  

The workshops, held entirely in Indonesian, initially involved
plenary sessions on REDD+ delivered by government
representatives, including the director of FORDA’s REDD+
program. Participants were then divided into their stakeholder
groups for roundtable discussions, run in parallel. Each
stakeholder group was asked to respond to the same discussion
questions, which were crafted to ensure open-ended responses
(Table 2). Individual responses from group members were written
on cards, and collated group responses were summarized on flip
charts, which were later presented by group representatives in a
wrap-up plenary session. In addition, most discussion groups
were recorded and transcribed. All of these data (response cards,
flip charts, transcripts) were then translated from Indonesian into
English and entered into NVivo software (QSR International,
Melbourne, Australia) for coding and analysis.  

Although effective in many ways, the use of stakeholder
workshops for data collection does present some methodological
issues. For example, to maximize our chances of capturing local
voices, we chose to use locally hired facilitators. This was a
challenge because of low capacity at the provincial level, but
eventually we found sufficiently skilled and informed facilitators
from local universities, government departments, and NGOs. The
facilitators were briefed on the purpose of the workshops and
their role in data collection, but some were not entirely neutral in
their stance toward forest management issues and REDD+, which
at times affected group discussions. As far as possible, we
accounted for this as others have done in similar situations (e.g.,
Mansbridge et al. 2006). Another potential weakness lies in the
selection of representatives to speak on behalf  of diverse others
such as local communities. Given our aim of capturing a broad
overview of local voices, this sampling strategy was deemed

legitimate. However, more detailed data on local discourses, and
their variable deployment within groups, might be worth pursuing
with additional field research or the application of Q
methodology (e.g., Schneider et al. 2015).  

In addition, at the time of the workshops, Indonesia’s REDD+
policy was still being formulated. Workshop participants were
therefore asked to provide views based on their understanding of
the REDD+ concept, rather than any particular experience of
REDD+ in practice. This is another point where our method
departed from conventional stakeholder analysis, which tends to
be site or project specific (Hjortsø et al. 2005, Mushove and Vogel
2005). Given ongoing uncertainties around REDD+ design
internationally, and in Indonesia, the views expressed in our
workshops may well change over time. However, our data remain
highly relevant for anticipated policy processes; indeed, in April
2015, the Indonesian government reiterated its commitment to
REDD+, after a period of doubt and transition (Parlina 2015).  

Regarding data analysis, we chose to focus on discourses because
we found that the views of each stakeholder group were not
unified, although some perspectives were common across
multiple groups. Identifying discrete storylines or narratives in
the data revealed how forest management and REDD+ are treated
discursively by actors (Hajer 1995). In turn, by focusing on
discourses, we could determine when one stakeholder group used
more than one discourse, and when one discourse was used by
multiple stakeholder groups. Notably, it was only with iterative
coding of the data that discrete discourses became visible;
workshop participants were not engaged in this process.
Discourse identification and attribution was also aided by
examining key discursive tropes within the data. For example, we
observed how group members expressed their “perceptions and
concerns for the environment... and [related] external
interventions” (Adger et al. 2001:685). We also tried to identify
struggles between actors, as manifested through their different
framings of environmental disputes, risks, themselves, and their
opponents (Wittmer and Birner 2005, Gray et al. 2007).
Accordingly, this entailed examining how stakeholders
constructed their identities and relationships to each other,
especially through use of stereotypes and naming-and-blaming
strategies.  

Finally, our analytical approach drew from the work of Dryzek
and Niemeyer (2008), who argue that deliberative processes
should represent different discourses as well as different people
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Table 3. Summary of local discourses and how they were used by stakeholders.
 

Discourse

Characteristic Environmental Sustainable
development

Compliance and
regulation

Community rights
and benefits

Developmentalist Southernism

Position on forest management
Ecological
sustainability and
biodiversity
conservation are
vital; these goals can
be achieved through
enforcement of forest
and environment laws

Economic, social,
and environmental
benefits can be
produced through a
balanced and
collaborative strategy
of exploitation and
conservation of
forests

Clear forestry
regulations and
compliance with
SFM† and HCVF‡ 
guidelines are
sufficient to protect
and sustain forests

Recognition of
traditional and local
communities’ rights
to forests is essential;
economic benefits
from forest use
should flow to
communities

Economic growth,
welfare, and
development are
priorities; these can
be achieved through
exploitation or
conversion of forests,
before environmental
action

The industrialized
world is responsible for
historical deforestation
and emissions; poor
countries should not
have to curb their
forest use to
compensate

Stakeholders:
Business

Papua, Riau Papua, Riau Papua, Riau Papua, Riau Papua, Riau
Provincial government

Papua Papua, Riau Papua Papua, Riau Papua, Riau Papua, Riau
District government

Riau Riau Papua, Riau Riau Riau Riau
Community and social NGOs§

Riau Papua Papua, Riau Papua, Riau Riau
Environmental NGOs§

Papua, Riau Riau
Self-representation

Environmentalists
and sustainable-forest
managers

Sustainable-forest
managers

Law-abiding and
environmentally
conscious citizens
that undertake SFM‡ 
and HCVF‡ in
compliance with the
law

Defenders of
community rights
and benefits; stewards

Providers of regional
economic benefits

Victims of developed
countries’ activities

Positioning of opponents
Overexploitation is
by developers, local
communities, and
concessionaires;
government has low
capacity to regulate
or control
exploitation

Those who
overexploited the
forest in the past and
those who continue,
such as local
communities and
some companies

Weak law
enforcement by
government;
community
encroachment that
undermines corporate
environmental
management

Businesses and
government not
acknowledging
community rights or
providing financial
benefits

Supporters of forest
conservation are
standing in the way
of progress and
regional growth

Developing countries
have overexploited
their own natural
resources

†Sustainable forest management.
‡High conservation value forest.
§Nongovernmental organizations.

or groups. To achieve discursive representation and to aid
communication with wider audiences, Dryzek and Niemeyer
(2008) suggest that it is possible to map empirically identified
discourses onto established or historical discourses in the
literature. Following this, we matched discourses found in the
workshop data with elements of those identified elsewhere,
including global environmental and sustainable development
discourses (Dryzek 1997, Adger et al. 2001, Adams 2009), the
ecological modernization discourse (Hajer 1995, Bäckstrand and
Lövbrand 2006), and discourses on economic growth and
developmentalism in the context of environmental conflicts (Gray
et al. 2007, Adams 2009). Although the matching was not perfect,
the level of correspondence between these global discourses and
those we found at the local level is remarkable, especially because
some scholars question whether or how discourses apply across
scales (Adger et al. 2001). We return to this point in the Discussion. 
Next, we explain the discourses we identified, along with their
implications.

RESULTS: LOCAL DISCOURSES ABOUT FOREST
MANAGEMENT AND REDD+
Despite investigating contrasting regions of Indonesia, we show
how subnational actors share similar discourses on forest
management and REDD+, as well as similar discursive alliances
and conflicts. This common ground may relate to actors’ collective
exposure to forest-related debates in the media or through
environmental projects that transmit so-called global ideas.
Overall, we identify six emerging discourses used by local actors,
which we labeled as follows: environmental, sustainable
development, compliance and regulation, community rights and
benefits, developmentalist, and southernism. We define and
illustrate each of these, showing how each stakeholder group
employs multiple discourses (Table 3). We also identify the policy
positions on REDD+ reflected by each discourse. Implicitly, each
discourse implies a different understanding of forests and
sustainability, but we do not unpack stakeholder views of these
terms here.  
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Before discussing the six discourses, there are some general findings
of note. First is the emergence of two broad discursive groupings,
which appear to be polarized in their view of REDD+. The first
four discourses may generally be considered as pro-forests, with
proponents being conditionally supportive of REDD+. However,
the latter two discourses, developmentalist and southernism, were
more pro-development and less supportive of REDD+. Second,
although most stakeholders appeared to understand the basic
concept of REDD+ as a market mechanism for forest
conservation, none of them expressed their views using an
economic rationalist or neoliberal discourse, which would propose
“solving environmental problems through the market” (Adams
2009); nor indeed was there evidence of any anti-market sentiment,
which sometimes underpins local resistance to REDD+ (Kühne
2012). Instead, most participants focused on governance issues that
they thought needed to be addressed before or during REDD+
implementation, such as conflicting laws, government corruption,
and insecure resource tenure. In this sense, those who offered
conditional support for REDD+ appeared to see it mainly as a
way to advance their own agendas.

Environmental discourse
The environmental discourse values and prioritizes ecological
outcomes above all else (Adger et al. 2001). Elements of this
discourse were used by district and provincial government officials,
particularly those in the Environment department; communities
directly affected by deforestation; environmental NGOs; and even
business actors. Proponents emphasized that current forest-use
practices were adversely affecting ecosystems and villagers. For
example, community representatives in Riau said that
deforestation had led to “floods and tigers coming into the village.”
Correspondingly, the discourse implied that forests, still rich in
biodiversity, need to be better looked after.  

The environmental discourse also featured prominently in actors’
discursive strategies. For example, community members and
environmental NGOs blamed developers and concessionaires for
the high rates of deforestation and biodiversity loss they saw,
especially in Riau. This position was adopted by some government
officials too, although more often they joined with business
representatives to target and blame communities for environmental
degradation, despite evidence to the contrary (e.g., Santosa et al.
2012). For example, one district official in Riau argued, “There is
still a problem of the community destroying the forest,” and,
“Whenever there’s a jungle, the community just wants to cut it
down or plant coconut trees.” Similarly, plantation and forestry
concession holders claimed that encroachment by local
communities into their areas was a major constraint in their efforts
to promote better environmental management. In their narrative,
the government was also to blame for failing to control illegal
forestry activities.  

Overall, the environmental discourse supported REDD+ as a way
to improve forest management, reduce emissions, and protect
ecosystems. Environmental NGOs in particular positioned
themselves to “take advantage of REDD+ so that they could
implement conservation in any way possible” (Riau-based NGO).
The advantage of REDD+ was therefore framed in terms of
environmental benefits, rather than potential financial benefits, as
some pro-forest Papuan Government officials pointed out.
However, the preferred forest policy option in this discourse was

generally to encourage sustainable use of forest resources.
Consequently, this discourse did not coincide entirely with neo-
protectionist or eco-imperialist environmental narratives that
suggest the “locking up” of forest under REDD+ (Fairhead et al.
2012).

Sustainable development discourse
The sustainable development discourse is characterized by the
notion of win-win scenarios in which trade-offs between
environmental and developmental goals are not necessarily
required (Dryzek 1997). Perhaps because of its capacity for
accommodating diverse interests, this discourse featured in the
language of all stakeholder groups, although with differentiation
between provinces. Many proponents of this discourse, especially
government officials and environmental NGOs in Riau,
positioned themselves by pointing out how past exploitation had
“destroyed the forest,” and that “timber was just taken for
economic return, in an unsustainable way.” Thus, they advocated
for sustainable forest management that would “account for the
destruction that happens” in the course of development. This type
of narrative was also prominent among government officials in
Papua, who may have been influenced by their pro-REDD+
provincial governor and global conservation NGOs, both active
in the province at the time. For example, they argued for a “better
balance” between forest preservation and exploitation. However,
this line was tempered by an unwillingness to sacrifice the
potential economic development to be gained from forests. As
one provincial official said, “Basically, we keep on developing,
but the environment is still maintained well.” Thus, the sustainable
development discourse provided them with a way to show
awareness of the value of forests while placing an emphasis on
local development needs.  

Logging and plantation company representatives also adopted
this type of position by portraying themselves as environmentally
and socially responsible. For example, some of them claimed to
be implementing participatory partnerships with communities
and environmental management practices that were achieving
“sustainable results.” Government officials in turn echoed this
industry position; some of them maintained that concession
management practices were now more sustainable because of
training for company staff  on sustainable development by Forest
and Environment department staff. In keeping with this narrative,
all proponents of the sustainable development discourse
continued to call for better collaboration between communities,
government officials, and companies to improve forest
management.  

Not surprisingly, the sustainable development discourse clearly
recognized REDD+ for its potential financial and environmental
benefits, as though it were a win-win scenario. For example, some
company representatives thought that REDD+ could enable
them meet both their profit-making and sustainability objectives
through the allocation of concessions to achieve both timber and
carbon production. Indeed, the Papuan provincial director of
Forestry argued to “utilise REDD+ for sustainable
development,” and deploy it to “boost the region’s development
through better forest management that would also increase
government revenue.” Thus, REDD+ was embraced rather
uncritically as a tool to achieve both environmental and
developmental outcomes, especially for private and state interests.
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Compliance and regulation discourse
The compliance and regulation discourse belongs to wider
narratives of ecological modernization, a key element of which
proposes that technical-institutional “fixes” can provide solutions
to environmental problems (Hajer 1995). By implication, there is
an anti-politics to this discourse whereby powerful actors seek to
avoid confrontation and maintain their interests through the
“rendering technical” of forest-related problems (Li 2007). This
discourse was used during the workshops to frame forest
management issues in techno-regulatory terms only, and it was
deployed almost exclusively by representatives from the forestry
and plantation industries. For instance, they depicted the legal
system as a “trusted institution” that should determine who has
rights over forested land and who should enforce laws for forest
protection. Their discourse hinged on the premise that, if
government officials could only formulate clear regulations for
achieving environmental objectives, then businesses would simply
comply. Frequent reference was also made to regulatory tools and
certification schemes as the perfect tools for forest management.  

Accordingly, business representatives in Papua and Riau depicted
themselves as law-abiding citizens who had contributed to forest
security and sustainability through their compliance with relevant
laws and regulations. For example, business actors in Papua
discussed their legal compliance in terms of the delivery of fees
or royalty payments to government and traditional communities,
with one logging representative saying, “Here, logging companies
are still under control, under the laws and regulations of
government... Our role is to implement these rules as best as we
can because logging concessions work based on regulation...
Another thing is our payment of compensation to customary
users... This way, companies contribute to the community and
fulfil the Governor’s Decree on recognizing customary rights.”  

In keeping with this line, business participants in Papua blamed
illegal loggers for deforestation problems, noting, “Although we
try to keep the forest, and the community too, illegal loggers will
still try to get in... in any way they can.” Thus, Papuan business
actors attempted to hide behind the law, accepting no
responsibility for noncompliant behavior in their domains.
Similarly, in Riau, logging and timber companies portrayed
themselves as highly regulated organizations that were now
focused on compliance with international standards. For them,
this entailed Sustainable Forest Management (SFM) certification
and the setting aside of “high conservation value forests” around
palm oil plantations.  

Another way that concessionaires used the compliance and
regulation discourse to deflect potential blame was to criticize
government. For example, the national government was blamed
for its inability to manage forests and its inadequate law making,
especially with regard to land-use planning. As one company
representative in Riau explained, “Frankly speaking, regulations
in forestry are still inadequate. Many laws and regulations in our
country were carelessly made...” A specific legal issue, raised
repeatedly, was the government’s inability to manage conflicts
between communities and concession holders. Company
representatives blamed the Forest department, maintaining that
it should enforce appropriate laws to achieve environmental and
social objectives. For example, one pulp and paper company
spokesman in Riau acknowledged that legally they should

allocate part of their concession to a “community-company
partnership,” but he questioned whether companies actually did
this in practice because the government was not monitoring the
situation. Interestingly, this theme was also picked up by local
government staff, mainly district-level forestry officials, who
criticized the central government for not providing them with a
sufficient operating budget. For this reason, they said they lacked
resources to conduct patrols, inspections, and community
outreach, as required by law.  

Finally, this discourse projected a distinctly pro-business take on
REDD+. REDD+ was viewed chiefly as a mechanism to
compensate or incentivize businesses for their implementation of
SFM practices or other certification schemes. Similarly, those
involved in oil palm argued that their actions to comply with the
Roundtable on Sustainable Palm Oil guidelines should also attract
REDD+ payments. Thus, REDD+ was framed as a potentially
beneficial add-on to current business-as-usual scenarios. As one
Riau company member said, “Whether we are in forestry or
plantations, our true objective is to apply sustainable
management. REDD+ is an additional incentive that we can
benefit from... Even without the REDD+ mechanism, we have
applied SFM certification...” This argument was also extended to
companies’ compliance with domestic legal frameworks. As one
logging representative said in Papua, REDD+ could benefit
everyone “if  only the regulations were clear and targeted.” Thus,
the government was made responsible for legal-regulatory
improvements, which were framed as a prerequisite for REDD+.

Community rights and benefits discourse
The community rights and benefits discourse resonates with so-
called eco-populist discourses whereby resource-dependent
villagers are understood as victims of change, forced to abandon
their environmentally benign land-use traditions (Adger et al.
2001, Adams 2009). This discourse was used by all stakeholder
groups to varying degrees, but it primarily belonged to community
representatives and social development NGOs. It portrayed
indigenous and local communities as the rightful owners and
managers of forests, which they depend on for their identity and
livelihoods. For example, indigenous representatives in Papua
explained the significance of forests to their lives: “The most
important thing for the people of Papua is customary rights...
Almost 90% of the traditional community around the forest is
dependent on the forest... It is the source of life for the
community.” Similarly, in Riau, local NGOs and community
members argued that forests had historically been an integral part
of village livelihoods, but that over time, forest ownership had
shifted to companies and the government. This had caused,
according to one NGO, a “separation of society from its cultural
roots” along with the loss of traditional livelihoods.  

A strong feature of this discourse was that community and NGO
representatives portrayed customary forest users as victims of
powerful forces such as logging and plantation interests. They
especially argued that companies had disregarded customary user
rights and were destroying the forest. For example, one
community representative in Papua referred to new investors in
Merauke district who “do not respect our map... and are taking
apart our forest.” In addition, “economic pressures” were blamed
for forcing communities to abandon their traditional forest
management systems to provide for their families. As one
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community representative from Papua said, “In the past, local
knowledge about forest management was held in high esteem and
respected by parties managing the forest, including the
community. Local knowledge is less respected now...”  

However, in Riau, where dispossession and deforestation are far
more advanced, community members argued that companies
should compensate them for their lost livelihoods or at least share
the benefits of forest exploitation. As one local representative
said, “If  the logging company keeps on exploiting our forest
without doing anything for the community, we will be at a loss,
just watching and not getting anything until it’s gone... It’s a
responsibility of the company to give benefits back to us... but
the company has given nothing.” Community representatives of
this inclination, predominantly those in Riau, were not necessarily
interested in protecting the forest for future generations or for
cultural reasons. For example, when Riau community leaders
were asked what they would do with the company’s land if  they
could acquire it, some responded that they would “turn it into a
plantation.”  

Thus, the community rights and benefits discourse does not
always idealize traditional or indigenous livelihoods. Rather, it
prioritizes the needs and rights of people living in and around
forests, emphasizing that they should be beneficiaries of forest
management and exploitation. To this end, community
participants called for customary user rights in new concession
areas to be recognized formally, especially through royalty
payments to communities. This argument had special significance
in Papua, where customary ownership of forests is the norm.
Government participants there, themselves of Papuan origin,
criticized Indonesian national regulations for being too general
and for not addressing the specific concerns of Papua. This, they
argued, impeded their ability to secure benefits for communities
from forest use.  

Proponents of this discourse said they would only support
REDD+ if  it were based upon clear recognition of customary
rights and direct financial incentives to local communities. They
strongly emphasized local rights, arguing that communities as
“actors in and owners of the forest” should be involved in REDD+
“from planning through to implementation.” In Riau, this
argument was taken one step further by local advocacy NGOs,
who saw REDD+ as an opportunity to reinstate community
rights, arguing, “REDD+ is not just about compensation, but
also how to restore the rights of the community. Communities
need legal recognition. Even if  REDD+ does not happen,
communities must understand that the forest is their right...”
Interestingly, this rights-based language was also used by business
representatives in Papua, who from their own experience saw
recognition of community rights and associated royalties as a way
to avoid local conflict, with one of them saying, “if  communities
don’t have rights or benefits, then REDD+ will be useless.”  

Finally, all of these assertions were made in the context of
community participants’ own acknowledgment of their lack of
knowledge on REDD+. In Papua, they likened REDD+ to a
“foreign language” heard only in government offices. In Riau,
communities said that they did not understand “the meaning” of
REDD+. Thus, the discourse also entailed doubts and concerns
about the prospect of achieving community rights through
REDD+, especially given current weak tenure arrangements. This

caused some people to warn that REDD+ benefits would
probably go to companies and the forest department, in keeping
with the status quo: “The community gets nothing. It’s only the
forestry staff  and companies enjoying the benefits... That’s what
we’re afraid of again... we want at least 50% of the profit given
back to surrounding communities...” (Riau-based NGO). This
was just one of many calls for REDD+ benefits to reach
communities.

Developmentalist discourse
In the developmentalist discourse, economic growth and poverty
alleviation are seen as priorities to be achieved before
environmental action (Wittmer and Birner 2005). For the
Indonesian context, this discourse posited that forest exploitation
and conversion were the most valuable land uses for the growing
population. Proponents saw forests and plantations as key sources
of income for individuals, their districts, and the nation. This idea
was particularly espoused by government officials, who
positioned themselves as forest managers and owners. As one
government representative in Papua put it, “Forests are a national
and local government asset to support development.”  

Business representatives also deployed the developmentalist
discourse, portraying themselves as economic actors who were
contributing to regional growth through forest exploitation. For
example, logging and plantation companies in Papua argued that
their activities were creating new roads, new jobs, and even new
municipalities. In this way, they positioned themselves apolitically
as benevolent developers, saying, “Our activities give... pride to
business people, as we help to open new areas [for development].”
In this discussion, companies in Papua noted strong government
“pressure to form new regions” at the forest frontier through the
creation of new administrative districts. This government-led
agenda is known to serve a range of elite interests in Indonesia
(Luttrell et al. 2014).  

Given the emphasis on economic growth through resource
exploitation, it is not surprising that this discourse was distinctly
anti-conservation. For example, forest conservation was alleged
to be in direct conflict with regional development plans, including
the expansion of industries and population growth. This was
particularly emphasized in underdeveloped Papua, where one
provincial government official maintained, “Preserving the forest
is inversely related to development.”  

Correspondingly, proponents of this discourse did not support
REDD+, especially in the business and provincial government
stakeholder groups. These actors raised concerns about the
potentially negative effects of REDD+ on forest-related
industries, regional employment, and economic expansion. For
example, one official in Riau argued, “If  REDD+ is applied to
productive forests... some industries might close.” Likewise, one
business actor in the same province claimed provocatively that if
REDD+ was implemented widely, “The timber industry will shut
down, as well as the plywood industry, chip mills, saw mills, and
so on... it may lead to massive unemployment... and social
conflict.” This type of narrative was used repeatedly by the key
beneficiaries of forest exploitation, who emphasized that
REDD+ would be a “lost opportunity for development.” They
even speculated about the effects of REDD+ on communities,
asking rhetorically, “How about the communities’ right to
development, such as roads, schools, urban areas, health,
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transport? Is the government ready to take responsibility for
that?” Thus, the discursive strategy of these elite actors was to
portray REDD+ supporters as anti-development and anti-
community rights, while defending their own interests.

Southernism discourse
The last discourse to emerge was that of southernism. This
discourse is an element of broader populist and environmental
justice narratives identified in the global context (Adger et al.
2001). Proponents typically blame the industrialized world for
past deforestation and carbon emissions, leading to today’s
climate problem. Forest-rich developing countries are therefore
depicted as victims of the developed North, with a right to call
on them to “clean up their own back yards” before transferring
responsibility onto less-developed others (Adger et al. 2001). This
discourse is clearly evident in the context of REDD+ in Indonesia,
with some government representatives calling on industrialized
countries to provide compensation for the fact that Indonesia’s
forests “help the world to absorb carbon” (Cronin and Santoso
2010:10).  

At the workshops, the southernism discourse was used by
government and business representatives to support their pro-
development stance and to oppose REDD+. They depicted
REDD+ as a strategy devised by developed countries to exploit
poorer forest-rich nations, or as a way for them to avoid
responsibility for climate change while underhandedly making
less developed countries worse off. Government participants in
Riau were particularly vocal in this way. They argued, “It is unfair
[of developed countries]... to put pressure on us over forest
destruction... this problem began in their countries and they
should be responsible for that.” Along these lines, some workshop
participants perceived REDD+ as a mechanism that would
benefit developed countries far more than it would poor countries
such as Indonesia. For example, one district official in Riau
argued, “They give donations, like REDD+... but we really want
to know if  they intend to help us. There’s a possibility that [they
will] get more benefits than what they give to us... and we will
suffer.”  

Similar arguments were made in Papua, where one business
representative said that their forests were becoming viewed as “the
lung” for developed countries to benefit from, asking, “Is it fair
for countries with vast forests to take responsibility for global
warming, while industrialized countries get off  the hook?”
Indeed, this view is a key challenge to the feasibility of REDD+
globally, as evidenced in UNFCCC negotiations in which the issue
of North-South equity has been hotly contested (Baer et al. 2000).
Southernism, in general, is therefore more anti-colonial than anti-
environment.

DISCUSSION

New policy, old discourses?
While local understandings of REDD+ were rudimentary at the
time of the workshops, it is notable how much people had to say
on the subject. This is because the idea of REDD+ necessarily
mobilizes and is discussed in terms of pre-existing discourses on
forest management and environment-development issues.
REDD+ discourses therefore did not exist in their own right, but
were a subset or extension of the underlying discursive realm.
Given this, REDD+ has the potential to become a new prop in

an old game or an empty signifier that local actors intuitively fill
with meanings that perpetuate their already-held narratives and
ideas, as our analysis suggests.  

This finding implies that subnational actors will most likely
endeavor to use REDD+ as a way to serve their existing objectives
and interests, rather than seeing it as a fresh solution to forest
governance problems or as a new set of rules. Given the obvious
unresolved conflicts in Indonesia’s forest sector, the risk then is
that REDD+ in practice will simply reproduce existing struggles
and inequalities between communities, companies, and the state,
or indeed exacerbate them, as recent observations of Kalimantan
suggest (Eilenberg 2015). For this reason, questions about
REDD+ policy formulation have rightly focused on its
transformative potential (Gallemore et al. 2014, Moeliono et al.
2014). However, as we have shown, these inquiries are incomplete
without consideration of the multiplicity of discourses at the local
level and how this might affect policy implementation.  

Another key dimension in local-level REDD+ is the cross-scalar
circulation of discourses and ideas. Having discovered strong
resonances between local discourses and pre-established global
discourses, as well as similar discursive patterns emerging from
two very different field settings, this matter requires further
research. However, we suggest two factors that may have
influenced our findings. First, most workshop participants would
have been exposed to global environmental discourses through
the media and through their roles in forest management and
related international projects. This, we propose, would have
influenced their (re)articulation of ideas and discursive strategies,
resulting in the cross-scalar resonances we observed. Second, the
workshops were transnational events, given their focus on
international policy and the presence of foreign researchers and
national-level REDD+ specialists. In this context, workshop
participants may have been inclined to communicate in globally
legible ways, perhaps by deploying elements of well-established
global discourses strategically to legitimize their arguments. The
workshops’ transnational character may also have restricted space
for subaltern perspectives in the discussion, particularly
indigenous and community voices. These dynamics signal, again,
the need for REDD+ implementation to attend to local nuances
if  conflict and miscommunication are to be avoided (Howell
2015).

Discourse coalitions to shape policy outcomes?
Our findings also suggest that, for REDD+ to be implementable,
there is a strong need for local actors to establish common forest
management goals. Analytically, this implies the formation of
discourse coalitions, which emerge with the convergence of
different actors’ narratives or storylines about environmental
problems and how they might be solved (Hajer 1995). As
indicated, we identified two emergent discursive groupings
around REDD+ and forest management: one group being “pro-
development and pro-forest exploitation,” and the other being
“pro-sustainable forest management.” These groups have the
potential to form discourse coalitions, which in turn may influence
policy outcomes.  

The pro-development group consists chiefly of arguments and
strategic positionings found in the developmentalist and
southernism discourses, with some elements of the community
rights and benefits discourse. The latter emphasized local
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economic benefits for communities living in and around forests,
while the developmentalist discourse focused more on regional or
provincial economic benefits, and the southernism discourse
appealed to the need for Indonesia to secure financial resources
as a developing nation. Thus, the discourses in this group are tied
together by their prioritization of economic growth, generally at
the expense of forest conservation, but different actors push for
benefits to be accrued at different scales. Consequently, there is
no clear policy position in this group other than a generalized
anti-REDD+ stance.  

The pro-sustainable forest management group comprises
discursive elements from the environmental, sustainable
development, and compliance and regulation discourses, with
some aspects of the community rights and benefits discourse. This
group believed in and sought a balance of economic, social, and
environmental benefits from forests. Their position was that this
aim could be achieved through sustainable and collaborative
management practices. Interestingly, their storylines converged
around criticism of the government, especially in relation to weak
forest law enforcement and poor implementation of tenure
reforms and land-use plans. Thus, their position on REDD+
depended on central government action in addressing governance
issues first.  

Conditional support for REDD+ was therefore a key feature of
the pro-sustainable forest management group; their interest in
REDD+ was motivated by a desire to achieve other objectives,
whether social or environmental. For example, advocacy NGOs
in the community rights and benefits discourse supported
REDD+ so long as it could provide secure property rights and
better livelihoods to local communities. In contrast,
environmental NGOs supported REDD+ so long as it could
contribute to biodiversity conservation. Interestingly, these
locally articulated positions correspond with demand for the
delivery of co-benefits, which is now a key feature of global
REDD+ policy. Just as Howell (2014) has observed in
international spheres, securing local support for REDD+ will
therefore likely hinge upon co-benefits that can meet diverse
stakeholder interests.  

Ultimately, the implication of these two divergent groups is that
realizing REDD+ on the ground will not be easy, even if  the best
possible policy design is achieved at national and global levels.
Indeed, our results suggest that REDD+ implementation at the
subnational level will give rise to discursive and material struggles
that reflect underlying forest governance issues. Careful and
creative alliance building will therefore be required if  REDD+ is
to avoid perpetuating or precipitating conflicts, as others imply
(Luttrell et al. 2014, Moeliono et al. 2014).

CONCLUSION
We investigated the voices and perceptions of subnational
stakeholders in REDD+ and forest management in Indonesia,
with implications for elsewhere. Our study focused on data
collected at stakeholder workshops, held in the two contrasting
provinces of Riau and Papua. Although we expected to find quite
different discourses in each setting, we instead found six
discourses common to stakeholders in both provinces, reflecting
how the environment-development domain is contested and how
discourses can resonate between places or across scales. Critically,
this consistent presence of multiple competing discourses signals

the key challenge for REDD+: the need to accommodate and
resolve contestation that is present not only at the global level but
also at the subnational level. Meeting this challenge will ultimately
require site-specific problem solving, which our analysis could
well assist.  

Another important finding is that discourses do not correspond
neatly with stakeholder groups, reflecting intragroup diversity.
Different actors were also prone to using more than one discourse,
depending on the subject matter or audience in question. For
example, business actors claimed to be bringing development to
Indonesia’s rural poor through their investments on the one hand,
while blaming local communities for forest destruction on the
other. These contradictions present a key limitation of
conventional stakeholder analysis, which, in future, might
account for discursive representation as well (Dryzek and
Niemeyer 2008). Indeed, by analyzing discourses rather than
stakeholders, we identified critical struggles and potential actor
alliances that may affect REDD+ outcomes.  

Finally, we note the strong possibility that REDD+
implementation will simply reproduce or be constituted by pre-
existing discourses, which are highly contested. REDD+
realization will therefore depend on the formation of favorable
alliances or discourse coalitions at the local level, a dynamic and
informal process that can be hard to orchestrate (Hajer 1995). In
practice, this means that REDD+ will need to appeal to various
agendas while also addressing underlying forest governance
issues. Herein, practitioners will likely need to address the two
discursive groupings that we observed, which exhibited divergent
positions on REDD+. Failure to do so could have destabilizing
effects. In other words, policy and practice must be grounded in,
and able to respond to, local voices and concerns, no matter how
diverse. This represents a particular challenge for REDD+, which
is, by definition, generic and top-down.

Responses to this article can be read online at: 
http://www.ecologyandsociety.org/issues/responses.
php/8363
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