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ABSTRACT 
 
 
 

Governing Large Marine Protected Areas: Insights from the Remote Phoenix Islands 
Protected Area  

 
 
 

Lillian Mitchell       Advisor: 
University of Guelph, 2017     Dr. Noella Gray 
 
 
 
Scholars and practitioners have increasingly identified large marine protected areas (LMPAs) as 

an effective means of protecting marine life. But despite this recognition, some scientists argue 

that the political emphasis of LMPAs is undermining the ecological value of these sites and 

leading to poor social justice outcomes. In attendance to these discourses, this research explores 

the decision-making processes of LMPAs through a case study analysis of the Phoenix Islands 

Protected Area (PIPA). In the summer of 2016 I conducted participant observation, document 

analysis and interviewed 48 actors about PIPA’s governance structure and its outcomes. Through 

this process, key themes regarding sovereignty, use of science in decision-making, the role of 

non-state actors, and communication of benefits emerged. Findings indicate that although PIPA 

is a remote, uninhabited area, even in remote spaces it is important to consider social benefits. As 

such, this case signals LMPAs are not the low-hanging fruit of conservation. 

Keywords: large marine protected areas, Kiribati, Phoenix Islands, oceans governance, 

sovereignty, benefits, conservation. 
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NOTE TO READERS 
 
 
 

Conservation scholarship (and its authors) often suffer from the false dilemma that being 

critical of conservation is assumed to mean ‘opposed to’ or against conservation. Therefore, I 

wish to clarify my intention has not been to besmirch or denigrate the Phoenix Islands Protected 

Area (PIPA). Rather, in what follows, I present the perceptions of key actors who have special 

knowledge of the governance of this protected area.  

In some instances, these actors present perceived weaknesses of the governance structure 

of PIPA and discuss unfavourable outcomes that have resulted from its governance process. 

However, readers should reflect on these features as opportunities for improvement. Overall, 

despite challenges and shortfalls, most actors perceived PIPA as a program of improvement, not 

dismissal.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 v 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

 

ABSTRACT ................................................................................................................................... ii 
ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS ........................................................................................................ iii 
NOTE TO READERS ................................................................................................................. iv 

TABLE OF CONTENTS ............................................................................................................. v 

LIST OF FIGURES ................................................................................................................... viii 
LIST OF TABLES ..................................................................................................................... viii 
Chapter 1: Introduction ............................................................................................................... 1 

1.1 Proliferation of Large Marine Protected Areas ............................................................................. 1 
1.2 Research Aim and Objectives .......................................................................................................... 8 
1.3 Framework ........................................................................................................................................ 9 
1.4 Thesis Outline ................................................................................................................................. 10 

Chapter 2: Literature Review .................................................................................................... 11 
2.1 Conservation Governance .............................................................................................................. 12 

2.1.1 Governance Approaches to Terrestrial Protected Areas ........................................................... 13 
2.1.2 Outcomes of PA Governance .................................................................................................... 16 
2.1.3 Governance Approaches to Marine Protected Areas................................................................. 18 
2.1.4 Scaling Up MPA Governance ................................................................................................... 20 
2.1.5 Outcomes of MPA Governance ................................................................................................ 22 
2.1.6 Governance of MPAs vs. LMPAs ............................................................................................. 25 

2.2 Role of Non-State Actors in Conservation .................................................................................... 30 
2.2.1 Private Authority in Global Governance ................................................................................... 31 
2.2.2 NGOs in Conservation Governance .......................................................................................... 32 
2.2.3 Conservation Activities Within States ...................................................................................... 33 
2.2.4 Social Impacts of NGOs in Conservation Governance ............................................................. 35 
2.2.5 Role of NGOs in LMPA Governance ....................................................................................... 37 

2.3 Role of Science in Conservation .................................................................................................... 38 
2.3.1 Science in Conservation ............................................................................................................ 38 
2.3.2 Calls for Social Science to Inform Conservation ...................................................................... 40 
2.3.3 Arguments for Multiple Knowledges in Conservation ............................................................. 41 
2.3.4 Science in LMPAs ..................................................................................................................... 42 

2.4 Key Points from Literature Review .............................................................................................. 43 
Chapter 3: Research Approach and Methodology .................................................................. 45 

3.1 Case Study Approach ..................................................................................................................... 45 
3.1.1 Association with Larger Project ................................................................................................ 45 
3.1.2 Case Study of the Phoenix Islands Protected Area in Kiribati .................................................. 47 
3.1.3 Relevant Economic and Political Context of PIPA ................................................................... 50 

3.2 Case Study Justification ................................................................................................................. 52 
3.2.1 PIPA’s Intersection with Literature Review ............................................................................. 53 

3.3 Methods ........................................................................................................................................... 55 
3.3.1 Semi-Structured Interviews ....................................................................................................... 55 
3.3.2 Document Analysis ................................................................................................................... 56 
3.3.3 Participant Observation ............................................................................................................. 57 



 vi 

3.3.4 Access, Positionality, and Rigour.............................................................................................. 58 
3.4 Data Collection ................................................................................................................................ 59 
3.5 Data Analysis................................................................................................................................... 62 
3.6 Limitations ...................................................................................................................................... 63 

Chapter 4: Findings & Discussion Part 1—Governance Structure of PIPA ........................ 65 
4.1 Governance Structure of the PIPA ............................................................................................... 65 

4.1.1 Perceptions of ‘Top-Down’ ....................................................................................................... 70 
4.1.2 Perceptions of Actors’ Roles in the Governance Process ......................................................... 71 
4.1.3 Participation in Decision-Making ............................................................................................. 77 
4.1.4 Top-Down as Necessary ............................................................................................................ 80 
4.1.5 Who Owns PIPA Anyway? Recognizing Local Interest ........................................................... 82 

4.2 Partnership— “it hasn’t worked badly” ...................................................................................... 86 
4.2.1 Role of the Partners ................................................................................................................... 86 

4.3 NGO Control Over Process ........................................................................................................... 88 
4.3.1 Sovereignty................................................................................................................................ 89 
4.3.2 Role of Government (in relation to NGOs) ............................................................................... 91 
4.3.3 Equality in Partnership .............................................................................................................. 96 

4.4 Production (and Control) of PIPA Data ....................................................................................... 97 
4.5 Use of Science in Management .................................................................................................... 101 
4.6 Supporting a Common Goal? ...................................................................................................... 103 
4.7 Conclusion ..................................................................................................................................... 104 

Chapter 5: Findings & Discussion Part 2—Processes Informing Decision-Making .......... 106 
5.1 ‘Selling Benefits’ ........................................................................................................................... 107 

5.1.1 Treaty Obligations ................................................................................................................... 108 
5.1.2 Revenue Generation ................................................................................................................ 109 
5.1.3 Stock Sustainability ................................................................................................................. 110 
5.1.4 Use of Science in Decision-Making ........................................................................................ 112 

5.2 Political Aggrandizing of PIPA ................................................................................................... 113 
5.2.1 Spillover, Food Security .......................................................................................................... 114 
5.2.2 Tourism ................................................................................................................................... 116 

5.3 Conception of Losses .................................................................................................................... 118 
5.4 Sacrifice and Gift Analogies ........................................................................................................ 121 
5.5 Outreach and Education .............................................................................................................. 122 

5.5.1 Connection to Space ................................................................................................................ 124 
5.5.2 International Recognition ........................................................................................................ 126 
5.5.3 Creating Tangible Benefits in PIPA ........................................................................................ 127 
5.5.4 Bringing PIPA Home .............................................................................................................. 129 

5.6 Fate of PIPA .................................................................................................................................. 130 
5.7 Defining Success ............................................................................................................................ 133 
5.8 Conclusion ..................................................................................................................................... 135 

Chapter 6: Conclusion .............................................................................................................. 136 
6.1 Summary of Case .......................................................................................................................... 136 

Objective 1: Perceptions of Governance Structure .......................................................................... 139 
Objective 2: Processes Informing Decision-Making ........................................................................ 141 
Objective 3: Assessment of Outcomes ............................................................................................. 142 
6.1.1 Specific Recommendations ..................................................................................................... 142 

6.2 Main Contributions ...................................................................................................................... 144 
Topical Contribution ........................................................................................................................ 144 
Theoretical Contributions ................................................................................................................. 147 



 vii 

6.3 Conclusion and Opportunities for Further Research ............................................................... 151 
References .................................................................................................................................. 154 

Appendix A: Guiding Questions for Semi-Structured Interviews in Kiribati .............................. 168 
Appendix B: Interview Descriptor List ............................................................................................ 171 
Appendix C, Part I: Thesis-Specific Coding Framework Matrix .................................................. 174 
Appendix C, Part II: Relevant Coding from LMPA Project Coding Framework ....................... 176 
Appendix D: Interview Fact Sheet .................................................................................................... 180 
Appendix E: Consent Form ............................................................................................................... 181 
Appendix F: Research Permits for working in Kiribati ................................................................. 183 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 viii 

LIST OF FIGURES 
 

Figure 1: Global distribution of large marine protected areas……………………………………3 
Figure 2: Intersection of bodies of literature…………………………………………………….12 
Figure 3: Conceptualizing the interactive governance ………………………………………….15 
Figure 4: Case study locations for larger project ……………………………………………….46 
Figure 5: Islands of Kiribati……………………………………………………………………..48 
Figure 6: Key interactions between actors in PIPA governance process………………………..66 
 

 

LIST OF TABLES 
 

Table 1: Summer 2016 fieldwork timeline………………………………………………………60 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 1 

Chapter 1: Introduction 
 
1.1 Proliferation of Large Marine Protected Areas 

Over the past fifteen years, scientists, non-governmental organizations, and politicians 

have increasingly recognized marine protected areas (MPAs) as a means of conserving ocean 

biodiversity and marine habitat (Thorpe et al., 2011). In large part, this has been because MPAs 

have been explicitly promoted to achieve international targets, such as the United Nation’s 

Sustainable Development Goal 14 and the Convention on Biological Diversity’s (CBD) Aichi 

Biodiversity Target 11, which advocate for the conservation of 10% of coastal and marine areas 

by 2020 (CBD, 2010; UN, 2012). Consequently, there has been an upsurge in the designation of 

MPAs (Gray, 2010; Bartlett et al., 2009). However, in recent years, this trend has seen a 

narrowing of focus towards the establishment of increasingly large marine protected areas 

(LMPAs) (Boonzaier and Pauly, 2016). Defined as areas greater than 100,000km2, LMPAs have 

been identified as a particularly effective way to meet such targets1 (Lubchenco and Grorud-

Colvert, 2015; Leenhardt et al., 2013).  

Currently, there are twenty-four LMPAs in existence worldwide, and of those twenty-

four, twelve have been declared since 2010, and one site has been expanded (see Figure 1). 

Additionally, several more are sites posed for legal establishment, including a site in the Cook 

Islands (CI, 2016) and the Ross Sea LMPA (IUCN, 2016). Geographically, the majority of 

LMPAs have been established in the Pacific Islands region by states, often with the support of 

international conservation non-governmental organizations (NGOs) (Bartlett et al., 2009; 

                                
1 The point of defining LMPAs is admittedly subjective (Alger and Dauvergne, 2017). There is not a standardized 
size by which we define LMPAs and authors have defined LMPAs as >30,000 km2 (De Santo, 2013), 100,000 km2 
(Spalding et al., 2013) and 250,000 km2 (Toonen et al., 2013). For the purposes of this research LMPAs are defined 
as MPAs greater than 100,000 km2. 
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Trathan et al., 2012). Typically, this process has followed NGOs partnering with states to 

establishment LMPAs in exclusive economic zones (EEZs) (Alger and Dauvergne, 2017). 

Despite being few, LMPAs account for more than half of protected ocean space worldwide, and 

80% of worldwide coverage since 2004 (Leenhardt et al., 2013; MPA News, 2012; Spalding et 

al., 2013). As such, they can protect large expanses of biodiversity and ocean habitat very 

quickly. This has led to the endorsement of LMPAs as critical in the race towards the 10% target 

deadlines (Wood et al., 2008; Toonen et al., 2013). However, LMPAs are controversial and raise 

several questions about how marine conservation is pursued and with what consequences.  
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Figure 1: Global distribution of large marine protected areas (adapted figure from Gruby et al., 2015) 
 

A diverse set of political and conservation motivations exist for supporting and opposing 

the establishment of LMPAs. First, some authors note that LMPAs serve a unique function 

compared to smaller MPAs by nature of their size. A longstanding sentiment among marine 

scientists has been that MPAs must be scaled-up in order to provide significant conservation 

benefits (Gaines et al., 2010; Roberts et al., 2001). This has led to the endorsement of LMPAs 

due to the potential they hold in protecting: 1) habitat ranges of migratory species; 2) 
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biologically connected systems and whole ecosystems; and 3) deep-sea and open ocean areas not 

encompassed under smaller, coastal MPAs (Wilhelm et al., 2014; Spalding et al., 2013; Graham 

and McClanahan 2013). However, while these scientific rationales may be compelling, there is 

contention surrounding the extent to which LMPAs are actually based on such objectives. These 

competing views can be understood as discourses that ground diverse rationales for supporting or 

contesting LMPAs. A discourse is a knowledge regime based on a shared meaning of a 

phenomenon, shaped by politics (Adger et al., 2001). In the case of LMPAs, discourses reveal 

how actors are leveraging different kinds of arguments to support and oppose the LMPA model. 

 For instance, some scientists have argued that the ecological conservation motivations 

for LMPAs (though empirically valid) are only acting as a pretext for political benefits of 

LMPAs (Roberts et al., 2003). As LMPAs have been strongly associated with international 

conservation targets like the CBD, some authors suggest that the target-driven, politically-

focused approach to establishing LMPAs has undermined their economic benefit (Dulvy, 2013; 

Agardy et al., 2003; Devillers et al., 2015; Leenhardt et al., 2013). Furthermore, they lament that 

focusing on single, large reserves could divert attention, political will and resources from areas 

under more urgent threat (see in Gray, 2010). As LMPAs have typically been established in 

biodiversity hotspots where there are few uses, they may not be the areas in greatest need of 

conservation efforts (Jones and De Santo, 2016). Therefore, although more broadly actors such 

as scientists, NGOs, and states may use scientific arguments and language to legitimize and 

shape conservation policies (Forsyth, 2003; Campbell, 2007), the role of science in LMPA 

decision-making is debated. 

Second, proponents praise fewer, larger MPAs for being economically, politically and 

administratively easier to establish and manage than many, smaller MPAs (Balmford et al., 



 5 

2004; McCrea-Strub et al., 2011). However, others have argued this has led their limited 

managerial effort associated with LMPAs to be valued above their benefit to conservation, as 

most LMPAs are protecting remote locations that experience little anthropogenic threat (Norse et 

al., 2005; Agardy et al., 2011; Leenhardt et al., 2013; Veitch et al., 2012). It is often assumed that 

because LMPAs are remote, largely uninhabited areas, far away from coastal fisheries there is 

little resistance to the creation of no-take (i.e. no fishing) reserves focused on ecological 

protection (Gruby et al., 2015; Alger and Dauvergne, 2017). Establishing LMPA sites in 

‘unpeopled spaces’ has therefore been described as an economic and ecological ‘win-win’ (Alger 

and Dauvergne, 2017; see also Jones and De Santo, 2016) and contributed to the view that 

LMPAs are simply the ‘low-hanging fruit’ of marine conservation (Agardy et al., 2011). 

Therefore, as LMPAs tend to be designed as no-take areas and framed as devoid of people, 

political ecology prompts questions around how access to and control of ocean space is being 

decided, enforced, and contested, and with what consequences (Bryant, 1998). In other words, it 

is important to understand whether and how this ‘win-win’ discourse is taken up (or not) in 

particular LMPAs, and with what consequences. 

Third, the view that social considerations are less important under the LMPA model 

because these sites are ‘remote’ (Alger and Dauvergne, 2017) has sparked concern that political 

objectives are outweighing social justice considerations in the establishment of LMPAs. Some 

social scientists argue that the desire to meet conservation targets has eclipsed the importance of 

ensuring these reserves are socially responsible and has resulted in a “global push for quantity 

over quality” (De Santo, 2013: 137; Leenhardt et al., 2013). This sentiment is tied to the 

characterization of LMPAs as top-down, engaging in processes of governance reminiscent of 

‘fortress conservation’ (De Santo, 2011).  
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Very simply, governance is defined by how decision-making is achieved (Bridge and 

Perreault, 2009). Defined as a formal and informal set of regulatory processes, mechanisms, 

institutions and behaviors, governance encompasses the ways in which political actors, including 

states, communities, businesses, and NGOs, influence incentives, knowledge, decision-making 

and outcomes (Lemon and Agrawal, 2006). A focus on governance also draws attention to the 

form and scale of socio-political institutions engaged in decision-making and how the 

relationships among key actors and organizations may be changing (Bridge and Perreault, 2009). 

Furthermore, as a key tenet in political ecology (PE) is how multi-level connections 

between global and local phenomena inform decision-making hierarchies and dimensions of 

power (Adger et al., 2001), this framework is useful in considering LMPAs as ‘large-scale’ 

features and the centralized governance structure associated with the LMPA design. 

Furthermore, as international NGOs have been identified as a dominant figure in the governance 

of LMPAs (Alger and Dauvergne, 2017), the political ecology critique of NGOs in conservation 

(e.g. Wahlén, 2014) is useful in considering their private authority role in governance and how 

this is interacting with the role of state. Thus, a PE approach to governance helps address 

questions around how non-state actors are engaged in decision-making processes associated with 

the establishment and management of LMPAs.  

Though there remains an overall question as to the value of LMPAs in terms of both 

social and ecological considerations (Roberts et al., 2003; Christie, 2004), there is also a good 

deal of support for LMPAs as a preferred tool of international marine conservation (Leenhardt et 

al., 2013; Spalding et al., 2008). Singleton and Roberts (2014) argue that although LMPAs are 

not perfect, neither are other forms of marine conservation; LMPAs offer a one-off capacity to 

address conservation problems at a large scale. An important question then, is whether and how 
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LMPA governance mechanisms provide balance between competing social values, political 

interests, and ecological considerations (Gray, 2010). As such, this prompts reflection around the 

role of science vs other knowledges (i.e. political, social, cultural) in framing LMPA discourse 

and informing decision-making. 

This emerging need to understand the governance and outcomes of LMPAs has elicited 

the interest of scholars and as such, some of the first research regarding LMPA governance has 

started to appear (see Gruby et al., 2015). However, despite our limited empirical understanding 

of LMPA governance, growth in the global representation of LMPAs has nevertheless been 

substantial. As Alger and Dauvergne (2017: 32) describe, given the political appeal of LMPAs, 

the NGO support they experience, and the potential conservation effectiveness they propose, 

“the norm of large […] MPAs looks likely to continue to shape marine conservation in the 

Pacific and the rest of the global ocean for years to come”. With the number of LMPAs growing, 

the impetus exists for a comprehensive understanding of the mechanisms involved in creating, 

governing, and managing these sites.   

Therefore, I investigate the LMPA phenomenon using an in-depth case study of the 

Phoenix Islands to gain a situated understanding of governance that is missing from the 

literature. As an LMPA established in a remote area of the Pacific, devoid of traditional tenure 

rights (i.e. ‘unpeopled’), where NGOs have played a critical financial, technical, and directorial 

role in governance, the Phoenix Islands Protected Area (PIPA) in Kiribati acts as an idea case 

study to explore how the dominant discourses of LMPAs are being engaged in practice. 

Specifically, I look at the decision-making processes and outcomes of governance by talking to 

key actors involved in the governance of PIPA, including government officials who have been 

involved in the process of establishment or those who are involved in managing the site (i.e. 
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employees of the PIPA management office), and NGO representatives involved in the PIPA 

case. 

 
1.2 Research Aim and Objectives  

In light of the recent proliferation of LMPAs, as well as ongoing debates, a 

comprehensive understanding of the governance, described here as the decision-making 

processes and associated outcomes of establishment and management, is necessary. The 

governance of smaller MPAs has been fairly well defined, and includes, for example, make 

research and monitoring participatory and share responsibility and authority for MPA 

establishment and management (Fox et al., 2012; Jones et al., 2011). However, what makes 

LMPAs successful in terms of governance process is only just beginning to be explored. It is 

understood that these massive reserves “exhibit unique characteristics in form [and] function” 

compared to smaller MPAs and that as such the governance regimes of large reserves are 

expected to differ (Gruby et al., 2015: 1). Furthermore, aside from the case of the Great Barrier 

Reef Marine Park (GBRMP), limited experience exists in assessing the outcomes of LMPAs. 

Although GBRMP is a notable case, it is unique from most other LMPAs as it: 1) exists within a 

densely populated area in contrast to most LMPAs, which are in more remote areas; 2) has been 

designated by a ‘developed’ country as opposed to most other LMPAs which have been 

established by developing countries in the Pacific; and 3) has been established for more than 40 

years whereas most sites are <10 years old. Consequently, it is unlikely that lessons from 

GBRMP will translate directly to more recent sites. Therefore, a research gap exists regarding 

how actors involved in the establishment and management of LMPAs perceive the governance 

process and what kinds of outcomes this process is producing.  
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In an effort to start addressing this gap, this research aims to explore the perceptions of 

LMPA decision-making processes and the outcomes associated of these processes by 

interrogating whether and why the model is seen to be working or not working, using the case 

study of the Phoenix Islands Protected Area (PIPA) in Kiribati. These processes include the 

formal and informal means through which actors influence establishment and management, 

including the incentives and institutional agendas of different actors, the information, 

knowledges, and discourses being promoted or used to inform decision-making, the behaviours 

and relationships between actors, and how these factors have influenced outcomes.  

To meet this aim, I attend to the following objectives: 

1) To describe the governance structure of PIPA and examine key actors’ perceptions of 

whether/how it works, including the decision-making roles and responsibilities of 

different actors and the relationships between state and non-state actors; 

2) To examine key actors’ motivations and justifications for the establishment and ongoing 

management of PIPA, including how science is invoked to justify decision-making;  

3) To assess key actors’ perceptions of the outcomes of PIPA. 

 
1.3 Framework  

Political ecology (PE) is an approach that treats environmental governance as a political, 

power-laden process (Robbins, 2012). Given my desire to understand the power relations 

underlying the governance process of PIPA, it was therefore an appropriate framework for this 

research. Furthermore, as identified by Levine (2015: 56) “the management of marine resources 

has been identified as a fundamentally politically and culturally driven process, shaped by 

human livelihoods and perceptions”. By this definition, as I consider the roles and 

responsibilities of different actors in decision-making (Objective 1), as well as what information 
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and motivations are informing the decision-making process (Objective 2), and how different 

actors perceive the outcomes of PIPA (Objective 3), the power relations underlying governance 

processes and outcomes are especially relevant to understanding this process.  

 
1.4 Thesis Outline  

In the remaining chapters, I will address these objectives and answer the research 

question presented in Section 1.2 of this thesis. Chapter Two provides a literature review to 

contextualize the related fields of: 1) conservation governance, specifically related to protected 

areas; 2) the role of private authority in governance; and 3) the role of science in conservation. 

Chapter Three describes the case study approach used to frame this research, the study area, and 

the methods used to gather and analyze data. In the subsequent two chapters I report findings. As 

relating to Objective 1, Chapter Four examines the structure of PIPA, including PIPA’s top-

down governance structure, the structure of the PIPA Trust fund (for description see Chapter 4 

Relevant Context), issues of ownership, partnership, and consultation raised in relation to the 

centralization of decision-making, and the control of the NGO partners hold over the science 

used in decision-making. Chapter Five assesses how political and institutional interests have 

influenced PIPA’s decision-making process and how science has been invoked to justify 

decision-making, as relating to Objective 2. Both chapters explore how these themes relate to the 

perceptions around the outcomes of PIPA (Objective 3) and explore whether and why the model 

is seen to be working or not working. Finally, Chapter Six concludes that despite barriers to 

success, overall, actors view PIPA as needing improvement, not dismissal. This closing chapter 

also situates the research in the context of LMPA literature to demonstrate its contribution and 

suggests opportunities for further research. 
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 
 

Although fisheries science and the biophysical sciences have often dominated the field of 

marine resource management, geography is paramount to coastal and marine resource 

management (Levine, 2015). In many ways, parks are about managing people and as such, the 

consideration of the human dimensions of conservation are important for research in resource 

management. Therefore, as a human geographer I explore the phenomenon of LMPA 

establishment as a socio-political process. The purpose of this chapter is to review and synthesize 

bodies of literature within human geography to establish the context in which the case of PIPA 

and my analysis of the case are situated. In doing so, this chapter argues that centralization, the 

role of non-state actors, and contestation surrounding the use of science as key discussions in 

political ecology and conservation governance, with implications for LMPAs.  

The first body of literature, outlined in Section 2.1, frames LMPA governance within the 

broader trends of conservation governance. This section outlines the overarching models, 

outcomes, and political ecology critiques of protected area (PA) governance (see 2.1.1 and 2.1.2) 

and marine protected area (MPA) governance (see 2.1.3, 2.1.4, and 2.1.5). This section then 

contrasts these trends with existing literature on LMPA governance (2.1.6). Then, within the 

context of conservation governance, two important sub-themes are examined to further frame the 

dimensions of LMPA governance: the role of private authority in governance (Section 2.2) and 

the use of science by non-state actors in conservation (Section 2.3). Figure 2 provides a visual 

representation of how these bodies of knowledge intersect.  

The purpose of this organization is two-fold. First, it allows me to situate an assessment 

of LMPA governance in relation to broader understandings of conservation and protected area 

governance. Second, it acknowledges the more specific concerns within this literature related to 



 12 

the NGO role within conservation governance and how the role of NGOs in conservation is 

connected to the role of science in informing decision-making in governance. This literature 

review therefore provides a frame of reference for understanding current approaches to LMPA 

governance and the contention therein. By contextualizing my research within relevant bodies of 

literature, I identify information gaps specific to LMPAs.  

 
Figure 2: Intersection of bodies of literature 

 
2.1 Conservation Governance 

The need to distinguish ‘governance’ from ‘government’ points to a divergence away 

from the view of ‘state’ as the sole authority figure in the public sector. Juda (1999: 90) defines 

governance as “the formal and informal arrangements, institutions, and mores which determine 

how resources or an environment are utilized; how problems and opportunities are evaluated and 

analyzed, what behaviour is deemed acceptable or forbidden, and what rules and sanctions are 

applied to affect the pattern of resource and environmental use.” Therefore, environmental 

governance can be understood as the process by which governments and non-state actors, 

including non-governmental organizations (NGOs), intergovernmental organizations (IGOs), 

market-oriented actors (i.e. transnational corporations), and communities address the 
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management of natural resources and environmental problem-solving (Auer, 2000; Borrini-

Feyerabend et al., 2013).  

In this section, I focus on conservation governance—specifically protected area 

governance, as it relates to the topic of this thesis. Like environmental governance, which 

identifies non-state actors as vital participants (Auer, 2000; Lemon and Agrawal, 2006; Bridge 

and Perreault, 2009), conservation governance likewise includes forms of governance where 

non-state actors feature prominently (Brockington and Duffy, 2010; Roth and Dressler, 2012). 

Therefore, as a subfield of conservation governance, protected area governance centers around 

decision-making (i.e. interactions among actors, structures, and power-laden processes such as 

participation) in relation to a specific area or unit (Dearden et al., 2005; Borrini-Feyerabend and 

Hill, 2015). 

 
2.1.1 Governance Approaches to Terrestrial Protected Areas 

Protected areas continue to be the cornerstone of conservation policy (Corson et al., 

2014). There are multiple approaches to PA governance, including co-management, interactive, 

private, and Indigenous or community-led programs. However, historically top-down or fortress 

style protected area governance (i.e. state-only governance) has been the dominant model of 

governance (Borrini-Feyerabend et al., 2013). In this form, governance is typically executed by 

one or more government bodies, such as a ministry/agency or a sub-national body (Borrini-

Feyerabend et al., 2013). In some cases, the state delegates planning or daily management tasks 

such as enforcement to non-state actors, such as NGOs, community or private operators, 

however decision-making is maintained by the state (Borrini-Feyerabend et al., 2013).  

Within the past several decades, the consideration of livelihoods and human wellbeing 

have emerged as new responsibilities in environmental governance, which has led to a shift away 
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from top-down governance (Phillips, 2003). The main reason cited for the departure from top-

down conservation governance has been due to its poor performance in accounting for social 

dimensions of conservation (De Santo et al., 2011), because under this model accountability 

measures may not obligate states to consult with stakeholders (Borrini-Feyerabend et al., 2013). 

Thus, this failure to adequately incorporate stakeholders in decision-making, has been a chronic 

characteristic under the centralized model (Ferse et al., 2010). The model has also been criticized 

for its strong ties to Western positivist science (Ban et al., 2011).  

This paradigmatic shift has led to the adoption of more participatory modes of 

governance, such as co-management and interactive governance, and other modes that 

decentralize decision-making power away from the states, such as private governance and 

community-based or Indigenous-led management (see Borrini-Feyerabend et al., 2013 for 

description of these approaches). As Dearden et al. (2005) note, the decade between the 90s and 

2000s saw substantial changes in protected area governance towards 1) increased participation of 

a wider variety of stakeholders; 2) greater use of formal accountability mechanisms; and 3) a 

wider range of participatory techniques. For instance, as illustrated in Figure 3 interactive 

governance increases the number of governing participants in protected area governance, 

encourages interactions between those participants, and expands the possible modes of 

governance.  
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Figure 3: Conceptualizing the interactive governance (from Kooiman et al., 2005). The arrows indicate an expansion 
of governing participants, the evolving governance mode, the broadening of governance elements and order, and the 
increase in types and quality of governing interactions (Chuenpagdee, 2011). The growing circles signify different 
pathways that can take place moving to a broader, more political, interactive, and value rational governance concept. 
 

But despite the recognition ‘bottom-up’ governance arrangements have received, 

conservationists continue to argue that the biodiversity goals of conservation suffer when 

decentralized approaches to governance are employed (see Brockington, 2002; Brechin et al., 

2002; Chapin, 2004). Adams and Hulme (2001: 193) describe that strict conservationists see 

non-state governance (e.g. community or Indigenous-led governance) as a challenge to the kind 

of scientific management “that is necessary to guarantee the preservation of biodiversity”. In 

political ecology, it is accepted that the relationship between people and nature is highly 

political, particularly in the PA context where actors create rules about where, when, how, and 

who can use nature (Adams and Hutton, 2007). This rule-making thus has political significance 

in terms of the power relations between actors, the power to use knowledge to frame 

understanding of nature, and the power to affect rights and access to land and resources (Adams 
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and Hutton, 2007). However, conservation practice is often not attentive to political ecology 

insights. Despite extensive academic discussion about the important of participatory, 

community-based approaches, the case for strict protection and science-based 

conservation planning is still widely made (Hutton et al., 2005).  

For instance, although the potential social impacts of parks are well-understood, some 

authors still challenge the thinking that social inclusion in conservation practice is important 

(Adams and Hutton, 2007). They contend that local opposition or lack of local support does not 

lead to the inevitable failure of a PA because social wellbeing is not considered a criterion of 

success (Brockington, 2004; Holmes, 2013). However, political ecology emphasizes that the 

barriers to local inclusion are connected to the political, social and economic barriers to 

conservation. Thus, to understand the social impacts of PAs, as political ecology scholars 

suggest we need to consider conservation programs within the historical context of an area and 

as an extension of wider political structures (Adams and Hutton, 2007). These features impact 

and inform how actors are involved in the process and contribute to how they conceptualize 

conservation spaces.  

 
2.1.2 Outcomes of PA Governance 

Scholars have identified links between certain modes of governance and the outcomes they 

produce. As Ostrom (2007) states, socio-natural systems both affect and are affected by the 

interactions and outcomes of the governance process. Multiple factors influence governance 

outcomes, including: 1) user rights and responsibilities; 2) participation by those users in 

decision-making; 3) accountability regimes for decision-makers; 4) monitoring; 5) enforcement 

of rules and governance arrangements; and 6) investments in institutional capacities (Ostrom, 

2007; Agrawal et al., 2008). In a systematic assessment of PAs, Oldekop et al. (2016: 133) found 
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those that explicitly included local people were more effective at achieving both biological 

conservation and socio-economic outcomes than those that did not, and that PAs generating 

positive socio-economic outcomes led to greater conservation benefit than PAs governed 

exclusively for the purposes of biodiversity conservation. Therefore, we can see that social 

dimensions of conservation are important factors affecting both the biological and social 

outcomes of PAs. 

However, there is limited work that explores how different features of governance affect 

outcomes (Agrawal et al., 2008), both biological/ecological and social. Research by Oldekop et 

al. (2016) and Persha et al. (2011) are amongst the only systematic reviews that investigate how 

specific forms of PA governance produce certain PA outcomes. Generally, both authors agree 

that outcomes across social and ecological dimensions are best achieved when local users 

participate directly in rule-making. Persha et al. (2011) note that rule-making is particularly 

important for achieving positive outcomes in local settings, but that this was also the case at 

larger regional and national scales of conservation.  

The reduced reliance on state-only governance over the last three decades then appears to 

be well warranted. The factors driving this change have included the acknowledgement of 

human rights considerations within conservation projects (De Santo et al., 2011), the 

understanding that improved management can be achieved through multi-actor or local actor 

arrangements (Brandon et al., 1998; Kothari et al., 1998; Bruner et al., 2001), considerations of 

the economic efficiency of conservation (Hutton et al., 2005), and the acknowledgement that in 

many cases co-managed and community-based governance arrangements actually improve PA 

conservation outcomes (Oldekop et al., 2016; Persha et al., 2011). However, it should be 

acknowledged that decentralized governance frameworks can also suffer from fragmented, 
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unrepresentative and undemocratic institutions and processes that can be socially harmful to 

local communities (Lockwood, 2010).  

 
2.1.3 Governance Approaches to Marine Protected Areas 

The same governance arrangements used in terrestrial PAs are also used to govern marine 

protected areas (MPAs). Under these frameworks, MPAs can range from no-take areas that 

exclude all extractive uses, to multi-use MPAs that permit certain human activities (Mascia, 

2004; Fox et al., 2012). However, the marine environment contributes to a unique set of 

interrelated challenges distinct from the conditions of terrestrial PAs, which MPA governance 

approaches must hold in consideration. 

The first challenge stems from the relatively poor understanding of the marine environment. 

The view that marine ecosystems are generally more complex than their terrestrial counterparts 

has led to a sense of ‘uncertainty’ that has been reinforced by observational difficulties of marine 

science and exploration (Jones et al., 2011). This has meant that scientific knowledge of the 

marine environment is limited in comparison to the knowledge of terrestrial ecosystems. Such 

observational difficulties have contributed to a second challenge in that the marine environment 

is ‘hidden’, which has resulted in the marine environment being viewed as ‘out of sight’ and ‘out 

of mind’ (Jones et al., 2011). Third, campaigns for marine conservation face the additional 

struggle to engage public support, as the marine environment is often viewed as ‘alien’ due to 

our lack of familiarity with ocean life and seascapes (Steinberg, 2008). Fourth, despite state 

ownership of marine areas and resources within their EEZs, marine areas and resources are 

subject to complex combinations of state, open access, and common property regimes that are 

enacted differently than in terrestrial contexts, in ways that are not as visible and more difficult 

to enforce (Jones et al., 2011; Mascia and Claus, 2009). Fifth, the social, institutional, 
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technological, and information systems for establishing MPAs are also not as well developed as 

for terrestrial ecosystems (Levine, 2007). Finally, it is often argued that MPAs suffer from 

reduced effectiveness compared to terrestrial PAs due to their scalar limitations (specifically 

regarding reduced connectivity) as they cannot protect the many drifting or wide-ranging ocean 

species (in Jones et al., 2011). Applying governance models in an MPA context thus requires 

that these differences be held in consideration.  

It is also important to note that MPA governance, like terrestrial PA governance, is 

highly site-specific in that the outcomes of a particular governance approach are strongly 

influenced by the local socio-political, historical, and socio-economic context and the macro-

level contextual factors influencing the site, such as history, politics, macro-economics, 

environmental conditions and climate, demography, and technology (Christie and White, 2007; 

Bennett and Dearden, 2014). In political ecology, MPAs are understood as ‘socio-nature,’ 

particular visions of society-nature relations (Neumann, 2009). Based on this understanding, 

political ecologists emphasize the importance of considering local context and history in 

conceptualizing governance and when undertaking management action, as failure to do so can 

hinder the acceptance of park rules and create unrealistic expectations and promises (Hoffman, 

2009).  

Certain patterns within MPA governance are discernable; for instance, community-based 

governance is common throughout the tropics under conditions where states lack the capacity 

and resources to create MPAs (Christie and White, 2007). Levine (2007) further suggests that 

actually most MPAs are community-based or participatory, at least in theory or official policy, if 

not in practice. However, this does not preclude the prevalence of top-down MPAs, as many 

MPAs have been historically established and governed under a centralized model. This has been 
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especially common for MPAs established in colonial and post-colonial regions (Christie and 

White, 2007). Like PA governance, the centralized model in MPA governance is commonly 

perceived as being ecologically effective, but has a reputation for being insensitive to localized 

impacts (Christie and White, 2007). Therefore, decentralized models have likewise been praised 

in MPA governance literature, with specific reference to co-managed and interactive governance, 

which are seen to strike a balance between ecological integrity and socio-economic viability 

(Christie and White, 2007; Chuenpagdee, 2011, Kooiman et al., 2005). However, while these 

models have tended to work well in smaller MPAs, the exact characteristics of appropriate 

governance are highly dependent on case-specific features, including size (Christie and White, 

2007). 

 
2.1.4 Scaling Up MPA Governance  

 Scaling up local governance models to address large-scale processes is a challenge 

(Christie and White, 2007). Generally, MPA governance requires clear guides to monitoring and 

enforcement, clear objectives, conflict resolution strategies, and incorporation of stakeholders as 

decision-makers (Lundquist and Granek, 2005; Maxwell et al., 2014; Pajaro et al., 2010; Evans 

et al., 2014). However, Rudd et al. (20003: 65) suggest that determining the appropriate balance 

between state, local community, non-governmental actors, and their respective authority “will 

require broad comparative studies of marine reserves and alternative policy tools”. 

 In view of this challenge, several authors have identified multi-tiered governance as 

being particularly useful for governing larger MPAs through its intersection with local, regional 

and national levels of decision-making (Gruby and Basurto, 2013; Bambridge and D’Arcy, 2014; 

Pajaro et al., 2010; Berkes, 2002), which is beneficial given the international scope of 

designation of larger MPAs and their intersection with local interests (Adger et al., 2001). Other 
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recommendations include the adoption of formalized fundraising partnerships with large non-

profits, such as trust funds, that can be funneled towards livelihood development strategies to 

improve local human and institutional capacity (small-scale) and towards surveillance strategies 

(large-scale) (Affolder, 2012; Bennett and Dearden, 2014; Bladon et al., 2014; Mendler de 

Suarez et al., 2014).  

 Nevertheless, the concern of Sievanen et al. (2013) and others (De Santo, 2013; 

Leenhardt et al., 2013; Berkes, 2006; Cash et al., 2006) is the uncertainty of whether and how 

social justice will be accounted for in large-scale conceptions of MPA governance. Given that 

the “ideal of social justice includes full participation, self-representation, and self-determination” 

(Sievanen et al., 2013: 213; Brechin et al., 2002), the knowledge that local people can be 

repositioned to a later point in the decision-making process when management is scaled up raises 

questions regarding the judiciousness of adding another tier to the governance scale. As Christie 

and White (2007: 1053) note, arguments for ‘the large scale’ are being made “increasingly, and 

sometimes uncritically” and while grounded in scientific arguments (Gaines et al., 2010), they 

are often not “realistic or grounded in careful analysis of institutional feasibility and incentives”. 

Sievanen et al. (2013) also allude to the need to consider the appropriate role for international 

NGOs in this multi-level governance. Although international NGOs led the renaissance of 

community-based protected area management between the 1980 and 1990s in Fiji, Sievanen et 

al. (2013: 206) note that “a decade later, international conservation NGOs are attempting to 

institutionalize another scale of marine management; a scale based on ecological criteria under 

the rubrics of spatially delineated ‘eco-regions’”.  

Political ecologists also warn that although decentralized models, such as multi-actor 

governance frameworks, can be beneficial, attention needs to be paid to the new ways actors are 
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interacting. For instance, based on a Tanzanian case study, Levine (2007) explains that the 

peripheralization of the state left government agencies with little incentive to work to increase 

local capacity. However, because the state still maintained a position of power through 

negotiating access to people and space, NGOs and private actors remained complicit while the 

state undermined the participatory nature of the project because they did not want to jeopardize 

their access to local communities (Levine, 2007). Therefore, political ecologists warn against the 

uncritical acceptance of decentralization without careful attention to how actors are interacting 

under these models. As Levine (2007) demonstrates, its structures may still undermine the full 

participation of communities.  

Political ecologists also highlight that “while marine resource management agencies 

commonly emphasize the importance of stakeholder involvement in management processes, they 

are generally silent on issues of power and whose voices are heard during participatory 

processes” (Levine, 2015: 58). Walley (2004) and Levine (2007) question how such processes of 

globalization, that supposedly support decentralization, are creating new spaces for local 

participation when local voices are not being represented. Therefore, although a good deal is 

understood about the requirements of MPA governance at the local level, more work is required 

to understand governance requirements at the supranational level in relation to LMPAs. This 

work will include advancing interdisciplinary approaches to managing MPAs based on the 

associated challenges of scaling up. 

 
2.1.5 Outcomes of MPA Governance 

MPAs have been established all over the world, yet it is widely reported that many MPAs 

have not been ‘successful’ or effective at achieving ecological or social conservation objectives 

(Christie and White, 2007; Bennett and Dearden, 2014; Chaigneau and Brown, 2016). Despite 
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widespread interest in the impacts and outcomes of MPAs, quantitative peer-reviewed studies 

tend to focus on measuring outcomes rather than examining how variables produce outcomes 

(Fox et al., 2012; Bennett and Dearden, 2014). This has led Fox et al. (2012) to comment that 

advances need to be made in policy relevant-sciences to fully realize the potential of MPAs as a 

tool of ocean governance.  

Although the type of MPA governance arrangement influences outcomes, these outcomes 

are also meditated by context (Bennett and Dearden, 2014). However, the social outcomes of 

MPAs have often been conceived quite narrowly, rather than as a complex manifestation of 

MPA governance arrangements, social context, and flows of resources (Fox et al., 2012). These 

‘outcomes’ or ‘benefits’ are mainly identified in terms of enhanced ecosystem services and 

tourism, but include themes such as increased biomass and species diversity, increased 

resilience, protection of critical habitat, spillover (enhanced biomass and/or biodiversity in area 

surrounding an MPA), food security, reduced catch effort, and livelihood benefits (Gruby et al., 

2015; Fox et al., 2012; Bennett and Dearden, 2014; Chaigneau and Brown, 2016). Notably, these 

benefits include both social and ecological factors.  

In demonstrating that MPAs can satisfy both conservation and development outcomes, 

MPAs are often talked about as ‘win-win’ conservation. However, as Bennett and Dearden 

(2014: 96) note, “the successful achievement of this dual mandate is more complex in reality 

than in theory”. This discourse often does not account for costs in conservation, such as 

opportunity costs for fishers, unequal benefit-sharing, increased social conflict due to internal 

opposition, local resistance to an external agenda and or disagreement over goals (see Gruby et 

al., 2015) and consequently, it is “doubtful that it adequately describes the outcomes that occur” 

(Chaigneau and Brown, 2016: 36).  



 24 

Although standardized economic benefits such as tourism and spillover are frequently 

communicated in order to encourage acceptance by communities for the MPA (which has been a 

particularly important way of gaining support), there is increasingly concern that such 

anticipated expectations are unrealistic (Walpole and Thouless, 2005; Adams and Hutton, 2007; 

Chaigneau and Brown, 2016). For instance, despite the argument that tourism can benefit local 

people as an alternative livelihood strategy, Bennett and Dearden (2014) suggest that the level of 

community benefit from tourism can be often over-advertised and is often minimal. Furthermore, 

as the pressures of increased fishing effort and environmental deterioration continue to impact 

MPAs and their surrounding areas, fishery spillover may be less than expected (Chaigneau and 

Brown, 2016). 

As discussed by Chaigneau and Brown (2016), when these benefits are not accrued, or 

are not perceived to have accrued, the failure to meet expectations can lead to negative attitudes 

towards the MPA and hinder support. Even when MPAs do succeed in providing benefits if not 

all community members enjoy or perceive these benefits the resulting inequality can also inhibit 

prolonged support. Therefore, although win-win discourse may bolster support for conservation 

interventions initially, it does not necessarily result in compliance or positive attitudes towards 

the MPA. Rather, overzealous expectations that go unfulfilled can result in negative attitudes 

towards the MPA and lack of support (Chaigneau and Brown, 2016; Bennett and Dearden, 2014; 

Christie, 2004). Nevertheless, this ‘win-win’ language is common among international 

organizations involved in conservation and consequently has become the dominant discourse 

surrounding MPAs (Chaigneau and Brown, 2016).   

Therefore, when considering MPA governance strategies for achieving improved 

outcomes, attention must be paid to governance inputs, such as the communication between 
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actors (Bennett and Dearden, 2014). Special attention should also be paid to the initial design 

and implementation of MPAs as this is a time especially relevant to gaining local support 

(Bennett and Dearden, 2014; Jentoft et al., 2011). This includes initial discussions around 

benefits and expectations; because local perceptions frame support or opposition, communicating 

benefits is an important step, however it is often undervalued (Bennett, 2016; Gonzalez and 

Jentoft, 2011). Improved outcomes and agreement around outcomes is aided by having clear 

policies and institutional processes “that are participatory, contextualized, and that focus on 

building relationships of trust” (Bennett and Dearden, 2014: 104).  

 
2.1.6 Governance of MPAs vs. LMPAs  

 There are several key ways in which LMPA governance differs from MPA governance. 

First, although there has been a shift toward more participatory forms of governance for MPAs 

(Dearden et al., 2005), LMPAs have been characterized by top-down processes reminiscent of 

‘fortress conservation’ (De Santo, 2011). While MPA governance literature has looked towards 

integrated approaches to management (Gaymer et al., 2014), centralized authority has been cited 

as being crucial for the success of LMPA governance (Jones et al., 2013). In the case of the 

GBRMP, despite having engaged in one of the largest public consultations ever for a protected 

area (Day et al., 2003), top-down legislative support was identified as very important to the 

success of this project (Fernandes et al., 2005), especially in terms of key issues such as zoning, 

enforcement, security and monitoring. Management on this scale was identified as being made 

feasible through centralized authority, notwithstanding there was “a level of opposition from 

some sectors of the community” (Fernandes et al., 2005: 1742).  

Furthermore, Jones et al. (2013) argue that despite the trend towards decentralization in 

protected area governance, a degree of state control is still necessary (see also Gaymer et al., 
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2014). It is also worth noting that while interactive governance approaches have been successful 

in terms of smaller, coastal MPAs, there is little empirical evidence of their success in LMPAs 

(Gaymer et al., 2014). Therefore, although LMPAs and MPAs both face regulatory issues 

regarding enforcement, monitoring, and complications regarding institutional capacity (Jones et 

al., 2011; Wilhelm et al., 2014; Leenhardt et al., 2013), some argue these problems at the LMPA 

scale may no longer be reasonably managed through the same mechanisms used in smaller 

MPAs (e.g. community involvement in monitoring) (Fernandes et al., 2005). In relation to 

Objective 1 of this research, this consideration of top-down as necessary for LMPA governance 

will be examined in the context of PIPA.  

Second, LMPAs have been framed largely as open-ocean, no-take reserves that prioritize 

biological conservation (Ban et al., 2017). Many scholars have argued that MPAs need to be 

scaled-up if they are to provide significant ecological benefits (Gaines et al., 2010). The 

centralized approach has been called more effective in achieving conservation objectives because 

the limited stakeholder engagement lends to the establishment of open-ocean reserves (Gaymer 

et al., 2014; Toonen et al., 2013). As such, arguments for top-down governance structure in part 

stem from the emphasis on biodiversity conservation. However, although many smaller MPAs 

also emphasize biodiversity conservation, as indicated in the Introduction (Section 1.1) of this 

thesis, LMPA literature frames the benefits of LMPAs almost exclusively in terms of ecological 

and biological benefits to conservation (Gaines et al., 2010; Wilhelm et al., 2014; Spalding et al., 

2013; Graham & McClanahan 2013). Therefore, given the ongoing debate regarding the role that 

social and ecological factors play in LMPA establishment, Objective 2 of this research seeks to 

interrogate what type of information is underpinning LMPA establishment. 

Third, proponents of LMPAs, such as the Pew Charitable Trusts and Conservation 
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International (two international NGOs involved in the establishment of LMPAs) advocate strictly 

for LMPAs to be designed as no-take reserves (CI, 2009; Leenhardt et al., 2013). As Christie and 

White (2007: 1053) write, “while not empirically tested in various contexts, it is almost certain 

that influential donors, international NGOs, scientists advocating MPAs, and resource users have 

distinct worldviews and social constructions of the ocean […] that, unless accounted for in MPA 

planning and implementation, will likely result in conflict”. This has led authors to speculate that 

the design of LMPAs towards Western standards and interests will be a barrier to collaborative 

governance. Furthermore, because Agardy et al. (2003) explain international actors were crucial 

to the support of international targets, the association between LMPAs and international 

conservation targets, like the Aichi Targets of the Convention on Biological Diversity, suggests 

the strong involvement of international NGOs (Voyer et al., 2015; Agardy et al., 2016; De Santo, 

2013; Leenhardt et al., 2013). Thus, although NGOs also advocate for smaller MPAs to be no-

take and employ the use of targets in promoting smaller MPAs, the specificity with which many 

LMPAs have been branded as no-take areas and associated with the CBD target is unique.  

Furthermore, some authors contend there is a need to scale-up local initiatives that are not 

dependent on targets and are not imposed from above or driven by international organizations 

(Christie and White, 2007; Govan et al., 2009). The complexities regarding how LMPA 

stakeholders are being ascribed power in decision-making has led some to proffer that, relative to 

conventional MPAs, the politics of LMPAs will be of a higher profile and higher level than 

traditionally understood and therefore distinct from MPA governance in important ways (Gruby 

et al., 2015). Therefore, questions of who is involved in the planning and establishment of 

LMPAs, what their roles and responsibilities are in decision-making, what their motivations are, 

and what discourses and information they are promoting relates to Objectives 1 and 2 of this 
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research.  

 Fourth, the consolidation of power among state and non-state actors in LMPA decision-

making and the strong focus on biodiversity has led to concerns that local perspectives and 

approaches to conservation are being excluded or marginalized (Jones and De Santo, 2016; De 

Santo, 2013). Notably, Christie and White (2007: 1053) recognize that “the argument for scaling 

up is rarely made by resource users”. This points to a distinct division between the values of 

decision-makers and other stakeholders. Not only does this raise the question of equity regarding 

restricted access as all no-take areas do, but also calls into question whether these designations 

are engaging in a colonialist prescription of value insofar as foreign actors may be ascribing 

value to LMPAs based on definitions of biodiversity (De Santo et al., 2011).  

Several authors have identified that, in relation to the Chagos LMPA case, there has been 

a pervasive lack of concern for issues of equity compared to other forms of protected areas 

where human justice aspects of conservation are largely acknowledged as morally justified 

(Sand, 2007; De Santo, 2011; De Santo, 2013; Leenhardt et al., 2013; Wolff, 2015). In the case 

of the GBRMP, Evans et al. (2014) comment that it might not be necessary or feasible for a wide 

range of stakeholders to participate directly in decision-making at large scales. This statement 

has clear implications for the governance structure of LMPAs in that local decision-making is 

not represented. While this may be because LMPAs have been erroneously identified as ‘people 

free’ areas, there is nonetheless a need to consider how this characterization is being perceived 

(Objective 1).  

 However, while some authors argue LMPA governance may be best suited to a top-down 

governance approach, Christie and White (2007: 1053) argue that “large-scale MPAs should 

[nonetheless] pursue their development with the standards of participation, transparency, and 
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equity as guiding principles”. Thus, the governance model of LMPAs may yet hold the potential 

for participatory decision-making. Generally, MPA governance literature has moved away from 

comparing top-down and bottom-up approaches to “identifying the key social, economic and 

ecological factors that need to be considered in the governance design for establishing and 

operating MPAs” (Gaymer et al., 2014: 129). Based on this reflection, although arguments exist 

in the LMPA literature for centralized governance, I use Objective 1 to explore what actors think 

about the governance structure of PIPA. What requires critical assessment is whether key actors 

view the governance structure as problematic or appropriate and whether or not diverse 

stakeholder perspectives are being incorporated under such a framework.  

 Furthermore, although LMPAs have, to a large extent, focused exclusively on 

biodiversity conservation, the first signs of questioning this premise are beginning to emerge in 

the literature. Evans et al. (2014) identify that an important research gap in LMPA development 

and management has been investigating the intersection of social and ecological features at 

larger scales. In the case of the GBRMP, ‘socio’ aspects of conservation were only considered 

after the project had already been deemed an ecological success (Evans et al., 2014). This points 

to an overarching trend in LMPA governance in which social justice and human welfare 

considerations have not been incorporated early enough in the development of LMPAs (Gruby et 

al., 2015; Christie, 2011). However, while Evans et al. (2014) acknowledge that assessing the 

human dimensions of conservation stands to be more difficult than assessing biological criteria, 

advancing the social research agenda for LMPAs is warranted considering the unique 

characteristics of LMPA governance.  

Finally, as Gruby et al. (2015: 6) offer, the “social and economic outcomes of LMPAs—

direct and indirect, actual, and perceived—may diverge from those of conventional MPAs in 
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conceptualization and substance”. Specifically, the unique human and geographic dimensions of 

LMPAs indicate that common benefits and costs to conventional MPAs (e.g. livelihood benefits, 

costs to small-scale fisheries) may not be the common points of contention in these cases (Gruby 

et al., 2015). However, some general characteristics do seem to carry over; Richmond and 

Kotowicz (2015) found that conflict and resistance surrounding perceived external agendas exist 

as familiar social outcomes in LMPAs and Ban et al. (2017) found that compliance and 

enforcement remain important predictors of ecosystem health. Research also indicates that 

stronger levels of participation in LMPAs are associated with improved wellbeing but that high 

levels of citizen participation in LMPA management is rare (Ban et al., 2017). Therefore, the 

suggestion is not that outcomes common to conventional MPAs are not present in LMPAs; 

rather the drastic change in scale demonstrated through the shift to LMPAs warrants a broader 

assessment of outcomes for LMPAs. An examination of the outcomes generated in the PIPA 

case study (Objective 3) offers an opportunity to explore the possibly unique outcomes 

associated with marine parks operating at this scale.  

 
2.2 Role of Non-State Actors in Conservation  

 As outlined in Section 2.1, a general shift from ‘government’ to ‘governance’ has taken 

place, in which the rise of private authority in global governance, voluntary governance 

frameworks, and within-state governance has led to the increased centrality of private actors in 

these spheres. In the following section, I discuss the emergence of the NGO in global 

governance. I then explore two relevant ways in which NGOs influence environmental and 

conservation governance, including: 1) their role in global governance (e.g. the work they do 

regarding CBD and other international targets; and 2) their increasing influence on 

environmental governance activities within states through modes that used to be the domain of 
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government (e.g. protected area management and funding). This section concludes by 

considering the social impacts from the actions of NGOs in conservation projects.  

 
2.2.1 Private Authority in Global Governance 

 Private authority, defined as ‘not public’, has become common in global governance 

interactions (Hall and Biersteker, 2002). This inclusion of private actors has resulted in 

disruption in international systems theory, such as the Weberian conception of the state as the 

only legitimate actor in the international sphere (Hall and Biersteker, 2002). However, since the 

latter half of the twentieth century, there has been a growing number of empirical and theoretical 

challenges to the longstanding theory, one of which has been the emergence of international 

NGOs as important actors (Hall and Biersteker, 2002). This move away from traditional 

theorization about the international sphere has ushered in the beginning of a shift from 

government to governance. This has characterized a shift away from state controlled and highly 

centralized governance regimes towards models that include more stakeholders and actors 

(Cohen, 2012). Thus, scholars are raising questions as to the authority, power and legitimacy of 

different actors (Hall and Biersteker, 2002; Büthe, 2004). 

 Hall and Biersteker (2002) tie the increased number of actors in the international system 

as strongly associated with globalization. As non-state institutions have increasingly engaged in 

setting international standards, they have become a legitimate global actor in the mind of the 

public (Hall and Biersteker, 2002). This increased focus on the role of private actors has 

arguably acted to reduce the authority and power of the state in the international sector (Hall and 

Biersteker, 2002). Therefore, as Büthe (2004: 281) identifies, we are now shifting away from 

simply questioning if private actors have gained authority in the international political sphere, 

and “shifting the analytical focus to how they matter” (my emphasis). The following section 
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focuses on NGOs as private actors in conservation governance. As Jasanoff (1997) states, the 

centrality of NGOs in global conservation action cannot be doubted; rather it is detailed 

information on the systematics of their role that is wanting.  

 
2.2.2 NGOs in Conservation Governance 

 The role of NGOs as key actors in global governance has been a growing point of interest 

since the 1990s (Büthe, 2004). Bryant (2002) suggests that NGOs are increasingly being 

incorporated in the process of ‘governmentality’ insofar as they are becoming important actors in 

the governance process. The term governmentality refers to the ways in which government 

operates from a distance by educating desires and configuring habits (Li, 2007). A such, NGOs 

act not as ambassadors for grassroots empowerment, but by taking on a role similar to that of 

‘government’ (Bryant, 2002). However, after so many years of this domain being predominantly 

under the regulation of the state, the acceptance of NGOs as international governance actors has 

occurred rather swiftly. Princen and Finger (1994) identify that this phenomenon arose as a 

response to the state’s failure to react to the global ecological crisis. Thus, the reconfiguration of 

government to governance and the increased role of private actors in governance processes has 

been a recent, yet nonetheless pivotal paradigmatic shift. NGOs have become prominent actors 

in global governance because they have been able to address environmental issues traditional 

politics has been unable to solve and perform key roles in the emerging domain of world 

environmental politics that the state is unable to accomplish (Princen and Finger, 1994). In the 

case of LMPAs, the authority NGOs wield to endorse and support international environmental 

targets have obvious connections to how they influence within-state conservation programs 

(refer back to Section 1.1).  
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2.2.3 Conservation Activities Within States  

NGOs are increasingly influencing environmental governance activities within states. As 

Fortwangler (2007: 504) suggests, “with the decline of state-sponsored funding for protected 

areas, private support has become increasingly important, and, in some places, pre-dominant”. 

This pre-dominance is often featured in relation to the financial impact that NGO actors are 

having in conservation issues. For instance, NGOs have demonstrated active involvement in the 

structure and management of conservation efforts to the extent that trust funds are being 

incorporated legislatively at state-level (Bladon et al., 2014). This level of influence on state 

agendas has led scholars to note that national governments—in particular those of the developing 

world—have become “inextricably linked with networks of transnational actors” (Duffy, 2006: 

732). Nations that are heavily influenced by such interactions with NGOs have been dubbed 

‘governance states’ due to the indivisibility between state action and global networks of 

governance (Duffy, 2006). As West (2006) describes, NGOs acting through transnational 

processes produce imaginaries of space, place, environment, and society. In this sense, the 

concerns over the eclipse of state power by private actors put forth by Büthe (2004) and Hall and 

Biersteker (2002) have been legitimized.  

Authors such as Levine (2007: 577) warn that the relegation of the state may threaten the 

long-term sustainability of conservation projects as this structure is “not conducive to fostering 

state responsibility”. Thus, in consideration of how NGOs are infringing upon state authority, the 

concepts of de jure and de facto state sovereignty are helpful. The understanding of state 

territorialization as a state controlled process is transformed when the state becomes a vehicle 

through which non-state actors expand their control and authority (Corson, 2011). However, 

while existing literature often frames foreign NGO ‘partners’ as acting to erode state power, 
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Lunstrum (2013: 3) emphasizes that none of these critics suggest that state power has been 

entirely eclipsed through the expanding role of non-state actors. Rather, Lunstrum (2013) 

elucidates that by understanding sovereignty as “a set of attributes […] produced through a series 

of unequal interactions and negotiations with other actors” (de jure sovereignty) rather than a 

state’s unlimited authority over its territory (de facto sovereignty), the partnership between state 

and non-state actors can actually strengthen state power. Thus, although the state’s unlimited 

authority is being overwritten, state sovereignty may have the potential to increase through the 

capacity non-state actors provide to conservation projects and related development (Lunstrum, 

2013). This is particularly relevant to cases where states suffer from a profound lack of 

institutional capacity, for instance, in enforcing compliance around MPA regulations through 

monitoring (Lunstrum, 2013; Duffy, 2001).  

The question of how NGOs are impacting state sovereignty, specifically in terms of 

creating and defining protected area territories, is an important consideration given the strong 

financial and technical role NGOs exert in the LMPA context. As other authors have noted, 

considering the territoriality of protected areas, who is involved in the production of space 

becomes an activity steeped in power as the ways in which these spaces are shaped and defined 

relates to how local actors experience social impacts of conservation (Holmes, 2014; Roth, 

2008). Furthermore, some consider the ocean to be a new space for states to assert sovereignty 

through large-scale conservation actions (Leenhardt et al., 2013). Therefore, examining actors’ 

perceptions of how state sovereignty is being impacted though partnerships between government 

and international partners will be an important aspect of exploring the outcomes of PIPA 

(Objective 3). 
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2.2.4 Social Impacts of NGOs in Conservation Governance   

 NGOs play important roles in environmental conservation (Calado et al., 2012); they 

have been able to execute key actions that states have been unable to perform (Princen and 

Finger, 1994) and their multi-scalar, simultaneously local and global position makes them a 

dominant force in both international governance as well as in localized conservation initiatives 

(McCarthy, 2005; Auer, 2000). However, despite examples existing where NGOs use this power 

to contribute meaningfully and positively to conservation (Corbett and Connell, 2014), some 

authors question the efficacy of NGOs in facilitating conservation if they cannot adequately 

address social concerns (West et al., 2006; for a recent example see Brakham, 2017). Therefore, 

while NGOs have contributed positively to biodiversity conservation (e.g. Rotjan et al., 2014), 

scholarly research has indicated that this biodiversity conservation is often achieved to the 

detriment of human welfare (Christie, 2004; Brechin et al., 2002; Brockington, 2004).  

 Benson (2012) notes that oftentimes this conflict between social and biological interests 

is rooted in the fact that NGOs prioritize donor expectations above the conservation preferences 

of local peoples. For example, West’s (2006) work, demonstrates how NGOs prioritize the value 

of biodiversity over other resources, such as technology and medicine, that were of interest to 

local communities. By framing conservation largely in terms of biological interests, NGOs 

engage in the de-prioritization of local interests and in the process, also act to reduce their own 

ability to create context-specific interventions (Balboa, 2014). Thus, NGOs are faced with a 

challenge of reconciling their global success and mission with local realities. The ways in which 

international actors and local actors conceptualize objectives, and even the notions the two have 

about conservation versus development, tend to be very different (Benson, 2014; Levine, 2007). 

NGOs often promote Western values and interests, in which the principal concern has been the 
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promotion of science-based biological conservation (West et al., 2006; Fraga, 2006).  

One consequence of this approach to conservation has been the dismissal of Indigenous 

Peoples’ concerns over access to resources. In 2004, Chapin criticized some of the world’s 

largest NGOs for excluding, even abusing, traditional and Indigenous Peoples living in/near 

conservation areas, which in turn elicited a large volume of responses from NGOs (Chapin, 

2004; Seligmann et al., 2005). However, despite the dialogue Chapin’s (2004) article created 

about rights-based conservation, not much was resolved and the criticism of international NGOs’ 

activities continues (Seligmann et al., 2005). Rather than being a main consideration in 

conservation, social impacts of environmental protection have tended to be a tangential concern 

(Christie et al., 2003). In effect, this failure to understand social and political relations has in 

many cases led to the failure of conservation efforts (Fraga, 2006: 285). Therefore, authors are 

discussing how the international NGO role in conservation is creating new and complex power 

relations with associated livelihood restrictions (Corson et al., 2014) and, in some cases, human 

rights abuses (see Chapin, 2004; Dowie, 2009; Igoe et al., 2010).  

 This process represents a colonial rhetoric through which Western NGOs engage in a 

license to conserve rationalization (Fraga, 2006). This license to conserve reinforces the belief 

that NGOs’ conservation priorities outweigh the interests of local stakeholders. Unsurprisingly, 

this dynamic has led to discord amongst stakeholders as the interests of local parties become 

overshadowed by these international conservation groups (Fortwangler, 2007). Of issue here, is 

NGOs are often marginalizing the very stakeholder groups they strive to represent. This occurs 

when NGOs act to partner with disenfranchised groups or with underdeveloped nations that 

otherwise would not have the capacity to engage in environmental conservation (Conklin and 

Graham, 1995). Balboa (2014) further argues that NGOs even prioritize capacity building that 
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works to grant it further access while hindering efforts to enhance local proficiency in the long 

term. 

The benefit of partnering with international NGOs for developing states and local groups 

is that the NGO provides necessary technical and economic capacity, and an international 

platform that these groups would otherwise not be able to access (Conklin and Graham, 1995; 

Lunstrum, 2013). However, the downfall is that these groups relinquish their control (Conklin 

and Graham, 1995). Although one can argue that state power is extended through such 

partnerships, a legitimate concern exists that national territories become partially shaped “in the 

image and interests of these foreign partners” (Lunstrum, 2013: 8). Thus, these programs create a 

situation in which “symbolic value is not intrinsic but bestowed from the outside” (Conklin and 

Graham, 1995: 702). As Sundberg (1998) argues, when conservationist discourses operate to the 

exclusion of local voices, the results are misdirected projects that reflect the goals of NGOs, not 

the needs or aspirations of local peoples. Nonetheless, as Lunstrum (2013) highlights, such 

partnerships, uneven as they may be, are often the only way that the state is able to build 

capacity. Therefore, although the assistance of NGOs can help bring attention and resources to 

the cause of local actors, this may come at the price of self-determination.  

 
2.2.5 Role of NGOs in LMPA Governance 

As Gruby et al. (2015) state there is a need to understand the needs of the diverse actors 

and their interests in LMPAs. We know NGOs have supported the establishment of LMPAs 

within state EEZs and have aligned themselves with the target driven motivation of LMPAs 

(Leenhardt et al., 2013; Alger and Dauvergne, 2017). However, there has been limited research 

focused on how NGO actors are interacting with state and local actors in LMPA sites (see Alger 

and Dauvergne, 2017). Therefore, a question remains as to how NGOs are contributing to the 
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governance process in an LMPA context. Considering this gap in understanding, existing 

research on smaller MPAs is helpful to guide the trajectory of inquiry. The preceding sections 

explore how NGO involvement in conservation has affected state sovereignty and social justice. 

Therefore, my objectives are guided by questions of: how NGOs are participating in the 

decision-making structure of PIPA and how their role is perceived within Kiribati (Objective 1); 

how they are shaping these sites through their political interests and knowledge preferences 

(Objective 2); and how they have contributed to the outcomes of the LMPA (Objective 3).  

 
2.3 Role of Science in Conservation 

As identified previously (Section 2.1.6), LMPAs have been designated largely through a 

Western lens and as no-take reserves. However, some scholars have argued that political motives 

(rather than ecological priorities/evidence) are driving LMPA establishment (see Section 1.1). 

Social scientists often lament the emphasis conservationists place on biological sciences rather 

than social science (Bennett et al., 2017). However, in the case of LMPAs, concern exists that 

both ecological science and social science are being overshadowed (Dulvy, 2013; Agardy et al., 

2003). Therefore, as science appears to be playing a reduced role in guiding LMPA 

establishment, it is important to understand existing literature regarding the role of science in 

conservation. In what follows, I contextualize the LMPA science criticism within MPA 

literature. This includes: 1) arguments in favour of using scientific discourse to lead 

conservation; 2) calls for greater consideration of social science; and 3) a critique of science as 

the exclusive knowledge used in conservation.  

 
2.3.1 Science in Conservation 

 Scientific knowledge, specifically biological science, has long played a key role in 
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informing conservation measures. There are several reasons for the continued predominance of 

science in conservation. First, ‘scientism’ denotes a common belief in the West that science is 

the most valuable form of knowledge because it is viewed as producing objective truths (Cohen, 

2012). Although this idea has been challenged, science is still largely touted as the most 

legitimate form of knowledge in terms of biodiversity conservation and ecosystem management. 

Second, some authors believe that standardized forms of conservation assessment that focus on 

quantifiable results necessitate the continued use of science (Ferraro and Pressey, 2015). Third, 

as Glenn et al. (2010) identify, effective implementation of conservation projects requires 

political support and this support is often garnered by demonstrating conservation benefits using 

scientific assessments. More recently, these conservation benefits have been presented as 

ecosystem services (Bennett, 2016). This has meant that many conservation measures around the 

world are predicated on scientific arguments or evidence. Fourth, through the diffusion of 

international NGOs and scientific networks, the Western science-based approach has come to 

define marine conservation around the world (Christie, 2011). 

Although a large volume of literature still champions science-based conservation (see in 

Wilshusen et al., 2002), work in political ecology has acted to problematize the pre-eminence of 

science. Notably, Forsyth (2003) demonstrates how scientific ‘laws’ are constructed through 

political processes and argues that environmental politics therefore needs to consider these 

scientific beliefs within, rather than independent, of that discourse. Political ecologists highlight 

that conservation is a socio-political process based on a culturally-specific model of ‘nature’. 

However, despite such contributions, the dominant model of science-based biodiversity 

conservation continues to neglect the fundamental role politics plays in shaping spaces 

(Sundberg, 1998; Holmes, 2014) and presume that the natural sciences offer an objective and 
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universal basis for conservation policies (Drayton, 2000; Brechin et al., 2002; Adams and 

Hutton, 2007).  

A key concern for political ecologists is that conservation politics are being shaped by the 

misunderstanding that politics and nature are not co-constituted. Several authors have identified 

that the legitimization of scientific arguments and language has allowed science to shape policies 

(Jasanoff, 1990; Forsyth, 2003) and conservation initiatives (Campbell, 2007; Fairhead and 

Leach, 2003; Caveen et al., 2013). Campbell et al. (2009) and Caveen et al. (2015) further argue 

this uncritical acceptance of scientific principles has resulted in an incomplete view of human-

environment relations and created bias in policy instruments. Therefore, it is unsurprising that 

policy-makers have tended to undervalue the role social and political factors play in shaping the 

characteristics of conservation. Political ecologists have suggested that this has resulted in 

insufficient interface between conservation initiatives and understandings of socio-nature. As 

such, the relationship between conservation and socio-political factors remains largely 

unassessed, despite that an understanding of the social dimensions of conservation can help 

create a clearer understanding of processes that affect whether conservation goals are achieved 

(Miller et al., 2012).  

 
2.3.2 Calls for Social Science to Inform Conservation 

 Social scientists have bemoaned the emphasis placed on biological sciences as the 

primary (or only) source of knowledge in many conservation policies and approaches, while 

social sciences are ignored or marginalized (Sundberg, 1998; Christie, 2004; Mascia, 2003; 

Charles and Wilson, 2009). This dichotomy between social and natural science has been a 

controversy in both MPAs and LMPAs. For instance, Charles and Wilson (2009) state that 

establishing and managing MPAs requires that equal attention to be paid to ecological issues as 
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to the social dimensions. Mascia (2003: 630) goes even further saying that research on MPAs 

has suggested that “social factors, not biological or physical variables, are the primary 

determinants of MPA success or failure”. Indeed, Christie (2004) notes that while MPAs are 

often deemed ‘successful’ in terms of biological criteria, when social evaluation criteria are 

applied these same MPAs have been identified as social failures. Similarly, Gruby et al. (2015: 

3) identify that although an LMPA research agenda exists for the shared fields of natural and 

physical sciences (see Wagner et al., 2013) “a complementary agenda for the social sciences has 

not yet been developed”. 

 
2.3.3 Arguments for Multiple Knowledges in Conservation  

This is not to say that all cases of conservation exhibit this characteristic of favouring the 

scientific method; local and traditional knowledges (LTKs) are increasingly recognized as 

producing the information required for well-informed, successful conservation (Thornton and 

Scheer, 2012). However, although NGOs have acknowledged an effort to operate more 

amenably with other forms of knowledge production (Duffy, 2006), evidence reveals that this 

transition is slow and problematic, with positivist science approaches still dominating the 

conservation sphere (Eden et al., 2006).  

Failure to critique the scientific discourse and its effect on people has resulted in “the 

needs, rights, and interests of people [being] bent to fit the resulting conservation landscape” 

(Adams and Hutton, 2007: 167). For instance, the idea of wilderness (humans as separate from 

nature) continues to underlie science-based approaches (Neumann, 1998; Adams and Hutton, 

2007). As such, the reductionist approach to science serves to order the relationship between 

people and nature in such a way that makes other ways invisible (Adams and Hutton, 2007: 153; 

Bryant, 2002). Within this context, people have been displaced to retain ideas of wilderness. This 
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displacement has been based on identity; scientists and tourists and their activities are often 

treated differently than other kinds of human uses (Adams and Hutton, 2007). Therefore, despite 

the criticism that PA management needs to include diverse kinds of knowledge, the power of 

conservation science as a strategy for analyzing and understanding nature endures (Adams and 

Hutton, 2007). 

Framing conservation in terms of Western biodiversity concerns has also acted to simplify 

peoples and cultures (West et al., 2006). The conflation of science as the only credible source of 

information functions to disparage other knowledge systems, creating a dialogue that acts to 

produce “analytical dichotomies which confront state and villager, and scientific and ‘local’ 

knowledges” (Leach and Fairhead, 2000: 35; see also Birkenholtz, 2008; Walley, 2002). Thus, it 

is a process that has imposed a narrow view of ecological and biodiversity discourses, which has 

led to contention regarding science-based management and conservation. Horowitz (2010) and 

Birkenholtz (2008) indicate that in areas with strong colonial and post-colonial tensions, Western 

conservation and its application of science is viewed with suspicion. Therefore, it is important 

for programs to resonate with local audiences on their own terms, and not only in the language of 

science. Investments in outreach and education can function to increase local knowledge and 

foster more positive attitudes towards a conservation endeavour (Leisher et al., 2012; Cvitanovic 

et al., 2016).  

 
2.3.4 Science in LMPAs 

Although undermining social dimensions of conservation has been critiqued in both MPA 

and LMPA literature (see Section 2.2), LMPAs differ in that they have also been criticized for 

ignoring biological considerations of conservation (Fox et al., 2012; Browman and Stergiou, 

2004; Agardy et al., 2003). Although some biologists disagree (Singleton and Roberts, 2014; 
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Kormos, 2011), multiple authors suggest that political forces have characterized the location and 

establishment of LMPAs rather than sound ecological criteria (Jones and De Santo, 2016; 

Devillers et al., 2015; Leenhardt et al., 2013; De Santo, 2013; De Santo et al., 2011). This seems 

somewhat paradoxical given that LMPAs have been conceived almost exclusively as large no-

take reserves (Jones, 2009). However, some natural scientists contend that NGOs and states have 

based conservation decisions, such as location and size of LMPAs, on political rather than 

ecological criteria (Roberts, 2000); states are prioritizing enhanced sovereignty in their EEZs and 

focused on achieving treaty commitments more than conservation, and NGOs are concentrating 

on the political goal of growing the number of MPAs, but not necessarily establishing them in 

the most ecologically imperative places. This has led to authors such as Browman and Stergiou 

(2004) to comment that the prioritization of political objectives over scientific criteria is 

compromising the objective of conserving biodiversity. Therefore, understanding the ways in 

which science is being understood and used in the LMPA context will be an important 

consideration in addressing my second objective. 

 
2.4 Key Points from Literature Review   

A review of the literature reveals several key themes in relation to the expansion of 

LMPAs. First, in contrast with broader trends and preferences for interactive governance, the 

large-scale of LMPAs has tended to favour a centralized governance regime, through which 

international NGOs and the state have tended to control decision-making. Second, the inclusion 

of NGOs in governance has fundamentally changed conservation practice. NGOs have become 

influential conservation actors, shaping local social impacts as well as processes of territoriality 

and state sovereignty. They have also been identified as key actors in promoting and establishing 

LMPAs. Third, while there is controversy over the role ecological science has played in shaping 
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LMPA planning, Western values of biodiversity conservation have been commonly invoked to 

explain why LMPAs should be no-take reserves. Therefore, insights from political ecology 

research suggest it is important to question whether LMPAs are undervaluing social aspects of 

conservation or promoting problematic win-win narratives. Fourth, little work has contributed 

towards understanding how LMPA outcomes will differ from the benefits and costs of 

conventional MPAs. 

Based on this review, this work seeks to understand: (1) perceptions of the governance of 

the Phoenix Islands Protected Area (e.g. is it centralized, and if so, what do people think about 

this? How are the roles and responsibilities of different actors being navigated?); (2) the 

motivations and justifications of key actors (e.g. how and why are different actors participating 

in this process, and what are they contributing? Are these actors promoting similar or different 

discourses?); and (3) what kinds of outcomes have emerged because of this process (e.g. what do 

actors think about the benefits/impacts created?). These inquiries will help answer outstanding 

questions within LMPA literature and provide empirical evidence about how LMPAs are 

operating and performing.  
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Chapter 3: Research Approach and Methodology 
 
3.1 Case Study Approach 

The goal of this research was to explore the perceptions of LMPA decision-making 

processes and its outcomes. Due to the importance of understanding the contextual conditions of 

the LMPA phenomenon, this research necessitated an in-depth exploration of factors influencing 

the governance process (Yin, 2003). Although it is acknowledged that LMPA governance is 

likely varied across sites (Gruby et al., 2015) a case study analysis provided a comprehensive, 

situated understanding of process (Yin, 2003). As such, this enabled me to comment on the 

wider implications of this case, with respect to the governance structure and process of LMPAs. 

Furthermore, by examining this case through a political ecology lens, attention was paid to the 

power dynamics between actors and the types of knowledge informing process to inform the 

view on the political dimensions of LMPAs. 

 
3.1.1 Association with Larger Project 

The research presented in this thesis is associated with a larger research project, titled 

‘The Human Dimensions of Large Marine Protected Areas’. Led by Dr. Rebecca Gruby 

(principal investigator), Dr. Lisa Campbell (co-principal investigator) and Dr. Noella Gray (co-

principal investigator), this project was led by an independent team of social scientists from 

Colorado State University, Duke University and the University of Guelph. In an effort to 

advance the understanding around the emergence, form, and function of large MPAs as a 

governance tool, the goal of this project has been to inform decision-making and debates related 

to LMPAs both globally and within specific case study sites (HumansAndLargeMPAs, 

2016). Thus, this project approached LMPAs as a global movement, focusing on empirical case 

studies of proposed LMPAs in Bermuda and Rapa Nui (Easter Island, Chile) and designated sites 
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in Palau, the Commonwealth of the Northern Mariana Islands & Guam, and Kiribati. For 

distribution and geographic locations of case study sites see Figure 4.   

 
Figure 4: Case study locations for larger project (from Gruby et al., In Review) 
 

Team members developed a shared interview guide that was focused on a diverse range 

of themes, with probes about cultural, economic, political, environmental, and institutional 

processes and impacts (Gruby et al., In Review). I used this guide throughout my fieldwork in 

Kiribati to collect data relevant to the larger project, though questions and probes were revised to 

suit the particular context of Kiribati (e.g. the guide was adapted to suit the context of an 

established site and ‘Kiribati’ was substituted for the generic designation ‘LMPA site’). For the 

purposes of my thesis research, I also added questions to capture specific themes related to my 

objectives. For example, this included probes related to the partnership between Conservation 

International (CI), New England Aquarium (NEAq), and the Government of Kiribati and 

whether PIPA was association with the CBD targets. Interview guides were also tailored 

according to each interviewee’s expertise (for adapted version of the interview guide see 

Appendix A: Guiding Questions for Semi-Structured Interviews in Kiribati).  

Analysis of data for this thesis was also based on a shared coding framework developed 
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for the larger project. This framework was designed to assess the human dimensions being 

investigated by the larger project. Some of these themes were related to my own interests, 

although coding for some themes required expansion and others were not relevant to my work 

for this thesis. For example, codes related to technologies of visualization were not relevant to 

this thesis, but as I was interested in perceptions of outcomes in PIPA, codes like ‘Motivations 

and Attitudes’ remained useful. Therefore, I developed a coding framework specific for the 

analysis in this thesis (see Appendix C, Part I Thesis-Specific Coding Framework Matrix), and 

then combined this with the relevant codes from the larger project coding framework (see 

Appendix C, Part II Relevant Coding from LMPA Project Coding Framework). Data analysis is 

discussed further in Section 3.5. 

 
3.1.2 Case Study of the Phoenix Islands Protected Area in Kiribati 

An island Republic located in the central Pacific Ocean, Kiribati consists of 33 atolls and 

low-lying reef islands and one raised island. As shown in Figure 5, the islands of Kiribati are 

grouped into three island chains; the Gilbert Island group, the Line Island group, and the Phoenix 

Island group.   
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Figure 5: Islands of Kiribati (CIA, 2017) 

 
The permanent population of Kiribati is ~112,423 (World Bank, 2015), with most of the human 

habitation occurring within the Gilbert Islands chain. Roughly half of the population of Kiribati 

(58,370) lives on the capital island of South Tarawa in the Gilbert isles (GoK, 2016b), with many 

smaller settlements in the outer islands of the Gilbert group. The second largest settlement is 

located on Kirimati Island in the Line Islands chain, while the Phoenix Islands is devoid of 

human settlement aside from the ~30 government employees stationed on Kanton Island (GoK, 

2009b).  

Kiribati is a mix between a subsistence and cash culture, where artisanal fishing still 

constitutes a large portion of the local diet. As a developing country, the economy of Kiribati is 

supported through international development assistance programs (IMF, 2011). Otherwise, the 

national economy of Kiribati is mainly derived from the sale of fishing licenses to foreign fishing 

fleets. Kiribati has some of the most productive fishing grounds in the Pacific within its 
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extremely large Exclusive Economic Zone (EEZ)2 (IMF, 2013). Although the 33 islands of 

Kiribati only make up about 300 square miles of land mass, Kiribati has sovereignty over 14 

million cubic kilometers of ocean, which is equivalent to almost 2% of all ocean space on the 

planet (Stone, 2010). Within this area foreign purse seine and longline vessels catch a variety of 

species, but the main resource sought is tuna (GoK, 2009b). Therefore, given the importance of 

the fishing industry in Kiribati, it was significant that the Government of Kiribati decided to 

establish an LMPA, called the Phoenix Islands Protected Area, commonly referred to as PIPA. 

Geographically, the majority of LMPAs have been established in the tropical waters of 

Pacific Island nations (Bartlett et al., 2009), and the Phoenix Islands Protected Area is no 

exception. After a diving expedition in 2001, a group of scientists from the New England 

Aquarium (NEAq) approached the Government of Kiribati to explain that a great opportunity 

existed to preserve the unspoiled biodiversity and pristine reefs of the Phoenix Islands region 

(Stone and Obura, 2012). Following the results of two scientific expeditions and consultations 

between the NEAq, Conservation International (CI) and the Government of Kiribati, these 

partners signed a Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) in 2005 that stated the interests and 

responsibilities of each party (Non-state gov., Int.3; GoK, 2009b; Stone, 2010). Thus, through 

the joint efforts of international conservation organizations and the Government of Kiribati, in 

2006 it was formally announced that Kiribati would be devoting some of its national waters to 

create a marine protected area (Stone and Obura, 2012).  

In partnership with the NEAq and CI, in 2008 Kiribati officially declared the Phoenix 

Islands Protected Area (PIPA). This designation was executed through an amendment to their 

existing Environment Act (GoK, 2009b). In doing so, PIPA became the ninth LMPA to be 

                                
2 Kiribati has the largest EEZ of all Pacific island countries (3.5 million square kilometers) (Duncan et al., 2014). 
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established worldwide (see Figure 1). Initially, 3.87% of the total protected area zone was closed 

to commercial fishing activities; since January 2015, the entire reserve has become no-take, 

except for a small subsistence fishing zone around the island of Kanton (GoK, 2014a). This 

closure encompasses 11% of Kiribati’s EEZ, spanning a total of 408,250km2 (GoK, 2009b). This 

feat involved Kiribati closing PIPA to commercial tuna fishing operations—its single largest 

source of national income—and instituting in its place the PIPA Conservation Trust Fund, a tax-

exempt public charity, which was established with endowments from CI and the Government of 

Kiribati (Shelley, 2012). As the Phoenix Islands is far-removed from human settlement in 

Kiribati, this decision was only seen to impact international commercial fleets, as local fishers do 

not travel to these waters for subsistence fishing. 

Although the subject of this case study is the Phoenix Islands Protected Area, the capital 

island of South Tarawa acted as the main area of study for this research. Principally, this was 

because government operations are centralized in South Tarawa and therefore most of the key 

actors involved with PIPA live and work in the capital, including former Kanton residents. 

Furthermore, due to the remoteness of the Phoenix Islands and infrequent opportunities to travel 

to PIPA, an opportunity was not available to visit the Phoenix Islands during my fieldwork 

timeline. 

 
3.1.3 Relevant Economic and Political Context of PIPA 

It is also necessary to introduce key features of intersection between PIPA and the 

economic and political context of Kiribati more generally.  

1) Kiribati Politics: The Government of Kiribati established PIPA during former President 

Anote Tong’s administration. Tong explained that this decision was made in connection 

to his efforts to influence action on climate change internationally (Tong, 2015). In the 
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case of atoll-nations such as Kiribati, climate change poses a significant threat; it is likely 

that within this century the nation’s arable land will become subject to increased soil 

salination and sea-level rise is expected to inundate the country as early as 2050 (Nurse 

and McLean, 2013). Seeking action on climate change, then-president Tong made the 

decision to designate PIPA—a splashy large-scale marine conservation action that would 

garner international attention and goodwill—in the hopes that this would translate into 

political capital to attract attention and support for climate change action. However, a 

change in administration occurred early in 2016, prior to fieldwork for this project, in 

which the opposition party to Tong succeeded as the new ruling party. This has led to a 

change in priorities for national policy initiatives (Int.43), as the new government is less 

interested in international conservation projects. 

2) Tuna Revenue: As a party to the Nauru Agreement (PNA), Kiribati negotiates its 

licensing under a Vessel Day Scheme (VDS). In this system, foreign purse seine vessels 

purchase access based on a minimum access fee set by the PNA and an overall limit is set 

on the number of days fishing vessels can be licensed to fish in PNA waters (GoK, 

2015a; Havice, 2010). Since the introduction of the VDS in mid-2012, access fees have 

risen rapidly, resulting in significant increases in the fees now being charged by Kiribati 

(GoK, 2015a). As access fees are the main source of the country’s gross domestic 

product (GDP), this has resulted in drastic increases in GDP over the past several years. 

At the time the idea of PIPA was being discussed, Kiribati was still operating under a 

vessel catch system and was grossing approximately $20 million AUD per year from tuna 

license revenues. It was based on this level of national income that the decision to 

establish PIPA was negotiated; CI (represented by Greg Stone) said that PIPA had the 
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potential to equal the amount brought in by fishing licenses and make a significant 

increase to GDP (Int.28). However, since the adoption of the VDS, revenues have 

continued to rise, with Kiribati making approximately $200 million AUD through their 

licensing in 2015 (GoK, 2015a). The productive fishing grounds of Kiribati are therefore 

an important national resource. However, because the vessel days represent a cap on 

Total Allowable Effort (TAE), designated in ‘fishing days’ (Hanich et al., 2010), the 

VDS acts as a management tool to limit fishing within sustainable levels (Hanich et al., 

2010). It also acts to create competition between fishing vessels to purchase fishing days 

at the maximum price (Hanich et al., 2010). Therefore, experts explain that it is unlikely 

that the closure of PIPA will lead to any loss of fishing license revenue under the VDS 

(Non-state actor, Int.38), as Kiribati is still likely to sell its allotted ‘fishing days’ for use 

in the area outside of PIPA. However, determining whether and how much revenue is lost 

(see above) is likely to still be contentious, as many government officials within Kiribati 

question if PIPA is costing the government money, especially in light of the recent spike 

in earnings, which has exceeded 500 percent in six years (PNA, 2016). 

This material informs the larger economic and political context of PIPA. Therefore, the results 

presented in Chapters 4 and 5 are contingent upon the understanding of how PIPA is perceived 

to affect/relate to Kiribati more generally. 

 
3.2 Case Study Justification 

PIPA constituted an ideal case study for three main reasons. First, PIPA has been the site 

of numerous scientific expeditions. It is therefore a site where scientific data exists specific to the 

area due to the involvement of the NEAq as founding partner. Although biological and 

ecological arguments have often been used to justify LMPAs, the NEAq’s continued engagement 
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in data collection, monitoring and governance is unique. This feature provided an opportunity to 

examine whether and how information (including science) and motivations of conservation 

NGOs influenced decision-making (Objective 2). Second, PIPA has been heavily influenced by 

international NGOs and donors. Although it is a common feature for NGOs to be heavily 

involved in the establishment of LMPAs (Alger and Dauvergne, 2017), having PIPA align with 

this norm allowed this research to examine how the involvement of external partners influenced 

the governance process, and allowed further investigation into the dynamics between state and 

international non-state actors in LMPA governance (Objective 1). Finally, PIPA has existed long 

enough that actors have perspectives on both process and outcomes. This is atypical, as most 

contemporary LMPAs have been established within the past 5 years. This feature was important 

in terms of assessing the perspectives of key actors about whether the PIPA model is working or 

not working (Objective 3). 

 
3.2.1 PIPA’s Intersection with Literature Review 

The idea of creating a protected area in the Phoenix Islands first began when scientists 

visited Kiribati and ‘discovered’ rich diversity and healthy coral reef ecosystems (Stone and 

Obura, 2012). Within this area, atoll and reef island archipelagos were found in pristine 

condition due to the remoteness and the limited history of human use in the area (Stone and 

Obura, 2012). Therefore, the Phoenix Islands were identified as a valuable area for conservation 

due to the abundance of biodiversity and biomass in its waters and the pristine quality of its 

reefs. Notably, it was only after the recognition of the Phoenix Islands by Western scientists that 

the area was established as a World Heritage site and acknowledged as a biologically unique and 

intact ecosystem. Consequently, a Western science perspective has been dominant in the 

establishment of PIPA. However, questions exist as to the role of this Western science in the 
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governance of PIPA.  

The role of non-state actors in conservation has been critical to the creation of PIPA. 

Several international NGOs and donors (including the NEAq, CI, and the Waitt Foundation) 

have contributed the necessary finances and capacity to establish and manage the LMPA. This 

interaction has resulted in the creation of new legislation to incorporate an endowment fund 

offered by the external parties (GoK, 2009b; GoK, 2009a). Their involvement has also resulted 

in the creation of the PIPA Trust, a non-profit NGO based in Kiribati that includes both 

government and international NGO representatives on its Board of Directors (Stone, 2012; GoK, 

2009b). However, the work of Conklin and Graham (1995), warn that the benefits provided by 

NGOs may come at a price. In the case of PIPA, this partnership has resulted in NGOs holding 

significant authority in governance. The existing endowment strategy and trust fund legislation 

has led to NGOs and donors to be legally incorporated under the republic’s system of 

governance through the PIPA Trust Conservation Act (GoK, 2009b; GoK, 2009a). 

Finally, despite the general shift towards stronger local-level involvement, the structure 

of PIPA contradicts this trend of increased community-based management in ocean 

conservation. Rather, it is strongly representative of top-down governance. While PIPA has been 

portrayed as having been a shared vision within Kiribati and supported by the people of Kiribati 

(GoK, 2009b), it is certainly contradictory to the historical conservation practices of Pacific 

Islanders which emphasizes smaller periodic closures instead of large no-take reserves (Aswani 

and Ruddle, 2013). In other countries in the region, a resurgence of the centuries-old Pacific 

Island practice of community-based natural resource management (CBNRM) has been observed 

in recent years (Johannes, 2002). However, Pacific Island nations are also establishing an 

unprecedented number of large-scale marine reserves in what has been called the ‘Pacific Island 
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reserve phenomenon’ (Bartlett et al., 2009). This may indicate that these areas have been 

identified as priorities for international conservation and that international political interests are 

leading to their establishment in this region. Scaling up governance, however, has been identified 

as challenging (Christie and White, 2007). Although a good deal is understood about the 

requirements of governance for smaller MPAs, more work is required to understand governance 

requirements at of large-scale MPAs. Specifically, Sievanen et al. (2013) identify the need to 

consider the appropriate role for international NGOs under these large-scale governance 

frameworks. Differences in governance mechanisms functioning at the large-scale may 

consequently lead to different outcomes than those commonly produced through conventional 

MPAs (Gruby et al., 2015). 

 
3.3 Methods 

3.3.1 Semi-Structured Interviews 

 Given that perceptions are especially useful for assessing how people evaluate 

conservation governance (Bennett, 2016; Gelcich and O’Keeffe, 2016), I chose the semi-

structured interviews as the main method of data collection for this research. This open-ended 

format is approached from the subject’s perspective by incorporating the interviewees’ 

knowledge and understanding (Baxter and Eyles, 1997) and opens a dialogue so interviewees 

can share their opinions (Newing et al., 2011). Therefore, it was useful in considering actors’ 

perceptions around governance. The use of perceptions is also consistent with social science 

methods to evaluate outcomes of PAs (Lange et al., 2016). Furthermore, given that direct 

questions in Kiribati are considered rude, the semi-structure format was most culturally 

appropriate.  

Based on the context of my fieldwork, purposeful and snowball sampling methods were 
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the most suitable choices (Patton, 1990). As purposeful sampling involves intentionally selecting 

interview candidates who are most relevant to study given their involvement or knowledge of the 

process under study (Newing et al., 2011), this strategy addressed the need to interview actors 

with special knowledge and expertise about PIPA that general members of the population would 

not possess. Specifically, I was interested in talking to employees involved in the management of 

PIPA, representatives from Conservation International and New England Aquarium, members of 

the PIPA Trust Board of Directors (see Chapter 4 Relevant Context), Cabinet members, low-

level government employees involved in fisheries/marine management., and key members of 

public with knowledge of process. Second, given the limited information available about the 

governance process of PIPA prior to immersion in the field, it was not possible to identity all key 

actors before fieldwork began. Therefore, I used snowball sampling as this allowed me to build 

upon my purposeful set of interviewees. Following a chain of referral was the best way to ensure 

adequate coverage of the key actors (Berg, 2009). The kinds of people identified through 

snowball sampling included former Cabinet members involved in government when PIPA was 

established, local businesses intersecting with PIPA, and indirect branches of government 

involved with PIPA, for instance the Kiribati Meteorological Service. All interviews were 

confidential except where express permission was granted by interviewees to use their names. 

Interviewees are described further in Section 3.4. 

 
3.3.2 Document Analysis  

Document analysis, in combination with semi-structured interviewing, allowed me to 

benefit through a process of triangulation (Bowen, 2009). Mainly, document analysis was used 

to gain the necessary context for drafting interview questions and ground my initial 

understanding of the case. This document analysis was two-phase: 1) preparatory document 
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analysis; and 2) document analysis while in Kiribati. The first phase included Internet and library 

searches for relevant documentation before arrival in Kiribati. For instance, this included 

analysis of PIPA’s Management Plan (a document available online). The second phase included 

analyzing public documents in Kiribati, such as Parliament minutes, which included discussions 

of PIPA by Ministers and MPs and technical reports from the PIPA management office that were 

illustrative of the governance process. This second phase was also prompted when interviewees 

referenced certain documents during interviews or recommended or provided a certain document 

for consultation. Both phases of analysis were used to prompt interviewees about materials with 

which they were familiar. During the data analysis phase of this research document analysis also 

acted to corroborate interviewees’ recollections and otherwise bolster interview data. 

 
3.3.3 Participant Observation  

I used participant observation during specific events relevant to the aim of this research, 

such as the meeting of the PIPA Trust that took place in early May 2016 and when observing the 

outreach program promoting PIPA. As I was interested in stated rationales and discursive 

constructions used in public, these observations acted as an opportunity to observe public 

statements made about PIPA (Whyte and Whyte, 1984; Berg, 2009). These observations were 

also valuable in terms of assessing the governance structure of PIPA, as it allowed me to see how 

different actors interacted and the extent to which different actors participated (Berg, 2009). 

Although fieldwork was conducted over a three-month period, following the suggestion of 

Newing et al. (2011) and Whyte and Whyte (1984) I used participant observation 

opportunistically and strategically, rather than continuously. My experiences engaging in 

participant observation also allowed me ask questions about specific moments of interaction 

when conducting interviews. 
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3.3.4 Access, Positionality, and Rigour  

Access to Kiribati for the purposes of conducting research was negotiated with the 

Government of Kiribati by way of the PIPA Implementation Office (PIO) to secure research 

permits. Upon arrival in Kiribati, the PIO provided guidance on culturally appropriate methods 

of requesting interviews, informed me of who had been/are currently the actors working with 

PIPA in Kiribati, and assisted in determining the names of the people who held relevant 

positions. Throughout the research period I continued to check-in with the PIO and sought 

assistance/advice, especially regarding acceptable cultural practices and customs, when needed. 

Aware that my research was highly dependent on the information interview participants were 

willing to provide, the first few weeks of my fieldwork were devoted to forming strong 

foundational relationships with people in Kiribati, including members of the PIO. In attendance 

to these relationships, and in acknowledgement of the investment made by interviewees, all 

interview participants will receive notice and access to academic publications. Furthermore, in 

regards to disseminating information or ‘reporting back’, a stipulation by the PIO was that a 

report on research findings must be completed specifically for the PIO. Furthermore, in 

deference to the I-Kiribati3 citizens, a project website accessible to the public will also include 

key findings.  

Furthermore, given that contextual and relational factors play a fundamental role in the 

construction of knowledge and power (Chacko, 2004), in order to contribute positively through 

my interactions in Kiribati, I gave careful attention to my positionality. In recognition of my 

positionality as researcher from a Western institution, it would be presumptuous to assume I 

                                
3 I-Kiribati: demonym for people of Kiribati. 



 59 

understood all, or the complete extent of, the cultural influences that contributed to interviewees’ 

feelings and responses to questions. Furthermore, I recognize that despite my best efforts to 

grasp cultural nuances, there were likely some aspects of the context of the research that I did not 

detect or understand.  

Additionally, because I was funded by the Waitt Foundation (a foundation which also 

funds the LMPA itself), I understood that this potentially influenced my interactions with people 

and peoples’ perceptions of me and my work (Newing et al., 2011). I was transparent in 

revealing this during the consent process before interviews, but made clear that although the 

Waitt Foundation provided funds for my research, they do not influence the research process, 

results or dissemination. I acknowledge that my relationship with these institutions and my 

position as a Western researcher influenced every label I adopted and reproduced itself through 

my discourse (Chacko, 2004). Nelson and Wright (1995) highlight that data production is 

reflective of the relationships between knowledge and power, and therefore in accordance with 

my critical political ecology framework, I have tried to understand and evaluate my own work 

while being reflective and aware of my social and ideological lenses. Finally, this awareness of 

knowledge production relates to assurances of rigour. In addition to recognizing my 

positionality, I also attempted to be rigorous through engaging in multiple methodologies.  

 
3.4 Data Collection  

Over a study period of 3 months (May 5th-August 1st, 2016), I conducted fieldwork in 

Kiribati alongside Evan Artis, another Masters student, and Dr. Noella Gray. This fieldwork 

primarily took place on the atoll of Tarawa, the capital of Kiribati and the home of most of the 

population of Kiribati. Data collection was conducted with participants in Tarawa, with the 

exception of one trip to Banaba (Kiribati’s Western-most island) where Evan and I conducted 
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one interview and participant observation while the outreach and education program was 

introduced for the first time in the outer-islands of Kiribati.  

With the exception of participant observation and an initial set of interviews that were 

conducted during the May 2016 PIPA Trust meeting, in accordance with Newing et al.’s (2011) 

recommendation to have casual encounters with people before interviews, and in an effort to 

respect Pacific Island culture and gain the trust of people in the community, I devoted the first 

four weeks of my fieldwork in Kiribati to introducing myself and building my network of 

connections before I approached anyone about participating in a semi-structured interview. Early 

June was spent in Banaba engaging in participant observation. The remaining part of June was 

devoted to tracking down and interviewing pre-identified ‘key informants’ based on a prepared 

interview list for purposeful sampling. In tandem, additional interviewees were identified 

through snowball sampling. Snowball sampling continued throughout July and until early 

August when fieldwork concluded.  

Table 1- Summer 2016 fieldwork timeline 

 
 In total, throughout the duration of my fieldwork term Evan, Noella and I conducted 48 

interviews with participants varying from members of the NGO and donor organizations 

May 5-
May 11 

May 12-
May18 

May 21-
May 31 

June 1-
June11 June 12-August 1 

Particip. 
Obs. At 
PIPA 
Trust 
meeting 

Logistical 
Preparation 

Prepare 
interview 
list 

Particip. 
Obs. of 
PIPA 
outreach 
in 
Banaba  

      

Kiribati 
Independence 

week  
(July 10-17) 
no interviews  

    

Building network 
Initial 

interviews 
Int1&2  

Int3-Int6 Int7 Int8 Int10-Int31 / Int32-Int45 
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involved in funding and managing PIPA, Western scientists and representatives of scientific 

organizations engaged in research in PIPA, government staff members and NGO staff members 

related to PIPA, directors, secretaries and ministers of various government ministries that have 

been involved in some capacity with PIPA, former residents of Kanton, consultants and special 

advisors to PIPA, local business owners whose industries intersect with PIPA, unimane or ‘old 

men’ (elders) of Kiribati, various MPs and parliamentarians, foreign nationals working in 

Kiribati, local media and news broadcasters, former presidents of Kiribati, and attendees of the 

Trust meetings involved in other capacities with PIPA.  

 The individuals of these groups had special knowledge and expertise about PIPA that made 

them especially relevant for my project. Although these individuals had diverse backgrounds and 

experiences that informed their perceptions of PIPA, for the purposes of reporting results and 

protecting confidentiality the 48 individual interviewees were grouped according to 4 categories:  

1)   High-level gov.: Includes cabinet members, ministers, ministry secretaries, and former 
presidents 

 
2)   Mid-level gov.: Includes parliamentarians4 and directors of government departments 

3)   Low-level gov.: Includes government employees and staff not heading a department 

4)   Non-state actors: Includes a range of actors who can be commonly identified as not 
working for the Government of Kiribati (both I-Kiribati non-state actors and ‘foreign’ 
non-state actors).   
 

For a comprehensive list of interviewees, their categorization, and a general description of their 

role placing them within that category (e.g. minister, scientist, etc.) see Appendix B: Interview 

Descriptor List. Perceptions absent from this research included the foreign fishing interests that 

                                
4 Parliamentarians, although elected officials, were excluded from the High-level gov. category because interview data 
revealed a strong distinction between the level of knowledge people working within ministries had of PIPA compared to 
parliamentarians, who mainly live and work outside of South Tarawa. 
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were active in the Phoenix Islands before the area closure. Also, due to difficulties in scheduling, 

representatives from all associated donors and NGOs were not captured through the interview 

process (though they were captured to a lesser degree through participant observation).  

 Participant observation was used explicitly during the meeting of the PIPA Trust (May 9-

11, 2016) and during the outer island outreach event on Banaba Island (June 8, 2016). On these 

occasions, participant observation entailed collecting data not only on presentation content and 

tone, but also on the reactions, comments and questions from the audience. Participant 

observation was also used less formally in casual encounters, such as social gatherings around a 

kava basin, where statements and opinions were shared about PIPA specifically and about the 

broader politics of Kiribati, including topics of colonialism, aid relations, education, capacity 

building, and political figures. These discussions were important in developing the context 

within which PIPA exists. Documents that were collected in Kiribati, such as minutes of 

parliamentary and cabinet proceedings, were often in I-Kiribati so this data collection process 

also involved hiring local research assistants to translate these documents into English.  

 
3.5 Data Analysis  

 Although Evan, Noella, and I all participated in data collection, I completed the data 

analysis informing this thesis myself. The process of data analysis, through which voluminous 

data is transformed through analytic processes (Liamputtong, 2013), began with transcription. 

The 47 audio-recorded interview sessions and field notes (plus one interview without audio-

recording) were converted to digital documents. Following the completion of the transcription 

process, field notes, interviews and relevant documents were coded using the qualitative data 

analysis software, NVivo. Cope (2005) explains that there are three main purposes of coding: 1) 

data reduction, 2) organization, and 3) analysis. Therefore, my coding process was three-phased. 
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The first phase involved reading through data initially to familiarize myself with the material 

(Liamputtong, 2013; Cope, 2005). The second phase involved coding data categorically to label 

emergent themes and patterns (Liamputtong, 2013). These labels were based either on key words 

expressed by participants (e.g., the descriptive code ‘Top Down’ captured any time an 

interviewee said PIPA was top-down or described its decision-making process as exclusionary) 

or based on themes in the data (e.g., the ‘Motivations and Attitudes’ code, identified three 

categories under which to include peoples’ reactions to PIPA; positive/support, 

negative/opposition, or ambivalent). The third round of coding then involved examining the 

processes, context, and causal relationships of key themes through analytic coding (Cope, 2005; 

Warren and Karner, 2010). For example, under ‘Initiation’ I included any description of the 

initiation story of PIPA to establish how people recalled and perceived this process. The 

‘Conception of Losses’ code was an example where I captured the causal relationship between 

what activities or actions interviewees identified as causing this sense of loss. Therefore, the 

coding process accounted for each piece of data as it functioned to label, categorize, and 

summarize material (Liamputtong, 2013). I purposefully included some overlap coding to ensure 

all desired material was captured and to assess how consistently I coded the material (for full 

details on codes developed and used to analyze data, see Appendix C).  

 
3.6 Limitations 

 The limitations of this study stem from my two main methodological practices: the case 

study approach and semi-structured interviews. Case study analyses are often criticized for case 

selection bias, cognitive biases in favour of particular hypotheses because of pre-existing 

knowledge of the case, and the tendency to understate or overstate an observed relationship 

(George and Bennett, 2004). Furthermore, case studies have been accused of being poor at 
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estimating generalized causal effects of variables across a range of cases (George and Bennett, 

2004). However, the criticisms of case selection bias and cognitive biases are less relevant to 

case study analysis of LMPAs given that fewer than thirty LMPA sites are in existence, they 

have not been highly researched, and their contexts are diverse. Furthermore, as this research 

aims to understand the process of governance, not causally link factors to particular hypotheses, 

this criticism towards investigating causal variables is immaterial to my engagement with the 

case study approach. Additionally, as I will be employing the additional methods of document 

analysis, interviewing, and participant observation, this research benefits from improved 

credibility by relying on multiple sources of evidence (Creswell and Miller, 2000). 

  In regards to my main methodological practice of semi-structured interviews, one of the 

main threats to ensuring qualitative validity is the misrepresentation of meanings expressed 

through interview conversations (Baxter and Eyles, 1997). However, Baxter and Eyles (1997) 

contend that fieldwork can limit misrepresentation if the researcher has the opportunity to seek 

clarification if during transcription something is unclear. Furthermore, the in-depth discussion 

that the semi-structure permits limited the likelihood that misinterpretations would occur.  

 As this research assessed how perceptions have framed support or opposition to PIPA, it 

also warrants addressing that there are well-recognized limitations of research on perceptions. 

Mainly, a confounding feature of perceptions-based research is that self-reported perceptions 

may be purposefully inaccurate (Bennett, 2016). Therefore, conscious effort was made to contact 

several respondents along a chain of referral to help combat this limitation. 
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Chapter 4: Findings & Discussion Part 1—Governance Structure of 
PIPA 

 
 In discussion of the governance structure of LMPAs, some authors have cited centralized 

authority as being crucial for success (Fernandes et al., 2005). However, successful governance 

also hinges on the particular socio-political and socio-economic context of a site (Christie and 

White, 2007; Bennett and Dearden, 2014). The purpose of this chapter is to explore how the 

characterization of LMPAs as top-down is observed in Kiribati; specifically, how the roles and 

responsibilities of different actors were defined in relation to the Trust, how the partnership 

between the external donors and NGOs and the government is perceived, the role the NGO 

partners play as the primary producers of information, and how this information is used to 

inform management of the LMPA (in relation to Objective 1), and what impact this structure has 

had on governance outcomes (in relation to Objective 3). Drawing on data collected from semi-

structured interviewing and document analysis, this chapter reveals how issues of ownership and 

sovereignty are shaped through the interactions of state and non-state actors at larger scales.  

 
4.1 Governance Structure of the PIPA 

 Before reviewing perceptions of PIPA’s governance structure, it is important to note the 

actual rules and decision-making processes in place for governing PIPA. There are several 

entities involved in the governance of PIPA, including: the Cabinet of Kiribati, the PIPA 

Conservation Trust, the PIPA Trust staff, the PIPA Implementation Office (PIO), the PIPA 

Management Committee, and the Scientific Advisory Committee (SAC) (see Figure 6). 
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Figure 6: Key interactions between actors in PIPA governance process 
 
 Governance of PIPA centers around the role of the PIPA Conservation Trust Fund. The 

Trust is a tax-exempt public charity based in Kiribati which was established when the Phoenix 

Islands Protected Area Trust Conservation Act was enacted by the Government of Kiribati in 

2009 as a new piece of legislation (GoK, 2009b). The purpose of the Trust is to hold and 

distribute funds to pay for the establishment and operational costs of PIPA, which includes 

providing sustainable financing for PIPA management costs and the Fund’s administration 

(GoK, 2009a). The Trust was also conceived to offset any lost fishing license revenues as a 

result of the restricted activity within PIPA (GoK, 2009a). Thus, because the Trust would 

compensate the Government of Kiribati if they were to lose revenue as a result of closing PIPA 

to fishing, one minister dubbed it a ‘reverse fishing license’ (Shelley, 2012; Stone et al., n.d.). A 

grace period of five years was granted before the Trust is required to compensate the 

government, after which a full economic valuation will determine if there have been economic 

losses as a result of closing PIPA (GoK, 2015c). As Shelley (2012) stated, “reaching a common 
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number for the ‘lost revenues’ associated with any distant water fishing nations tuna closures 

will be the first real test of the partnership, as it will be difficult to settle on a number that is 

acceptable to everyone.” The Government of Kiribati declared PIPA entirely no-take beginning 

January 1, 2015, which means this issue will be debated for the first time in 2020.  

 As dictated by the Act (GoK, 2009a), secondary activities of the Trust include utilizing its 

assets to provide support for: 1) sustainable development activities relating to the Phoenix 

Islands Protected Area; 2) long term data gathering and analysis, documentation and information 

sharing relating to the Phoenix Islands Protected Area; 3) collaboration with local government 

and natural resources institutions and other interested parties to build a national commitment to 

environmental conservation; 4) supporting environmental awareness and education programs 

that promote biodiversity conservation in Kiribati; 5) activities similar to those the Trust with 

respect to other protected areas within Kiribati; and 6) activities relating to the conservation of 

the environmental, cultural and historic resources of Kiribati for the benefit of the public.  

 The Trust was established with endowments from Conservation International (CI) and the 

Government of Kiribati (Shelley, 2012); CI donated $2.5 million and the other $2.5 million came 

from the Government of Kiribati. Therefore, these actors and other founding partners, such as the 

New England Aquarium (NEAq) hold seats on the Board of Directors of the PIPA Trust. A 

Director is appointed by each of the founder members (i.e. the Government of Kiribati, CI, and 

NEAq) and additional Directors may be appointed by a special majority vote of the Board (GoK, 

2009a). Therefore, other significant contributors, (e.g. the Waitt Foundation) can hold seats on 

the Board. Although the precise composition of the Trust Board is flexible, a stipulation of the 

Trust is that non-state actors must always hold a simple majority on the Board. These non-state 

actors include, but are not limited to, civil society, universities and research and scientific 
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organizations (GoK, 2009a). In total, the Board of Directors of the Trust must be composed of at 

least three Directors and no more than nine Directors (not including the Executive Director of the 

PIPA Trust, Nabuti Mwemwenikarawa, who acts as an ex-officio board member and the link 

between the Board and the local PIPA Trust office in Kiribati (GoK, 2013b; Int.13)) (GoK, 

2009a). At the time of fieldwork, the Directors of the Trust Board included Greg Stone 

(Chairman and CI representative), Nigella Hillgarth (NEAq representative), Jacob James 

(Managing Director of Waitt Foundation), Makurita Barro (Ambassador and Permanent 

Representative Kiribati Mission to the United Nations), and Honourable Minster Tebau Awerika 

(Minister of Environment, Lands and Agriculture (MELAD)). As the Director on the Board 

representing the Government of Kiribati, Honourable Minister Tebau Awerika is responsible for 

conferring with Cabinet as is necessary to keep the government informed of the activities of the 

Trust (Int.37, 45). 

 In aggregate, the Board has executive control over of the affairs of the Trust. This includes 

control over funds for management activities (i.e. $5 million from the Global Innovation Fund 

(GIF) and $5 million from the Waitt Foundation and Oceans 5) and funds consigned for the 

endowment (i.e. $2.5 million from CI and $2.5 million from the Government of Kiribati). 

Furthermore, as detailed by the Act (GoK, 2009a), the Board also holds specific powers, duties 

and obligations, which include the ability: 

1) to request modifications to provisions of the PIPA Trust Act;  
 

2) to adopt, periodically review, and amend (as required) the by-laws and any operations 
manuals of the Trust;  

 
3) to approve, periodically review, and modify (as required) the organizational structure and 

personnel procedures of the Trust;  
 

4) to review, as necessary, the hiring or termination of staff associated with the Trust;  
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5) to approve, periodically review, and modify (as required) guidelines for investment of the 
Trust’s assets, and to appoint one or more Investment Managers and periodically evaluate 
the performance of such Investment Managers;  

 
6) to review and approve the annual budget and financial reports of the Trust in accordance 

with the by-laws;  
 

7) to rule on issues concerning the Directors, such as their dismissal and conflicts of 
interest;  

 
8) on an annual basis, to review the performance of the Government of Kiribati under the 

Conservation Contract, the PIPA Management Plan and other agreements, and authorize 
associated payments;  

 
9) to periodically engage in strategic planning for the Trust in accordance with the by-laws;  

 
10) to oversee fundraising for the Trust, including the acceptance of conditional 

contributions.  
 
Thus, high-level decision-making is discussed by the Board of Directors of the PIPA Trust. 

However, it is important to note that the PIPA Trust Act states the Board does not make 

provisions for how PIPA will be managed, as management is dictated under the PIPA 

management plan (developed under the Environment Act 1999) (GoK, 2009a). The Board of the 

Trust therefore does not make decisions about the content of the management plan—this remains 

the responsibility of the Government (GoK, 2009a). However, although the Trust Board was 

envisioned as the body to approve decision-making at the Trust level, it has increasingly taken 

on an executive role in managing PIPA (Int.47). For example, although the PIPA management 

plan was supposed to under the jurisdiction of government, an employee from Conservation 

International actually drafted the plan (Int.5; Int.47).  

 The staff at the Trust office in Kiribati (which includes the Executive Director of the Trust) 

are responsible for managing the grants endowed to the Trust, executing and monitoring the 

Trust budget as has been specified by the Board, and fundraising (Int.12, 13). The PIPA 

Implementation Office (PIO), a separate entity within the Ministry of Environment, Lands and 
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Agriculture (MELAD), is charged with executing the operational tasks of managing PIPA, such 

as installing satellite communication in Kanton (the island in PIPA that hosts government 

activity), vetting permit applications for travel within PIPA, and coordinating outreach activities 

(Int.12, 13, 14, 24). The PIO has staff members including: an accounts officer, an education and 

media officer, an administrative assistant, a registry clerk, and the Kanton coordinator and the 

Kanton Assistant (stationed in Kanton). The PIO also confers with the PIPA Management 

Committee (PMC) and its subcommittees, consisting of directors from various government 

departments, to discuss management decisions and coordinate with other branches of 

government (Int.16, 21; GoK, 2014c). For instance, this includes divisions such as the Maritime 

Police Unit, which oversees monitoring and enforcement of the PIPA area, the Attorney 

General’s Office, the Director of the University of the South Pacific Tarawa campus, a 

representative from the Ministry of the Line and Phoenix Islands, and representatives from the 

departments of Tourism, Fisheries Licensing, Works, Culture, and various others (Partic. Obs., 

PIPA Trust meeting, 2016; Int.19, 16, 21, 29). However, the interaction between the PIO and 

PMC has not been a strong mechanism in terms of leadership in drafting management measures 

for PIPA (Int.13, Int.47). Finally, the Scientific Advisory Committee (SAC) acts as an advisory 

body to the PIPA Trust Board. Although the SAC does not have a formal vote, members of the 

SAC consult and advise the PIPA Trust on relevant science related to PIPA and provide 

recommendations for management based on information gained through scientific expeditions in 

PIPA (Partic. Obs., PIPA Trust meeting, 2016). The relationships between these different entities 

are illustrated in Figure 6. 

 
4.1.1 Perceptions of ‘Top-Down’ 

 The most pervasive descriptor used by interview participants when describing the structure 
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of PIPA was the term ‘top-down’. Frequently and oftentimes without prompting interviewees 

made direct reference to the ‘top-down’ nature of the LMPA, saying things like, “[PIPA is] a 

top-down approach” (Non-state actor, Int.28). During one interview, PIPA was directly 

contrasted to local conservation endeavours, with one government employee saying that local 

efforts “[give] the local communities an opportunity to actually protect their resources and to 

have them taking part in the work that is being done. And it’s more of bottom-up approaches 

unlike PIPA is like, it’s more of like a top-down approach” (Low-level gov., Int.27). Notably, 

PIPA being top-down was spoken of more so as fact rather than a disputable characteristic by I-

Kiribati interviewees and by foreign interviewees not directly connected to the Trust. Trust 

members and NGO representatives though also indirectly described the Trust as top-down when 

they described the creation process and who is involved in decision-making. 

 
4.1.2 Perceptions of Actors’ Roles in the Governance Process 

 Most commonly, interviewees’ statements about PIPA as ‘top-down’ followed a question 

asking interviewees to describe or account the initiation process or origin story of PIPA. 

Although details of these accounts were varied between respondents, triangulating accounts 

between interviewees substantiated the claims of any one individual and enabled identification of 

common perceptions and themes. For example, all interviewees who described the initiation 

process recounted that following a research expedition in the Phoenix Islands, it was “the NGOs 

[referring to NEAq and CI], they’re the ones who, who brought the idea” (Non-state actor, 

Int.13) to protect this area. Although several members of government commented that Cabinet 

had been considering doing something for conservation for many years (High-level gov., Int.6, 

34, 42), it was the partners’ interest in the pristine reef habitat in the Phoenix Islands area that led 

to PIPA being established there as a large MPA, as the size of the MPA was based on the 
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NGOs’ desire to capture within its boundary ecologically significant seamounts identified by 

NEAq (Non-state actor, Int.3). Many statements included direct reference to Dr. Greg Stone, a 

scientist on the Phoenix expedition in 2001, the Chairman of the PIPA Trust, and a key figure in 

promoting the idea of PIPA to the Government of Kiribati. Many interviewees also made 

statements that, “Greg Stone and others [came] up with the idea” (High-level gov., Int.30), 

which Stone himself corroborates (Stone and Obura, 2013; Stone, 2010). Of note, Dr. Greg 

Stone was formerly affiliated with NEAq and is currently affiliated with CI; both organizations 

hold seats on the Board of the PIPA Trust.  

 High-level government officials were the only I-Kiribati interviewees who communicated 

more detailed accounts of the establishment process. These individuals explained that the idea of 

establishing an LMPA was first broached by then-Minister of Natural Resources (now called the 

Ministry of Environment, Lands and Agriculture (MELAD)) and the former President of 

Kiribati, Anote Tong (Mid-level gov., Int.18; High-level gov., Int.30, 34, 39, 44). The idea of 

PIPA was then raised and discussed within Cabinet. It was within Cabinet that the idea of a 

‘reverse fishing license’ was coined as a means to compensate Kiribati from lost revenue due to 

the prospective closure of the area as a no-take MPA (Stone et al., n.d.). It was only after this 

point that the idea was put to parliament in the form of the PIPA Trust Act. As one former 

minister described: 

“You know the concept, the concept will state no people were, not even 
parliamentarians were involved you know it was all stuck in the office all those kinds 
of whispers in the office and then suddenly we hear rumors and we read newspapers 
and there was actually being blown out of there affairs, there was no motion in 
parliament to say that this house approves the concept of creating a PIPA and that 
the PIPA be put under the World [Heritage site, UNESCO]. There was no—that was 
all quiet. Suddenly it came to parliament as an Act” (Mid-level gov., Int.34). 

 
The details surrounding the initial discussions of PIPA leading up to Cabinet and Parliamentary 



 73 

consultation included so few individuals that many members of government were not privy to 

the details of how PIPA was developed. This issue was raised on August 19th, 2015 during a 

Parliament session when Mr. Teburoro Tito (MP) asked why PIPA’s conservation contract had 

not been clearly revealed to Parliament (GoK, 2015b). In answer, then-Minister of MELAD 

Honourable Tiarite Tioti Kwong explained they (i.e. the ruling party at that time) rushed the 

contract in front of Parliament because they did not want to lose the deal with the Waitt 

Foundation and Oceans 5 (both US-based philanthropic organizations) as they had already 

donated $5 million AUD to PIPA without the government officially committing to the project. 

Kwong went on to emphasize that the most important thing now was cooperation between 

government and the partners (GoK, 2015b). 

This data demonstrates that government officials, employees and non-state actors 

described and discussed the designation of PIPA as a top-down approach. However, in contrast 

to how the literature tends to define top-down governance as state-led with delegation of 

managerial tasks to partnering NGOs and donors (Borrini-Feyerabend et al., 2013), in PIPA the 

NGOs were a dominant force in decision-making. As such, the NGO partners were not seen to 

act as ambassadors for grassroots empowerment, but as taking on a role similar to that of 

‘government’ (Bryant, 2002). The statement by Kwong emphasized just how essential ‘the 

partners’ were to the creation of PIPA, specifically emphasizing the reliance of the state on the 

external funds (Princen and Finger, 1994; Lunstrum, 2013). Therefore, although the historical 

model for PA governance is ‘top-down’ (Borrini-Feyerabend et al., 2013), the structure of 

governance under PIPA diverged from common understandings of ‘top-down’ through the 

involvement of non-state actors as key actors at the ‘top’. However, although this structure 

diverged from traditional state-led, ‘top-down’ governance, it was still based on unilateral 



 74 

control and linear decision-making processes being dictated by a few high-level actors, as is 

typical of state-led governance (Phillips, 2003).  

Furthermore, although not a pre-condition of top-down governance, interviewees 

reflected on the lack of wider consultation or information-sharing beyond key actors in PIPA. As 

indicated by PA literature, the main reason cited for departure from top-down styled 

conservation governance has been due to its poor performance in accounting for social 

dimensions of conservation (De Santo et al., 2011). Although these social dimensions are usually 

tied to issues around consultation with communities (Chapin, 2004; Oldekop et al., 2016; Persha 

et al., 2011), the perceptions of government interviewees that they felt excluded in the decision-

making around PIPA’s establishment reflect that the process of creating negative perceptions of 

a conservation project can begin even earlier and are not necessarily associated with restricted 

use or livelihoods, but can be prompted simply by perceptions of exclusion.  

 Although mid-level government officials suggested that higher-level government members 

knew about PIPA earlier, members of both groups described the key actors involved in 

designating PIPA as President Tong and ‘the partners’ (i.e. CI and NEAq). Even one ministry 

secretary explained that he learns things about PIPA through international media before he is 

informed through his position in government (High-level gov., Int.44). PIPA was often referred 

to as “[Tong’s] initiative” (High-level gov., Int.34), brought to him by the partners. This was 

reflected in public documents that used phrasing to tie the idea of PIPA directly to Tong. For 

instance, in newsletters for radio broadcasts PIPA was identified as a “part of President Anote 

Tong’s economic development plan” (GoK, 2013a: 2). Therefore, the project was specifically 

identified with the President rather than government more broadly. For instance, one consultant 

to high-level government explained that, “it was Anote Tong as I understand who—it was his 
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government who pushed the idea” (Non-state actor, Int.31).  

Largely this association between Tong and PIPA was due to the perception that Tong 

established PIPA to prompt international action on climate change. PIPA has been called a 

‘climate change laboratory’ (GoK, 2009b; Obura et al., 2016; GoK, 2012), the idea being that 

without the impacts from direct human use its pristine condition will enable assessment of 

climate change impacts. Several interviewees reiterated that the establishment of PIPA was 

connected to the President’s desire for action on climate change (Non-state actor, Int.13, 23, 29; 

Mid-level gov., Int.8, 16, 18, 32, 33, 43). Tong5 himself revealed this was a strong component of 

establishing PIPA. As he put it, PIPA was “a challenge to the world community” (Int.6), that was 

meant to demonstrate that if a developing country such as Kiribati could contribute towards 

action on climate change by closing one of its most productive fishing areas, other nations of the 

world should be able to make similar commitments.  

Although high and mid-level government interviewees expressed that they would have 

liked to be included in the process of designating PIPA, this sentiment was not synonymous with 

opposing the LMPA. The Minister of Fisheries and Marine Resource Development (MFMRD) 

was the only actor that was rumoured to have directly opposed PIPA. During the Reading of the 

PIPA Act, then-Minister Honourable Taberannang Timeon questioned the idea that PIPA would 

be able to generate more money than by fishing that area and questioned the benefit of this 

project to the people of Kiribati, saying: “[It seems] that we have given away properties of the 

country completely and there will be no benefit [to] obtain in return to the population” (GoK, 

2008). In recalling Cabinet discussions of PIPA, President Tong described that “there was some 

resistance by the fisheries minister but I think he misunderstood […] I think he was being 

                                
5 President Tong gave permission to attribute his interview. 
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pressured by the fishing partners […] and he was passing on that pressure. But I think the 

majority of thinking was that, yes we go ahead, it’s a good idea, we should do it.” (Int.6). 

However, other high-level government interviewees described the Fisheries Minister’s position 

less so as in opposition to PIPA than reflecting a desire for clarification regarding PIPA’s 

relationship to, and impact on, Kiribati (High-level gov., Int.30; GoK, 2008). Former President 

Tong commented that “Cabinet itself was supportive. Initially when it was put to the Parliament 

there was scepticism, but of course that’s politics” (Int.6).  

 Gruby et al. (2015) suggest that “the politics of LMPAs will be a higher profile [and] 

higher level than traditionally understood and therefore distinct from MPA governance in 

important ways”. In the case of PIPA, this manifested with Greg Stone and then President Anote 

Tong being viewed as the architects of PIPA. A strong political emphasis in this portrayal is 

evident, with President Tong personifying the climate struggle of Kiribati and Greg Stone 

representing the international NGO role in conservation. So far LMPA literature has focused on 

targets as driving the establishment of LMPAs (Agardy et al., 2003; Wood et al., 2008; Toonen 

et al., 2013; De Santo, 2013; Leenhardt et al., 2013; Dulvy, 2013; Lubchenco and Grorud-

Colvert, 2015), however this narrative centers on political interests of a president (i.e. climate 

change action) and how this aligned with the NGO interest in conserving a pristine reef 

archipelago.  

 Having these two actors speaking about PIPA amenably but ultimately from two different 

political objectives demonstrates how an LMPA can be put to work politically in multiple ways. 

A criticism of LMPAs has been that NGOs are largely dictating the establishment of sites 

(Leenhardt et al., 2013). However, Anote Tong’s attempt to use PIPA to politically leverage 

action on climate change has important implications for power in establishing these sites by 
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demonstrating the ways in which this process can be leveraged and imbued, allowing host-

countries to make this process their own.  

 
4.1.3 Participation in Decision-Making 

 When it came to identifying the stakeholders of PIPA, the view of PIPA as ‘top-down’ was 

reinforced, as all interviewees characterized stakeholders as excluding the public. When asked to 

describe PIPA’s stakeholders, government interviewees commonly limited their description of 

stakeholders to within the government ministries of Kiribati. For instance, one government 

director described PIPA as “involving a lot of the stakeholders, a lot of ministries, so it’s, it’s the 

whole—it’s more like a whole government approach” (Mid-level gov., Int.16). Another 

respondent identified only specific ministries as stakeholders, including the Ministry of 

Environment, Lands and Agriculture (MELAD), as it is the Ministry under which PIPA is 

managed, and the Ministries of Tourism and Works due to the tourism and associated 

infrastructure plans for Kanton Island in PIPA (High-level gov., Int.44). 

 Interviewees also noted that not only was the designation of PIPA top-down, but the 

subsequent rule-making for the LMPA was also dictated from the top. One consultant to 

government explained that at the time PIPA was being implemented the mentality was that this 

was a government project and there was no reason to consult with the public (Non-state actor, 

Int.28). Former caretakers living within PIPA on Kanton Island in 2015 when the area was 

closed to fishing described the regulations as being imposed (Low-level gov., Int.15; 25). 

Notwithstanding, Kanton residents met with PIPA representatives (from both the partners and 

the state) and signed an agreement to abide by the new rules, one former resident described the 

interaction as being one-sided and that he and the other residents did not feel comfortable 

proposing amendments to the rules (Low-level gov., Int.15). Specifically, they took issue with 
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the prohibition of eating shark, lobster, and other ‘meat’ because, as they are stationed on Kanton 

for several years, they get tired of only eating fish and shipments of food are infrequent.  

 Other interviewees also took issue with the way PIPA was presented and pushed forward 

within government. One consultant to government commented: “there wasn’t much opposition 

because there’s no, there was no consultation. That doesn’t mean they like it ya because as I say 

it was a top-down approach” (Non-state actor, Int.28). This top-down approach was often 

described as problematic, with the prevailing view being that the public should have been better 

consulted. As one government official reflected: “we’ve done them [the public] a disservice 

honestly without getting them involved” (Mid-level gov., Int.33). As a result, there has been a 

lack of informed support on behalf of the people of Kiribati for PIPA (more on this in Sections 

5.3, 5.4, and 5.6). Likewise, one government employee who is directly involved with PIPA 

commented that the lack of consultation with the public has not allowed citizens to cultivate an 

interest or build informed support for PIPA:  

“[…] no one knows about Kanton. Even myself. Some of the people say ‘what are 
the islands in the Phoenix Islands?’ They don’t know that. Even my family […]. So 
why we gonna, why—we don’t know these places, so why do we have to love 
them?” (Low-level gov., Int.9). 

 
As described in protected area (PA) governance literature, accountability measures under 

state-led governance may not obligate states to consult with stakeholders (Borrini-Feyerabend et 

al., 2013). However, in the case of PIPA, a form of governance that included non-state actors had 

the same effect on broader participation as the state-only version of top-down governance. Thus, 

the chronic failure to adequately incorporate stakeholders in decision-making under the 

centralized model (Ferse et al., 2010), continued under PIPA. The limitation of ‘stakeholders’ 

recognized under PIPA reinforces the characterization of PIPA’s governance regime as 

centralized (Cohen, 2012) because stakeholders under PIPA were limited to a select group within 
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government and limited non-state actor involvement to foreign private authority.   

As indicated by Bennett and Dearden (2014: 100), the level of trust and cooperation and 

within and between groups “can be an important indicator of the quality of collaborative 

interactions” that can contribute to improved outcomes and agreement around outcomes. 

However, the limited investment in consultation for PIPA has not allowed people to cultivate 

such a relationship with the organizers of the project or develop an interest or build informed 

support for the LMPA. PA literature reveals that this dynamic has led to discord amongst 

stakeholders as the interests of local parties become overshadowed (Fortwangler, 2007), as was 

the case when the dietary interests of Kanton6 residents were eclipsed by rule-making for 

conservation. Although there are no local communities within the PIPA area, the approach that 

the partners and government took in consulting the Kanton residents was approached as a 

process of informing rather than participation. Generally, social science authors agree that 

outcomes across social and ecological dimensions are best achieved when local users participate 

directly in rule-making (Oldekop et al., 2016); Persha et al., 2011). Arguably, the Kanton 

residents’ experience of that space could have contributed meaningfully to developing 

conservation strategies for Kanton. As one government employee who has had direct experience 

working in the Phoenix Islands explained:   

“I heard when I was there several years back that [the people in Kanton] they collect 
lobsters in a very shallow place, […] I think there is no other place in the world that 
you can find that […] those people in Kanton know the place […] the people have 
agreed that they will never go and fish there so they already have those kind of 
mechanisms with them and we need to work with them and maybe improve those […] 
or add more to the list so that […] we can successfully conserve all those resources” 
(Low-level gov., Int.35). 

 

                                
6 Kanton is an island within PIPA where approximately 30 government caretakers and their families reside. They 
live on the island for work terms between 4-5 years and therefore are not considered local inhabitants of the area. 
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Therefore, not only could social outcomes of PIPA have been improved by including Kanton 

residents in rule-making, but their knowledge of the island and its biodiversity could have helped 

address ecological objectives. 

 
4.1.4 Top-Down as Necessary 

 However, while some respondents commented that the restriction of actors involved in 

designating, establishing and managing PIPA has been detrimental, others described the top-

down governance of PIPA as necessary. In discussing the governance of LMPAs, one attendee 

of the May 2016 PIPA Trust meeting remarked: “I mean they’re so large that they have to be 

established by legislation and so you get involved with governments” (Non-state actor, Int.5). 

This statement seems to reflect the sentiment within the LMPA literature that a degree of state 

control is necessary to govern large MPAs (Fernandes et al., 2005). In a similar vein, one 

conservation officer reflected upon the differences between Kiribati’s two locally-managed 

coastal MPAs and PIPA, saying that “it’s hard for me to see or to talk about a very big protected 

area [in the local context]” (Low-level gov., Int.27) because a large, near-shore no-take MPA 

would be difficult to manage locally, specifically in terms of monitoring and enforcement. 

 This understanding of ‘top-down’ governance as necessary thus presents a possible 

problem; while centralized authority has been cited as being crucial for the success of LMPA 

governance (Jones et al., 2013; Fernandes et al., 2005), interviewees expressed concern that, 

although not necessarily mutually exclusive, in the case of PIPA this has precluded a wider 

consultation process. Thus this raises the question of whether the need for both top-down 

decision-making and public involvement can be rectified within LMPA governance. In 

answering a similar question in terms of MPAs, Gaymer et al. (2014: 129) assert that we must 

move away from “comparing top-down and bottom-up approaches” to focusing on “identifying 
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the key social, economic and ecological factors that need to be considered in the governance 

design for establishing and operating MPAs”. Thus, in the case of LMPAs, what requires critical 

assessment is not whether the governance is top-down but rather how multiple stakeholders are 

incorporated into this top-down process and how this is perceived.  

 Although fortress conservation has traditionally been state-led, as signaled by Levine 

(2007), the high-degree of NGO involvement in PIPA has not signaled a move away from 

centralized management. Interviewees explained that the partners left the decision of 

consultation up to the discretion of the state (Non-state actor, Int.3; Non-state actor, Int.27) and 

most I-Kiribati interviewees explained that the government believed consultation was not 

necessary (refer back to 4.1.3 Participation in Decision-Making). As Levine (2007: 565) 

suggests, NGOs “remain quietly complicit actors in this dynamic” not wanting to jeopardise their 

relationship with the state. However, we see that these bounded roles and responsibilities may 

not be sufficient to create long term sustainability. This became especially evident as 

interviewees described their disappointment over the process of consultation. The perception of 

many people in Kiribati was that they had not been respected by CI and NEAq, who were 

viewed as the implementers of this project and therefore were expected to consult with 

communities. One I-Kiribati government employee explained that it was likely not CI’s fault that 

consultation didn’t happen: 

“…maybe the government didn’t advise this international organization that they 
should actually go around first in the Line and Phoenix group to consult the people” 
he said, “I don’t know. I don’t think I would blame the international organizations 
[laughs]” (Low-level gov., Int.27).  
 

Though, he expressed that it is not too late for this to happen: 

“For me the information on the radio and the awareness presented in cava bars, for 
me those are not really sufficient […] it’s just gonna be more effective if you can […] 
spend some time on one island […] you have to really travel from one village to 
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another village. I’m sure CI and them can fund those, they’ve got lots of money 
[laughs] […] You really need to kind of spend a lot of time under the maneaba and 
in the school, in that community […] it’s just a matter of in-depth consultation with 
the villages […]. For example, if CI and New England Aquarium […] had come in 
the first place to Kiribati and explained the reason why they want to protect that area 
they would have been received very well and people would not complain afterwards. 
But I think [the people] have the feeling of like ‘What’s going on, we didn’t know 
that this was happening’. Ya so I won’t see any problem with any NGOs from outside 
[…] to come to Kiribati and do the consultation. […] it’s not a problem at all it’s 
just, it’s just a matter of having a local with them, someone who can really talk and 
has a good approach to the communities to work with them and really sit down with 
them and listen to their thoughts and view also” (Low-level gov., Int.27).  

 
As Levine (2007) suggests, more attention needs to be paid to the implications of this new 

role played by external NGOs, as well as the ways that the state continues to struggle to maintain 

power, influence, and access to funding. I would add that this is especially relevant in terms of 

navigating the respective roles and responsibilities of the partners and the state in the case of 

PIPA. Although NGOs took their cue from government regarding the necessity of consultation, 

they may need to take a more active role in participating in implementation and consultation, or 

it may undermine their initiative. By examining the governance structure of PIPA in terms of the 

roles of key actors, it becomes clear that defining LMPAs as top-down does not imply the need 

for co-management or more participatory modes of governance, but this research does emphasize 

the need to examine these interactions. Interviewees were not demanding co-management (nor 

does it make sense here); simply that more in-depth consultation be incorporated under this 

framework. Therefore, the question becomes what does consultation need to look like to make 

top-down LMPAs work?  

 
4.1.5 Who Owns PIPA Anyway? Recognizing Local Interest 

 The topic of PIPA’s consultation process was one that was raised repeatedly throughout 

the interview process. As indicated previously, interviewees overwhelmingly attributed the lack 
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of consultation for PIPA to the perception that the Phoenix Islands are government-owned, and 

because those islands have not been traditional inhabited, the government did not see it necessary 

to consult with anyone outside of government. As one unimane (elder) expressed: 

“It’s important for the people to be involved in it but I think the reason why they 
were not involved […] is because the place is uninhabited, there are no traditional 
inhabitants of the place and all of it is state land. So government felt it [had] the 
responsibility; it [did]n’t have to go back to the people to tell them that they 
want[ed] to do this but [that] they are doing it. [… It was] only a matter of telling 
the people what’s their benefit. […] because there are no traditional owners there 
it’s easy for government to do it on their own without consultation” (Non-state actor, 
Int.29).  
 

As Stone et al. (n.d.: n/a) explained, “the creation of the PIPA was dramatically simplified by the 

fact that there are no tenure rights associated with traditional settlements on the atolls or any 

other private property rights”. Owing to the view that there were no local interests or local 

stakeholders (as discussed in Section 4.1.3), the government saw the case of PIPA as an issue of 

national interest to be addressed by government. This was based on the assumption by 

government that the people living outside of the Phoenix Islands group would not have any real 

interest in the decisions made for this remote and uninhabited area. The unimane (elder) 

continued, saying:  

“It’s all part of the fact that there is no one there and […] it’s for the national interest, 
those kind of things that are national interest and there are no people there that can 
put more input in it…and so it’s within government’s right to do it on its own […] I 
think the social side of it you know in terms of how government was successfully 
pushing it through Parliament is that, you know, it’s all to do with the fact that there 
were no people there, there’s no one with a direct interest on those islands ah, and so 
it was easy for them to, to say you know, no we don’t need any consultation. We 
assume that people will come around with it” (Non-state actor, Int.29).  
 

Similarly, when I asked another interviewee working with government if he felt people were 

comfortable that the government made the decision to establish PIPA without consulting them, 

he responded saying, “I think government assumed that [laughs] ya that it would be ok for the 
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people” (Non-state actor, Int.28).  

 However, much to the surprise of government and the partners, interviewees described that 

the public did care. Not only did interviewees explain that they thought citizens would have liked 

to be informed sooner by government about the plans for the Phoenix Islands, but they also 

expressed that the public should have had a say in the decision to establish PIPA. During one 

interview, a government officer recounted a story where an old man living in Kirimati island (the 

closest inhabited island to PIPA) explained, “he was very disappointed in how PIPA was set up 

because he said, ‘oh we own this place we were not consulted when the thing was established’” 

(Low-level gov., Int.27).   

 In recent years, the importance of consultation has been increasingly recognized. As one 

MP explained, in the early years he felt it was important to limit the number of actors and voices 

participating in the discussion of PIPA as he felt there was: 

“danger about involving a lot of people in the first, um, in the embryonic stage of the 
project. [However] now that [PIPA] has materialized, now that it has footing, now 
that it’s matured, so to speak, I think it’s high time because without consultation of 
the people then who owns it anyways? It’s no ownership by the people for the people, 
it would be ownership of the Honourable minister on the Board, ownership of the big 
aquarium, ownership of the big brothers with the big interests” (Mid-level gov., 
Int.33).  
 

In articulating this, the MP expressed a common sentiment that although PIPA was pitched as 

‘the wealth of the people’, without consultation, without involvement or without the people of 

Kiribati being informed about PIPA, how can it be for them?  

 There are many examples that speak to livelihood conflicts and issues around lack of 

consultation in protected areas (Chapin, 2004). Comparatively, disappointment over the lack of 

consultation in PIPA was mild; interviewees expressed they would have liked more consultation, 

but they were not outraged by the lack of consultation. One I-Kiribati government employee who 
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often works with communities attributed this to people not living in that area or directly using 

that space:  

“I think because they don’t live close by it and ah they just too—they don’t really pay 
much attention to what’s going on in that area ‘cause you’re right it’s very remote, 
so far away so people tend to pay more attention to what’s going on just around 
them here” (Low-level gov., Int.27). 
 

He also added that while people know exactly what they are going to gain from local 

conservation projects, people are unclear about how PIPA benefits them, and as such, they have 

taken less interest in the project: 

“they’re like ‘Well it’s a good idea but who cares’ [laughs]. Ya ‘who’s gonna 
benefit’? […] Like what they do here in terms of the marine protected area 
established in Butaritari [an outer island in the Gilbert Islands] they know exactly 
what’s gonna come out of it and they know that they gonna be the beneficiary of 
that” (Low-level gov., Int.27). 
 

Naturally, cases in which people have been displaced or where their access to resources have 

been restricted elicit a stronger response (Christie et al., 2003; Chapin, 2004; Seligmann et al., 

2005; Dowie, 2009; Igoe et al., 2010). However, people’s reactions to the lack of consultation 

for PIPA illustrates that even though the site is uninhabited and there are no direct impacts on 

livelihoods or community uses, I-Kiribati people are still interested in the decisions made about 

the space. 

 Defining stakeholder groups in marine conservation is more difficult than in terrestrial 

conservation as marine resource users are often diffuse and resident communities may not exist 

(Levine, 2007). The case of PIPA reveals that this difficulty may be greater still in LMPAs, 

which presents a challenge of defining stakeholder groups for spaces that are often called 

‘uninhabited’. However, the result of not identifying stakeholders or consulting outside of 

government has meant people have not felt involved or invested, and this may translate into little 

local support for the project. The discourses that evolved from the poor perception of PIPA’s 
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governance structure and the associated consequences of the consultation process in PIPA are 

discussed in Section 5.3 Conception of Losses and Section 5.6 Fate of PIPA. 

 
4.2 Partnership— “it hasn’t worked badly” 

Very simply, a first round of analysis identified two groups of people; those who felt the 

partnership between the Government of Kiribati and the partners (namely CI and NEAq and the 

donors—the Waitt Foundation) was working well and those who thought the relationship has 

some problems that need to be addressed. For instance, one I-Kiribati non-state actor suggested, 

“the capacity, the technical support, the skills, I think [CI and NEAq] played a very important 

role to make [PIPA] a success” (Non-state actor, Int.2). In contrast, others felt quite the opposite, 

such as a low-level government employee who said, “we are left to beg, keep on fundraising you 

know, it’s not a good sort of partnership” (Low-level gov., Int.11). Still, in reviewing all the 

comments and descriptions coded in terms of this partnership, one quote summed up the overall 

sentiment of both groups: “it hasn’t worked badly” (Tong, Int.6). However, moving past this 

initial categorization, further analysis reveals a more nuanced interpretation of the role of the 

partners by I-Kiribati interviewees. 

 
4.2.1 Role of the Partners 

When asked to characterize the partnership between Kiribati and the partners, I-Kiribati 

interviewees would often begin by describing NEAq, CI and the donors as being essential to the 

creation of PIPA. Most deemed the government could not have created the LMPA without the 

technical and financial support of the partners. Yet while interviewees were quick to identify the 

capacity of the partners as essential to making PIPA possible, they also identified a desire to 

build this capacity themselves so as to not be so dependent on the expertise of ‘outsiders’. As 
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one unimane (elder) explained: 

 “I think, you know, there’s nothing wrong with ideas coming or initiatives coming 
from outside but government should do a lot of work you know, going through those 
and scrutinizing those and then put its own stamp on it. But, you know, for most of 
the things we do here, there is that dependency on consultants you know, on a lot of 
issues” (Non-state actor, Int.29).  

 
Thus, although I-Kiribati interviewees explained the involvement of the partners was welcomed, 

the dependency on outsiders to support initiatives like PIPA underscored an unsettling reality 

that Kiribati is often unable to corroborate the information given to them by outsiders. Therefore, 

I-Kiribati government interviewees identified a tension between the role of non-state actors as 

critical to the creation of PIPA and the dependence this could create on their part.  

The arrangement of PIPA is not a unique situation as NGOs often partner with developing 

nations that otherwise would not have the capacity to create and manage conservation projects to 

the same degree (Conklin and Graham, 1995). As discussed, the benefit of such a partnership for 

developing states is that NGOs can provide necessary technical and economic capacity that 

otherwise these groups would not be able to access (Conklin and Graham, 1995; Lunstrum, 

2013). However, as Conklin and Graham (1995) reveal, the downfall of such a partnership is that 

the state no longer has autonomy in decision-making. Many I-Kiribati interviewees perceive a 

sense of vulnerability because of the dependence of Kiribati on outsiders. Furthermore, the 

financial and technical capacity the partners hold gives the partners the power to shape PIPA in 

their own image and interests. Nevertheless, as Lunstrum (2013) highlights, such partnerships, 

uneven as they may be, are often the only way that the state is able to build capacity. Therefore, 

because the assistance of NEAq has enabled advanced scientific research to occur in PIPA, and 

CI and the donors have contributed necessary financial capacity, interviewees expressed a 

similar sentiment to that of Lunstrum (2013) regarding the role of NGOs in relation to PIPA; that 
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all things considered, ‘it hasn’t worked badly’, indicating that the state has benefitted from this 

partnership.  

 
4.3 NGO Control Over Process 

Another theme related to the role of the partners was that many interviewees discussed the 

degree of control that the partners have had over decision-making processes. One foreign 

interviewee observed, “straight up things wouldn’t get done if it was not for these other NGOs 

coordinating” (Non-state actor, Int.5). One non-state actor directly involved with PIPA 

described the ability to accomplish administrative and operational tasks in a timely manner as 

essential for donors contributing to the project (Non-state actor, Int.48). Therefore, when the PIO 

struggled to accomplish these tasks, the Trust became more authoritarian, either prompting the 

PIO to work more diligently, or assisting directly with their efforts. In light of this, many 

interviewees identified tensions regarding the extent of control the NGOs (i.e. CI and NEAq) 

have, saying that establishing PIPA required “a lot of convincing you know, from those outside” 

(Low-level gov., Int.10) and that when it came to managerial tasks of implementing rules and 

writing the management plan for PIPA, although authorship may identify members of the 

Government of Kiribati, “CI ended up writing it” (Non-state actor, Int.5). Foreign actors with 

knowledge of the Trust commented that this was rooted in the need for the Trust to meet US 

standards for NGOs (in relation to laws for tax-exempt organizations). For instance, one non-

state actor directly involved with PIPA commented that the work the PIO did in writing the 

management report simply did meet standards to attract funding from donors, and therefore CI’s 

technical capacity in grant and report writing led them to take the lead in writing the report (Non-

state actor, Int.47). Although this interviewee expressed that ideally CI’s work in drafting the 

first management plan would have acted as a guide for Kiribati to build their own technical 
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capacity, this has not occurred and therefore further capacity building is acknowledged to be 

necessary. Many government interviewees (across levels) also noted that the funding structure 

under the PIPA Trust Board gives autonomy to the donors more so than through previous 

funding sources; one government employee working with PIPA explained, “[the] Waitt 

Foundation, they are very strict” (Low-level gov., Int.11). During the interview process a former 

minister also commented disapprovingly that, “we have to seek [the partners’] approval to 

release the funds” (Mid-level gov., Int.34). 

 
4.3.1 Sovereignty 

 One of the specific ways interviewees discussed NGO control over process was in terms 

of the limited government involvement in the Trust structure. In discussion of the PIPA Trust, 

the feeling that the partners hold too much control and that this control infringes on the 

sovereignty of Kiribati surfaced as a prominent theme. This discourse was captured in the 2008 

reading of the Conservation Trust Act where concern over the control outsiders would have 

through the Trust was expressed by parliamentarians. For example, one Mr. Banuera Berina 

raised this issue on behalf of his fellow MPs, saying: “What worried us Mr. Speaker, most 

members and those in the Trust manage[ment] and staff were not I-Kiribati but foreigners” 

(GoK, 2008). It also appeared in the stakeholder opinion analysis conducted in 2007, in which 

the Ministry of Fisheries and Marine Resource Development (MFMRD a.k.a. Ministry of 

Fisheries) expressed the desire for a better explanation of the Trust and raised concerns around 

how the Trust infringes on sovereignty (Uwate and Teroroko, 2007). Government interviewees 

tended to describe the issue of sovereignty in two distinct ways: 1) in terms of the behaviour or 

attitude of the partners (see Equity in Partnership in Section 4.3.1); and 2) in relation to the Act 

specifically. The latter characterization was expressed by several higher-level Kiribati 
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government officials, likely because most people outside government are not familiar with the 

PIPA Trust Act. For example, during an interview with a former minister, he described the PIPA 

Trust Act as: 

“yes a very interesting Act because the first Act of its kind where partners […] if we 
want to amend, if we want to change that, that, piece of legislation we have to get 
prior consent of the partners. If I want to put in an [amendment] this coming 
parliament meeting I’ll have to consult and that’s never done in, in the history of our 
legislation here… I see that as an issue, I mean as I say, an issue of sovereignty […]. 
They put a law, a law which restricts our ability to amend right, we have to go and 
get their consent, if I have to draft an amendment to that Act I have to work before 
hand and I have to get prior consent of the partners, that to me, that doesn’t—we’re 
selling our sovereignty, we’re selling ourselves. I can see that as a, a bad sign for 
Kiribati, selling its water away, selling its interests away for the benefits of others, 
that to me is not good” (High-level gov., Int.34). 
 

Therefore, because the legislation as written supports the Trust in a way that gives the partners a 

degree of power, although government could still repeal the Act the perception of some state 

actors is that this limits state authority within its own realm of government. Conversely, some 

interviewees described PIPA as enhancing Kiribati’s sovereignty. In this case, comments were 

more explicitly in reference to their control over ocean space rather than about the structure of 

the Trust and therefore these comments tended to come from government employees and 

officials concerned with illegal fishing. For instance, when asked to explain why he felt PIPA 

enhanced sovereignty, one government employee directly involved with PIPA explained: 

“we receive practical, tangible support from our partners, […] partners that have 
capability to put our eyes in the sky and look at us, literally on a daily basis and 
there’s something that we didn’t have at all in the beginning, now with PIPA you 
know, we have inner plan, possibly some officers in place there, government, regular 
visits of tourists and now our rangers presence on the island, the group, the internet, 
communication improved, and of course the VMS and the, the other forms of you 
know, sky watch assistance, the google group, that’s something we never had before. 
Putting all these together the strengthen us, the, we own the place now, yes” (Low-
level gov., Int.24).  
 

Here again we see reference to the capacity of the partners as related to their benefit, but 
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additionally, this capacity is described as acting to increase Kiribati’s ownership and control over 

the Phoenix Islands space by way of the improved monitoring of that area. Interestingly, 

although this monitoring does not include other inhabited islands outside of PIPA, numerous 

people described the benefit of this monitoring as a national statement that Kiribati no longer 

tolerates illegal fishing. Several MPs described the illegal fishing activities around their islands 

and the strain this causes on food security. As one MP described: 

“we can witness at night vessels fishing maybe 30 kilometers away from the island, 
very clear lights heh, fishing, maybe not only one vessel, maybe almost ten vessels. 
Ya, and also the second change that I also feel and experience with the people is 
there is a slight shortage of fish catch. Before we can get this yellowfin tuna coming 
in inside this ah boat harbour, but say for the last 7 years, oh you cannot find any 
yellowfin coming in inside the boat harbour” (Mid-level gov., Int.8). 
 

But despite PIPA being far away from the inhabited islands of Kiribati, several government 

officials described PIPA as symbolic. As one cabinet-member explained, “as I look the PIPA I 

appreciate it, we like that, close it area so we can help the nation” (High-level gov., Int.4). The 

government has also linked PIPA to sovereignty in the context of climate change. As nations 

may legally claim an exclusive economic zone (EEZ) extending 200 nautical miles from their 

coastlines (NOAA, 2017), PIPA thus helps Kiribati “further secure its sovereign control over the 

Phoenix Islands EEZ if the islands are consumed by rising sea levels” (GoK, 2013a: 2). As Tong 

stated in our interview: “I thought about […] establishing our baseline on the land that we have 

today so that when—not if—when they become submerged, [PIPA] will always remain […] 

define our baselines and therefore our sovereignty” (Tong, Int.6). 

 
4.3.2 Role of Government (in relation to NGOs) 

Similarly, there was a difference of opinion between government officials as to whether 

foreign control over the Trust Board really impacts state sovereignty. Certainly, it limits the 
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government’s direct oversight and control over lower and mid-level decision-making around 

PIPA. However, Stone et al. (n.d.) clearly state that “the Republic of Kiribati has full sovereign 

ownership over the atoll resources in the PIPA and sovereign control over the PIPA EEZ”. 

Additionally, one non-state actor directly involved with PIPA noted that although the perception 

in Kiribati may be that the partners have trapped the government into this arrangement, the 

legislation states very clearly that the government may at any time chose to no longer support 

PIPA (Non-state actor, Int.48). An entrenchment clause exists in the PIPA Conservation Trust 

Fund Act, but the process of dissolution would only involve informing the Board of the intention 

to repeal or amend the Act 60 days prior to voting and reviewing a report written by the Board 

setting out its views prior to consideration of repealing or amending the Act (GoK, 2009a).  

Although Cabinet was a decision-making body in the establishment of PIPA, when it 

comes to the PIPA Trust some interviewees expressed “Cabinet is not actually involving in this” 

(High-level gov., Int.37). Rather, the governmental oversight on the Board is limited to one 

minister and it is detailed under law that the Board must have more NGO seats than government 

(GoK, 2009b). As one minister said, he believes the Board should “provide more information to 

cabinet on what the board is doing, because […] there’s […] a disconnect in the past between 

the board and […] cabinet” (High-level gov., Int.45).  

Counter to this, others stated that they did not feel there was an issue with having the 

Board comprised mostly of the partners because, as PIPA exists in Kiribati’s waters, the 

government has final decision-making power to dismantle the Trust and even PIPA if it so 

chooses. One government employee involved with PIPA explained, “at times there were 

questions, you know ‘why so many outsiders on the board […] instead of I-Kiribati?’ […] but 

Kiribati is still at the center, more power” (Low-level gov., Int.24). While this may be true, 



 93 

because the partners desire a degree of control over decision-making, the government is 

beholden to the current Act to retain the funding measures provided by the partners. Therefore, 

the suggestion to repeal the legislation for PIPA and rewrite the Act to give government full 

decision-making power would involve dissolving their partnership.   

Although the partners were sensitive to how the composition of the Trust affects 

perceptions of sovereignty, they also identified this as necessary for the functionality of the 

Trust. As one non-state interviewee explained, the main argument for limiting the presence of 

government on the Trust Board was to ensure the board’s objectivity, as the Trust is technically a 

non-profit and therefore should not be dominated by government representatives (Non-state 

actor, Int.47). This was described as necessary to provide donors with security for their 

investments. However, its purpose has become increasingly muddled as the need to satisfy the 

interests of a diverse set of partners has devolved by allowing more actors to hold seats, thereby 

reducing the impartiality of the Trust (Non-state actor, Int.47). One non-state actor not directly 

involved with PIPA related these structural issues of the Trust as fundamental to why the Board 

has struggled to attract funders, saying:  

“I think that if they want to attract more donors […] then they do need to change 
the way the set-up is at the moment. [… Investors will] want transparency of how 
money is spent. [It also faces issues of] track record […] and operational 
soundness […], things that the Trust [hasn’t] proven [it has] in place. […Generally 
it] would benefit from having stronger operational governance structures in place” 
(Non-state actor, Int.43).  
 
Originally, the connection between the Trust and the government was to be supported 

through the role of the Minister sitting on the Board. Due to the involvement the Ministry of 

Environment (MELAD) had in establishing PIPA, this role was subsequently filled by the 

Minster of MELAD. However, as one non-state actor working closely with the Trust revealed, 

the strained relationship between MELAD and the Ministry of Fisheries was largely 
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unbeknownst to the partners, and therefore the strong relationship the Trust developed with 

MELAD through providing a seat to government has not fostered the positive tie to government 

as was hoped (Non-state actor, Int.48). Additionally, the PIPA Management Committee (PMC), 

which is composed of representatives from across government departments, was conceived as 

the link between the Trust and the government more broadly, however, it has not executed this 

function as expected (Non-state actor, Int.48). Consequently, the poor connection to government 

provided through the MELAD chair and the PMC has resulted in more positions on the Board 

being extended to government. This, in combination with the seats on the Board held by donors 

led one non-state actor directly involved with PIPA to comment that there are “too many special 

interests involved [in the Trust]” (Non-state actor, Int.47). 

But beyond issues around the composition of the Board, the broader conceptualization of 

PIPA as functioning outside of Kiribati and outside of government was something people 

identified as needing to be addressed. As one non-state actor not directly involved with PIPA 

explained: 

“there’s a tendency for PIPA and the PIPA Trust to think of this PIPA as being an 
entity in-itself whereas in fact it’s part of Kiribati […] it needs to establish itself as 
part of government, as part of Kiribati, it can’t just be seen in isolation” (Non-state 
actor, Int.43).  
 

Currently, PIPA operates under the premise that the primary objective is conservation, while 

secondarily supporting the government’s economic objectives. However, if PIPA is to avoid 

dissolution (or otherwise being undermined) by the new ruling party elected in 2016, the idea of 

PIPA needs to be solidified with government, so that it is not seen as an ‘outsider’ project 

operating in Kiribati.  

Similar to the cases presented by Duffy (2001) and van Amerom (2002), in the case of 

PIPA actors argue that the involvement of foreign partners has acted to both strengthen and 
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threaten state power. Duffy (2001) argues that foreign actors can increase state sovereignty by 

helping to extend state power over areas which have previously been beyond the reach of law 

enforcement. Similarly, van Amerom (2002) describes how sovereignty can be dependent on 

foreign actors’ role in increasing policing and the development of infrastructure. However, both 

also highlight that foreign partners, whether this be outside NGOs or other states, can erode state 

power by imposing rules and otherwise “shifting responsibility for conservation out of state 

hands and into the hands of non-state entities” (Duffy, 2006: 96). However, Lunstrum (2013) 

notes the underlying tensions of this contradiction remain largely unexamined.  

The case of PIPA provides a clear example of how this condition, of foreign partners 

simultaneously supporting and threatening state sovereignty, is similarly expressed in the LMPA 

context. If we consider sovereignty as a “set of attributes, competencies, and powers that are 

actively and routinely produced through a series of unequal interactions and negotiations with 

other actors” (Lunstrum, 2013: 2), the involvement of NGOs can be understood as increasing 

sovereignty based on interviewees’ perception that NGO involvement increases the competency 

of government to monitor the PIPA space and enforce laws within it. However, in terms of de 

jure sovereignty, which refers to a state’s unlimited and indivisible rule over its territory 

(Lunstrum, 2013), the strong role of NGOs in PIPA governance is clearly limiting the ability of 

the state to control decision-making in relation to its territory.  

Although doing something for conservation was an idea that existed within government 

preceding the involvement of CI and NEAq, the interests of Greg Stone and his team in the 

Phoenix Islands led the process of establishing a large MPA in the Phoenix Islands. But is this a 

problem? Through the involvement of foreign partners, Lunstrum (2013) and Conklin and 

Graham (1995) suggest national territories become partially shaped in the image and interests of 
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‘outsiders’. One interviewee expressed he would have liked to see conservation resources 

devoted to projects more relevant to local peoples’ lives, such as coastal management projects 

(Low-level gov., Int.27), while others indicated that the structure and engagement of NGOs in 

PIPA set a dangerous precedent for non-state actors being able to dictate the actions of 

government (High-level gov., Int.34).  

With LMPAs being characterized by the strong role taken by NGOs, concern over 

control to frame issues (Conklin and Graham, 1995) may warrant renewed consideration into 

how these dynamics of power may be exacerbated when they are functioning at a larger scale. 

Furthermore, LMPAs are increasingly being established in developing Pacific Island countries 

(Bartlett et al., 2009; Leenhardt et al., 2013), where NGOs are providing necessary technical and 

economic capacities, as well as an international platform. Thus, this is an influential factor in the 

power dynamic between state and foreign actors and one that warrants careful consideration. 

 
4.3.3 Equality in Partnership  

Interviewees also spoke about sovereignty over PIPA in terms of the behaviour/attitude of 

the partners. This was illustrated by interviewees’ characterization of the partners as assuming 

too much control over PIPA in aggregate; that the overall tone and the way the partners go about 

engaging in PIPA supposes that they are the actors who are leading this initiative. As one 

minister associated with PIPA explained: 

“I think […] we have to support also the government interests, that sovereign 
interests of the nation economy, so […] when we do the project, I think we have to 
pay in mind that even PIPA is part of—it’s looked after by partners, but it should 
always be remembered that it belongs to Kiribati. So whatever decision they make, 
according to the PIPA, I think they should also remember that PIPA is part of 
Kiribati […] the New England, they support, but sometimes they get carried away 
and they forgot that PIPA is also 100% part of Kiribati” (High-level gov., Int.30).  
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In emphasizing that PIPA is ultimately a part of Kiribati and thereby ultimately under the control 

of the Kiribati government, I-Kiribati actors suggested that while the partners play a crucial role, 

it is not a role that dictates complete influence over PIPA. As one unimane (elder) articulated, 

“there has to be a good partnership where […] there is sort of equal control over that 

cooperation rather than one controlling” (Non-state actor, Int.29).  

 
4.4 Production (and Control) of PIPA Data 

 In addition to the strong role that the partners play within the Trust structure, interviews 

also revealed the principal role the NEAq plays in the production and control of the data 

collected in PIPA. Similar to how I-Kiribati actors viewed the financial and technical role of the 

partners, discussions around their role in science again related to themes of capacity. As one 

minster described: “we depend heavily on external scientists to come and [conduct research] but 

we take the word of the scientist that came and convinced us that’s the right thing to do” (High-

level gov., Int.45). This was identifiable even by outsiders of PIPA; one foreign attendee of the 

2016 Trust meeting not directly involved with PIPA commented, “I mean you saw the science 

through New England Aquarium I mean that was the [New England Aquarium] show, totally” 

(Non-state actor, Int.5). Although NEAq is not the only institution that is conducting scientific 

research in PIPA, it is the main scientific institution associated with PIPA. Therefore, many 

people in Kiribati associate the science from PIPA more-or-less exclusively with the NEAq. I-

Kiribati interviewees also connected NEAq’s strong role in producing data to the view that the 

scientific data collected in PIPA is strictly controlled by foreign scientists and the PIPA staff. A 

former Kiribati observer from one of NEAq’s scientific expeditions in PIPA explained the 

process to acquire information:  

“we have to request, yeah, and I understand too that our Dr. Randi, if you know 
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her, yeah she was, she pretty strict on like just getting all the pictures because it’s 
belong to PIPA and its PIPA only to, to assign whether it’s okay or to, what do you 
call it like, it’s property of PIPA and it should be [closed] like that, whatever you 
need you must ask” (Low-level gov., Int.35).  
 

I asked to clarify that even though he was an employee of a government ministry that he was still 

required to request that information from the PIO (the office that implements PIPA’s 

management plans and regulations), and he confirmed that yes, the PIO is the only branch 

working within Kiribati with the permission to access information about PIPA. 

Although the PIO has released some of this information to certain offices within 

MELAD, interviewees working in non-government sectors in Kiribati expressed the desire for 

more public access to the science from PIPA. When commenting on the information-sharing 

from scientific expeditions in PIPA, one unimane explained that this happens “maybe at the 

official level but […] ordinary people don’t know much about it […] we should have more 

access to that” (Non-state actor, Int.29). Specifically, it was identified that students attending the 

University of the South Pacific campus in Tarawa should be benefitting from the studies taking 

place in the Phoenix Islands so that they can :1) learn more about their country’s resources; and 

2) be exposed to the high-level research taking place within their country: “a lot of those 

scientific papers that may have been used in the planning of PIPA should also be made available 

[… so] it can be easily accessible to them.” (Non-state actor, Int.29). In doing so, the scientific 

results from PIPA could help further the education of Kiribati students if there is more access to 

these findings. However, while I-Kiribati interviewees felt this information should be shared 

more widely in Kiribati, the data collected in the Phoenix Islands on research expeditions is the 

intellectual property of those researchers. As one non-state actor directly involved with PIPA 

explained, there needs to be understanding and trust by both sides; data cannot be released before 

scientists have a chance to publish that material, otherwise they will not continue to conduct 
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research in the area (Non-state actor, Int.46).  

Notwithstanding there are concerns related to capacity and control over information, 

several I-Kiribati interviewees expressed that the scientific information from PIPA has allowed 

them to better understand the resources that exist in PIPA and in doing so, have allowed them to 

better appreciate their resources. Many I-Kiribati interviewees described the process of learning 

about the resources in PIPA as “someone came back and explained the science” (Non-state 

actor, Int.1) and that before NEAq undertook research in the Phoenix, the richness of the 

resources within PIPA were unknown. As one I-Kiribati attendee of the 2016 Trust meeting 

recounted, “I mean it’s fascinating to us […] it’s all ours, you know it’s right here under our 

noses” (Non-state actor, Int.1). An interviewee working in government explained that this 

scientific ‘proof’ is necessary for convincing people in Kiribati of the value of protecting this 

area: “to me it’s very good […] looking at the scientific view, because [it’s] the only thing to 

prove all this, we can’t prove it because we can’t really understand it” (Mid-level gov., Int.21).  

This exposure to scientific information has not only cultivated an interest and 

appreciation for the marine resources in Kiribati, it has also led people to want to be more 

involved in building their country’s knowledge themselves. As one I-Kiribati attendee of the 

2016 May Trust meeting explained: 

“I mean we are an ocean culture, there’s nothing but the sand and an ocean and a 
lagoon on either side of us, right? I think we are all ready to learn something more 
about what’s under it […so that] we can be as expert as the experts that are coming 
along” (Non-state actor, Int.1).  
 

However, the issue of capacity was identified as a barrier to Kiribati taking more control over the 

processes under PIPA because as one unimane explained, “we don’t have the capacity at the 

moment, you know, we don’t have any […]  world qualified marine biologists at that level […]  

but I think if we have that capacity then ya we want to take control of it, the research” (Non-
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state actor, Int.29).  

Although Horowitz (2010) and Birkenholtz (2008) indicate that in areas with strong 

colonial and post-colonial tensions, local people view Western science with suspicion, 

interviewees’ discussions around the use of science in PIPA illustrated a generally positive view 

of science. Non-government I-Kiribati interviewees in particular expressed that greater 

distribution of scientific information was important. Furthermore, because I-Kiribati 

interviewees perceived their limited control over the production of science as increasing their 

potential vulnerability to misinformation, they expressed that greater capacity in producing that 

science would assist in combatting this issue. Overall, interviewees expressed that there is 

support for ‘Western’ science in Kiribati, but emphasis was placed on repatriating science to 

build local scientific research capacity. This issue of vulnerability because of limited scientific 

capacity was similar to how I-Kiribati interviewees spoke about the power the partners have 

gained through their financial capacity (refer back to Section 4.2.1). When prompted about this 

lack of capacity, many respondents expressed that they feel the partners should be doing more to 

help build Kiribati’s capacity. As one individual directly involved with PIPA explained: 

“you know we do not have a lot of capacity in everything, almost, you know we just 
developing, our people in education is very limited I think there’s a need to provide 
more from outside [to build that capacity] […] I mean [the] partners should be more 
considerate of how […] the people of Kiribati can develop you know because there’s 
a lot of opportunities there if they can really help you but they are not really helping 
there, they are only helping conservation” (Low-level gov., Int.11).  

 
However, the Trust has implemented some programs to support capacity building. For instance, 

one non-state actor directly involved with PIPA explained that NEAq expeditions in PIPA 

include an observer program where I-Kiribati applicants are selected to join the research team, 

where they are trained in the scientific methods being used and assist in collecting data (Non-

state actors, Int.46). This interviewee explained that there is certainly interest on the part of 
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foreign scientists to partner with Kiribati and mentor PhD or Masters students from Kiribati 

interested in marine science. However, there is less interest to conduct the ‘weekend workshops’ 

that are often proposed by I-Kiribati actors. Although this form of capacity building is more 

immediately evident, it does not produce the long-term training needed to build the institutional 

that is really needed in Kiribati (Non-state actors, Int.46). Programs of this nature though, will 

take more time to develop.  

 
4.5 Use of Science in Management  

 Although significant scientific data has been collected in the Phoenix Islands, as 

evidenced by numerous academic publications and presentations (see Rotjan et al., 2014), 

interviewees revealed that although the production of knowledge occurring in PIPA is linked to 

management, it could be stronger. In discussing the relationship between scientific research and 

the management that happens in PIPA, an non-state actor directly involved with PIPA explained 

that “it’s linked [… but] I’d like to see a bit more” (Non-state actor, Int.3). Instead, he said that 

the relationship between science and decision-making has been based more on evocative 

imagery rather than strict science:  

“the way this works […], it’s—you got to speak to their hearts, with pictures and 
stories and descriptions. Then you gotta have behind you somewhere a stack of 
science papers that they’re never gonna read but they’re gonna look at them, they’re 
gonna know they’re there. And that gives them confidence in what you’re saying” 
(Int.3).  
 

Notably, this strategy has likewise been used in other LMPA sites, where imagery of rich 

biodiversity is used to appeal governments and citizens alike to the idea of a large reserve (Alger 

and Dauvergne, 2017). Other interviewees working within Kiribati confirmed this, saying that 

while the NEAq submits scientific reports to the PIO, minimal use of that material goes into 

management. The process commonly described by government staff was that scientific 
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expeditions take place in PIPA, those reports are added to the collection of PIPA reports in 

Kiribati, which are backed up by records kept by NEAq and CI and deposited with the SPREP 

Library and Resource Centre in Apia, Samoa (GoK, 2009b). An interviewee working directly 

with PIPA expressed how important the scientific information the NEAq collects is for decision-

making and managing the LMPA, as Kiribati does not have the resources to do this themselves: 

“we don’t have that ability so the [NEAq] scientists […] are very good because they 
can give […] a strong basis [of proof] and then tell us what are we going [to do]. 
[…] from the results they can give the [to the] committee and then we can have 
better idea to make decision what [is] going to be undertaken” (Mid-level gov., 
Int.21).  
 

But when pressed about how science has specifically informed managerial decision-making in 

PIPA, most I-Kiribati interviewees working with PIPA struggled to find examples.  

The PMC apparently makes managerial decisions based on science (Mid-level gov., Int.16, 

19; High-level gov., Int.37) but interviewees were not able to give concrete examples of this. 

However, based on information gained during participant observation at the May 2016 Trust 

meeting, science and management are being at least mildly connected. For example, ‘black reef’ 

(a mysterious black deposit coating reefs within PIPA) was discussed during the meeting and 

scientists suggested a management procedure (removing iron deposits such as shipwrecks—

hypothesized to be associated with ‘black reef’ formation). However, no decision was reached 

during the meeting; because ships are so expensive to exhume and it is still not definitive that the 

wrecks are causing the ‘black reef’, the discussion was tabled. Overwhelmingly though, the 

process has tended to be that NGO representatives make presentations to Cabinet where chosen 

scientific findings deemed most important are addressed and that this information is then used to 

make decisions about the LMPA (Tong, Int.6; Non-state actor, Int.3; High-level gov., Int.30; 

Mid-level gov., Int.18). This decision-making process prompted some I-Kiribati interviewees to 
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comment that cultural knowledge and practices need to be shown more respect: 

“the thing is we have to weigh […] our cultural situations because […]  if we just get 
whatever you give to us, the scientific people, you know, the consultant, […] we have 
to consider other aspects of it, other aspects, not only looking at the scientist’s aspect 
of it, because we have other aspect to look into […]. To balance it out. To weigh our 
decision. If you just base on this and we not based on our cultural aspect […], it’s 
not going to be success. […] not uh in-line with our culture then […] the people here 
are not going to support the project” (Mid-level gov., Int.21). 

 
Although not said explicitly by I-Kiribati interviewees, one non-state actor directly involved with 

PIPA explained that the Trust structure, whereby the Trust Board informs government on what 

management actions should be taken in the Phoenix, has been perceived as neocolonial (Non-

state actor, Int.47). Specifically, as most of the actors on the Trust Board are foreigners, there are 

cultural incongruences in the way the Trust operates. This view of the relationship between the 

partners and Kiribati has at times been perceived as a barrier productive discussion (Non-state 

actor, Int.47; High-level gov., 45; High-level gov., Int.34; Mid-level gov., Int.21). 

 
4.6 Supporting a Common Goal? 

Despite the challenges of this partnership, the consensus among interviewees was that 

cooperation is possible despite the different interests of the parties involved. Undoubtedly, 

interviewees recognized how these sometimes opposing interests inhibited the agendas of the 

other party. For example, one member of government stated: “I think [the partners] are very 

helpful […] but they have another role: to promote conservation” (High-level gov., Int.30). 

Despite the interests of these stakeholders being different, several interviewees highlighted that 

as long as both parties’ interests are met by maintaining PIPA, the divergence among the 

motivations and interests around this main goal can be overcome. This was a sentiment 

expressed by both the government and the partners. In recounting the events of a session during 

the May 2016 PIPA Trust meeting, where attendees looked at a satellite image of the PIPA 
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closure which showed no fishing activity inside the boundary, an non-state actor directly 

involved with PIPA explained: 

 “I said ‘Look at this [the photo]. This is what’s important. This is the only thing 
that’s important. How do we…maintain that picture? […] What is that dependent 
upon?’ It’s dependent upon the current government supporting that policy.” (Non-
state actor, Int.3).  
 

Therefore, although the different stakeholder groups (i.e. government and ‘the partners’) have 

different agendas they are trying to move forward, the partners’ decision to support government 

interests was based on a view that in doing this it supports the NGO goal of maintaining PIPA. 

Similarly, one I-Kiribati attendee of the May 2016 PIPA Trust meeting mused, “I’m sure within 

these organizations [referring to CI and NEAq] they have their own internal things as well so 

how do we make our MPA successful in spite of these internal things and I think what’s really 

important there is the collaboration” (Non-state actor, Int.2). This shared view that the sustained 

collaboration is best for all parties was identified as an important factor in navigating the specific 

management requirements and broader politics of PIPA.    

4.7 Conclusion  

In the case of PIPA, there were several key findings regarding perceptions of governance 

structure. First, despite the Phoenix Islands being far-removed from the majority of people in 

Kiribati, consultation around decision-making and greater information-sharing about PIPA’s 

establishment was desired by low and mid-level government and I-Kiribati non-state actors who 

felt excluded from the early decision-making process. Second, while PIPA is defined as 

necessarily ‘top-down,’ there is a need to examine how the model is playing out in practice. 

Third, while the role of the partners acts to secure state sovereignty over Kiribati’s resources 

because it improves monitoring and enforcement within PIPA, it simultaneously threatens 

sovereignty by infiltrating the domain of ‘state’. Fourth, although NGOs and donors were crucial 
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partners in establishing this LMPA, balance is needed between their role in supporting 

management of PIPA and working to build capacity in Kiribati. Finally, despite the interests of 

stakeholders being different, if both parties’ interests are met by maintaining PIPA, the 

divergence among the motivations and interests around this main goal can be overcome. 
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Chapter 5: Findings & Discussion Part 2—Processes Informing 
Decision-Making 

 

Large MPAs have been described as economic and ecological ‘win-wins’ (Alger and 

Dauvergne, 2017). This chapter outlines how the partners’ desire to generate support for an 

LMPA in Kiribati led a win-win conservation discourse to be taken up in Kiribati. Thus, in 

relation to Objective 2, we see how the motivations of the NGOs led to socio-economic promises 

in order to secure buy-in for PIPA from the government. However, through this process the 

potential benefits of PIPA were aggrandized and are failing to manifest as expected. This has 

affected perceptions around the outcomes of PIPA (Objective 3), with many interviewees 

commenting that it has compromised the success of the project. Some of these claims were 

scientific, insofar as scientific principles were used to convince government of benefits like 

spillover and growth in tuna abundance. The Western science-based approach to governance has 

come to define marine conservation around the world and in the case of PIPA, although the local 

view of science was generally positive, several interviewees called for cultural consideration in 

the way this information was being presented, specifically in terms of the outreach program. This 

dialogue around the cultural value of PIPA has led to new benefits being identified under the 

LMPA model, such as education (in relation to Objective 3). However, as related to the critique 

that LMPAs are primarily driven by political instruments such as international targets 

(Lubchenco and Grorud-Colvert, 2015; Leenhardt et al., 2013), this chapter also highlights the 

ways in which science has been invoked politically to influence decision-making (in relation to 

Objective 2). 
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5.1 ‘Selling Benefits’ 

As alluded to briefly in the preceding chapter, a central theme that emerged through this 

analysis was that the establishment of PIPA was tied to expectations that the LMPA could 

provide socio-economic benefits to Kiribati. While former President Tong’s government and the 

partners were in favour of PIPA because of their mutual interests, many people described that the 

idea of PIPA had to be sold to the rest of government. As one member of Cabinet explained, the 

main motivation of PIPA was “conservation action…which I support, yes it’s good. But they, 

[the external partners] colour[ed] it in a way, you know, they put the dollar cents on it, to make 

us convinced” (High-level gov., Int.39) 

As discussed in Chapter 4, interviewees described the political agenda of Tong as being 

distinct from that of government more broadly. While the agenda of government was tied to the 

economic returns PIPA was expected generate, Tong’s interests were described as more similar 

to the interests of the partners (High-level gov., Int.30; 34). Tong himself described that in 

addition to his interest in PIPA as a tool for prompting action on climate change, he said his 

other main reason for supporting PIPA was the conservation benefit of establishing the LMPA 

(Tong, Int.6). In terms of getting the rest of government on board though, Tong explained that 

the government had to be convinced: 

“we gotta be able to sell it politically and I think the political issue is important, that 
we gotta be able to tell people that it will be something very concrete in terms of 
returns. People don’t always—not everybody values the uh, the need for 
conservation” (Tong, Int.6).  

 
Selling PIPA politically therefore involved appealing to the interests of government and this 

included making connections between PIPA and the wider political and economic interests of 

Kiribati. In doing so, a win-win discourse emerged, where the ecological benefits of PIPA were 

matched by socio-economic opportunities. The following sections (5.1.1 Treaty Obligations, 



 108 

5.1.2 Revenue Generation and 5.1.3 Stock Sustainability) illustrate these different ‘wins’ by 

detailing the motivations/justifications associated with selling benefits to government.  

 
5.1.1 Treaty Obligations 

Part of selling PIPA politically was done by relating the establishment of the LMPA to 

meeting the CBD Target 11, to conserve 10% of costal and marine areas by 2020 (CBD, 2010). 

Although it was not a factor that prompted the initial idea of establishing PIPA, the implication 

that establishing a large enough MPA to meet their treaty obligations was something that caught 

the attention of government (Non-state actor, Int.3). One non-state actor directly involved with 

PIPA explained that as a demilitarized country, Kiribati is “really into treaties” as it provides 

negotiating power and is among the only ways the nation can exert influence, other than 

economic influence (Non-state actor, Int.3). Notably, the decision to establish PIPA was 

announced to the world through a formal address by then-Minister of MELAD, Martin Tofinga, 

at the COP 8 meeting in Brazil (Tofinga, 2006). In discussion of this announcement, a former 

secretary of MELAD explained that the CBD was an important aspect of why they decided to 

establish an MPA to meet the Aichi Biodiversity Target 11; “[the CBD target]; that’s why we 

[brought] it up to cabinet. Otherwise there’s no relation with the international groups […] so it 

is connected and we know there’s funding I mean because the […] COP […] they allocate 

funding […] especially for Small Island Countries” (Mid-level gov., Int.18). Furthermore, 

former President Anote Tong is also quoted in a 2013 address saying that “PIPA was originally 

conceived as fulfilling our commitment to the international Convention on Biodiversity under 

the Rio Sustainable Development initiative” (Tong, 2013). As noted by Alger and Dauvergne 

(2017: 49), some state leaders have viewed LMPAs as politically attractive because “they help 

meet international conservation targets, and […] offer a relatively easy legacy opportunity”. For 
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Anote Tong, this was certainly the case as he received international accolades for his role in 

establishing PIPA. 

 
5.1.2 Revenue Generation  

As revealed by many interviewees, another key argument used to convince government to 

support the establishment of PIPA was founded on the promise that PIPA would contribute 

positively to Kiribati’s revenue stream through endowments to the Trust. In describing the initial 

negotiations around the PIPA closure, one advisor to government explained that the NGOs 

pitched PIPA as being able to double the national revenue gained from selling fishing licenses, 

which at the time was $20 million AUD annually: 

“when they first talk about PIPA, […]  they say that it will—they will earn more 
money if we, if we conserve PIPA, the resources there. And in those days […] the 
idea then was to create something that can also earn money, revenue to the 
government. […] that was the main idea to make money, and in those days, money 
from the licensing the income you can get was about 20 million dollars and PIPA—
with PIPA they say we can get more than 20 million” (Non-state actor, Int.28).  

 
Another I-Kiribati interviewee who was a member of Cabinet during these initial discussions 

stated, “Yes [Greg Stone] said that a lot of rich people and countries and organizations [were] 

prepared to deposit funds into the Trust Fund” (High-level gov., Int.39). While $20 million may 

not have been the most informed estimate, with one foreign non-state actor calling it a “guess-

timate” (Non-state actor, Int.48), another foreign non-state actor contended that it was based on 

the best information available at the time (Non-state actor, Int.47).  

However, irrespective of the specific figure of 20 million, the Trust has struggled to 

generate funds. In 2010, the Trust set an interim fundraising target of $13.5 million USD to be 

raised by the end of 2014 (GoK, 2009b). However, so far only $5 million USD has been added to 

the Trust Fund; $2.5 million donated by CI and the other $2.5 million from the Government of 
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Kiribati (Non-state actor, Int.28; Te Uekera, 2016). In 2008, consultants drafted a report that 

estimated on average $4 million AUD would be required annually to support PIPA’s operations 

and management, suggesting that a fund of about $67-400 million AUD was required to sustain 

PIPA (Uwate and Teroroko, 2008). At the time this information was collected, the authors of this 

report recommended that “MOU partners now need to have frank discussions regarding the 

nature and size of the financing vehicle for the management of PIPA” (Uwate and Teroroko, 

2008). However, the perceptions of many of the actors interviewed for this research suggest that 

the issue of funds has not been resolved. One foreign non-state actor revealed that members of 

government in Kiribati feel the Trust owes the government money (Non-state actor, Int.48). 

However, conversely, another foreign non-state actor who works with PIPA commented that 

there is no immediate threat to PIPA because currently there is enough money is in the Trust to 

support PIPA’s managerial costs over the next several years, although additional fundraising is 

required in the longer-term if PIPA is to continue (Non-state actor, Int.46). Clearly there are 

diverse opinions about how dire the funding situation is for PIPA, but it is inarguably a key issue 

the Trust will face.  

 
5.1.3 Stock Sustainability  

Additionally, many interviewees commented that an important reason why the government 

moved forward with establishing PIPA was the belief that protecting the area would ensure the 

sustainability of tuna stocks because it is a tuna spawning ground. As a spawning ground, it is 

widely believed that it will contribute towards protecting tuna stocks, on which Kiribati’s 

national income is dependent. Based on this belief, several cabinet-members stated that this was 

a key reason why the government decided to establish PIPA (High-level gov., Int.22; 44; 45). 

Furthermore, when I asked one government interviewee who had been involved with PIPA since 
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the initiation why protecting PIPA is so important for Kiribati, he explained, “that’s the main 

revenue for Kiribati, at that time [i.e. during the initiation period] [revenue from tuna] can 

support forty percent of the government budget, […] so it’s key to protect—to protect a 

spawning site” (Mid-level gov., Int.18). 

However, despite that PIPA was only confirmed as a tuna spawning ground in late 2016, 

oftentimes I-Kiribati interviewees discussed spawning in PIPA as though this had already been 

confirmed. During the time of this research (summer 2016), scientists from NEAq specifically 

stated at the May 2016 PIPA Trust meeting that although larvae had been found within the 

boundary of PIPA, due to the age of the larvae it could not yet be confirmed that it was spawned 

within PIPA. Nonetheless, in discussing the reasons for closing PIPA, one attendee of the May 

2016 Trust meeting said, “PIPA is a spawning ground for tuna and bigeye […which is] why we 

should preserve the area” (Non-state actor, Int.2).  

The ‘fact’ that PIPA is a confirmed spawning ground was being shared well before 

scientists had data to support this claim (GoK, 2014b; GoK, 2015c). An interviewee involved in 

the outreach program explained they have been announcing that PIPA is a spawning ground for 

tuna since outreach began in 2013, based on the information in a report from 1951 (Low-level 

gov., Int.10; GoK, 2014b). Most startling was that when asked if the government would have 

made the decision to establish PIPA if they did not believe it was a tuna spawning ground, a 

secretary of government stated:  

“well what I understand is that’s the key selling […] piece of information to the 
government […] and if, well minus that if they were approached, I would have 
thought that they would have weighed more on their revenue […]. I think they would 
have approached it differently and make a different decision on it” (High-level gov., 
Int.44). 

 
Therefore, based on unconfirmed information that PIPA was a spawning ground for tuna, the 
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government made the decision to establish PIPA. Given that the key piece of information that 

based government’s decision to establish PIPA was only confirmed in 2016, this provides an 

interesting view of the relationship between information and decision-making in this case.  

 
5.1.4 Use of Science in Decision-Making 

The perception of tuna science in PIPA provides an appropriate opportunity to discuss the 

existing criticism in LMPA literature that scientific aspects of conservation are not being 

adequately considered in the designation, establishment and continued management of LMPAs 

(De Santo, 2013; Devillers et al., 2015; Jones and De Santo, 2016). Central to this argument is 

the perception that LMPAs are too strongly focused on political factors (e.g. meeting targets and 

generating international attention) and as such the actual conservation goals of establishing 

LMPAs to protect marine species and ecosystems are being compromised. It is clear politics 

played a strong role in shaping PIPA, and as such, this case does not oppose this generalization 

of LMPAs as politically-driven conservation initiatives. This case also indicates that CBD targets 

were at least a small factor in choosing to establish an LMPA, and therefore conforms with 

existing literature in that respect (Dulvy, 2013; Agardy et al., 2003). However, the case of PIPA 

strongly illustrates how science has acted in leveraging decision-making in support of both 

Kiribati’s and conservationists’ interests.  

A distinct example of this was observed in decisions on the size and actual location of 

PIPA. Although some scholars suggest that biological motivations for LMPAs are only acting as 

a pretext for the political impetus to establish LMPAs (Devillers et al., 2015), the unique 

ecological significance of the Phoenix Islands as a ‘pristine’ coral reef system was the driving 

reason why this area was selected for conservation; though this certainly had political 

implications. The 2001 expedition by NEAq that ‘discovered’ the condition of the Phoenix 
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Islands drove the identification of this area as the space for a conservation project when Greg 

Stone approached the Government of Kiribati about partnering in a conservation endeavour. As 

one government employee working closely with PIPA explained: “that was something that was 

guided, you know proposed to us, that was proposed to us by our partners […] the story of the 

area, which was so convincing, you know, that’s how, that’s how we you know, we focused on 

that area” (Low-level gov., Int.24). Furthermore, as was revealed in the May 2016 PIPA Trust 

meeting and select interviews, it was this desire to encompass biologically significant reefs and 

seamounts that led the conservation area of PIPA to be so large (Non-state actor, Int.3).  

However, participant observation and interviews with government officials revealed that 

the use of science in decision-making was not a one-sided process favouring NGO-interests 

either; science was leveraged by the Government of Kiribati as well in exploring their interest in 

the Phoenix Islands as a tuna spawning ground. For example, Kiribati’s interest in PIPA as a 

tuna spawning ground was revealed during the May 2016 PIPA Trust meeting as having 

prompted NEAq to conduct research in PIPA to try and definitively answer whether tuna is 

breeding in that area. So, although Western science has played a role in the knowledge used to 

inform decisions, it has done so in a way that has not been to the exclusion of socio-economic 

considerations, or solely to support Western NGO interests. 

 
5.2 Political Aggrandizing of PIPA  

Although the Government of Kiribati was certainly involved in prompting the discussion 

of possible economic benefits to be gained from establishing PIPA, this discussion was 

entertained and advanced by the partners, specifically Greg Stone, as he was identified 

repeatedly as the main delegate between Cabinet and the partners. Interviews with ministers and 

other high-level government officials revealed that Stone and Tong presented information to 
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Cabinet in an effort to make PIPA relevant to government. However, this effort to make PIPA 

politically relevant has led to political promises that PIPA may not be able to deliver. 

Interestingly, sometimes it was difficult for I-Kiribati interviewees to identify exactly who made 

these promises (generally it was either said to be the former government or the partners), but 

through the grapevine from top to lower levels of government, poor communication has distorted 

messaging around PIPA and overstated scientific ‘facts’.   

 
5.2.1 Spillover, Food Security 

One example of this aggrandizing was in relation to the spillover of tuna and other 

species of fish expected from PIPA. Many interviewees described that the spillover from closing 

a tuna breeding ground would in turn act to protect Kiribati’s food security and the sustainability 

of their tuna industry. Commonly I-Kiribati interviewees described that in later years when the 

rest of Kiribati has run out of fish, they will be able to ‘re-open’ PIPA and access those fish in 

reserve: “you know when […] the plants or the species that we run out from here […] we can 

tend to rely on the PIPA to provide or to supply those resources” (Mid-level gov., Int.36). This, 

however, is not surprising given that PIPA’s outreach workers parallel the PIPA initiative with 

okai7 (Partic. Obs., Banaba outreach, 2016); the association being that PIPA is a national okai 

where marine and terrestrial species are being given a chance to rest and multiply. As such, PIPA 

is understood by most people in Kiribati as a storehouse that will help strengthen food security 

(GoK, 2015d). One non-state actor not directly involved with PIPA warned against the danger of 

the erroneous use of information, saying:  

“there’s a lot of erroneous information about Kiribati out there at the moment which 
is I think probably to the detriment of, of Kiribati in a way […] I mean I think […] 

                                
7 Okai is a traditional storehouse, the idea being that in times of storm or drought, the storehouse can be opened to 
relieve food stress.  
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you know people are looking at Kiribati and seeing that this area’s being set aside 
but it needs to be a soundly-based argument” (Non-state actor, Int.43).  
 

Such statements are corroborated by Kiribati’s development plan for 2016-2019 which endorses 

that “PIPA will contribute to the conservation and rejuvenation of fish stocks and to food 

security” and “will make a major contribution to ensuring the biodiversity of our region and the 

maintenance of fishing stocks well into the future” (GoK, 2016a: 12, 37). However, although 

there is scientific credence to the principle of spillover, a non-state actor associated with the 

research conducted in PIPA stated that not only can it not be predicted if PIPA will contribute to 

spillover to Tarawa specifically, but it will not occur in the way described and expected through 

the comparison of PIPA as okai (Non-state actor, Int.46). 

This understanding that PIPA will contribute to food security in Kiribati was also in part 

due to multiple statements made by Greg Stone, where he has called PIPA a ‘tuna factory’ (i.e. 

May 2016 state dinner, in Cabinet (High-level gov., Int.22), and at the May 2016 PIPA Trust 

meeting). Having made it to press in local newspapers and radio, this has been a statement 

repeated in several interviews. Thus, based on an interpretation that PIPA will continue to 

produce fish, like a factory, and spill out into fishable waters, many people explained that they 

associate PIPA with food security. For instance, one government employee working directly 

with PIPA explained, “for us, PIPA is you know like food security, we explain it to the people, 

food security from continuous fishing and so forth” (Low-level gov., Int.24). Therefore, spillover 

has become a widely-held expectation of PIPA and is an expectation that is now effectively 

tightly woven into the fabric of PIPA. This process of employing science to garner political 

support has led to political promises. However, overstating the effect of such scientific principles 

has led to misunderstandings and expectations that PIPA may very well not be able to deliver. 

Furthermore, the phrase that PIPA is a tuna factory has been strongly associated with the only 
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recently confirmed but previously employed ‘fact’ in Kiribati that PIPA is a tuna spawning area 

and therefore will increase tuna production. In discussing the benefits of protecting PIPA, one 

minister explained, “especially the tuna factory, it has been proven as an area that tuna spawn” 

(High-level gov., Int.22), keeping in mind that this interview happened before this information 

was confirmed.  

 
5.2.2 Tourism 

Interviewees also recounted how other promises have been oversold in similar ways. 

Another point that has received a lot of attention is the promise that PIPA will produce a 

lucrative tourism industry in the Phoenix Islands based on a luxury bungalow model catering to 

wealthy tourists (Partic. Obs., PIPA Trust meeting, 2016). One high-level government 

interviewee identified that this idea for luxury tourism was suggested and promoted by Greg 

Stone (High-level gov., Int.42). Corroboratively, non-state actor directly involved with PIPA 

also associated this vision of tourism with Stone (Non-state actor, Int.46; Int.47). As stated by 

Stone et al. (n.d.: n/a) “the project is expected to benefit Kiribati people […] through 

employment opportunities associated with the eco-tourism […] that are expected to develop in 

PIPA over time”. 

While undertaking participant observation during a PIPA outreach presentation, the 

tourism model for PIPA was compared to that of Bora Bora, the explanation being that while 

Bora Bora has a thriving tourism industry, PIPA will be even better because of the abundance of 

marine species living around those islands. Later when asked about this connection during an 

interview, a government staff-member working closely with PIPA explained that this 

comparison was “not to undermine the efforts there [in Bora Bora] but to show that if we adopt 

the same, like having bungalows […] the advantage we have is that it’s shallow then suddenly 
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deep, but so full of fish” (Low-level gov., Int.24). However, others expressed that they felt these 

expectations of tourism are unrealistic. As one non-state actor indirectly involved with PIPA 

expressed: 

“No, ok. These islands—Bora Bora, Moorea, they’re very beautiful islands, you just 
stand there and look at them and go ‘Woooow’, I’m sure when you get out to Kanton 
you don’t stand there and look at it and go ‘Wow’. I bet even the beaches are crap. I 
mean I’ve been on enough atolls to know that actually a lot of them, the idea—the 
reality doesn’t fit the idea. If you want beautiful beaches you’re probably better off 
just go Abaiang or somewhere, right. But hey, has tourism taken off there? Uh-uh 
[indicates no], you know, it doesn’t actually work like that […] I mean realistically 
you—I can’t see you getting a tourism operation outside of Kanton in the next 20 
years” (Non-state actor, Int.31). 
 

Even some non-state interviewees directly involved with PIPA contended that tourism on a 

grand-scale will not be possible in Kanton (Non-state actor, Int.46; 47; 48). Although they stated 

that some form of tourism may be possible in the Phoenix Islands in the future, for instance boat 

or yacht tourism, due to the fragility of the islands and the marine ecosystem it will not be 

possible for tourism to exist on the scale required for it to function as a main source of income 

for Kiribati (Non-state actor, Int. 46; 47). This is particularly troubling in light of the tourism 

emphasis PIPA has generated in Kiribati, with the current President stating he intends to make 

Kiribati a world-class eco-tourism destination (Radio NZ, 2017). 

Although most interviewees perceived that the tourism promise was made by the partners, 

several government interviewees commented the partners have not been forthcoming to assist 

with establishing tourism in the Phoenix Islands. The people who tended to question the model 

for tourism were foreign actors and senior members of government, but this criticism was not 

contained to these groups. As one government employee directly involved with PIPA expressed:  

“I said ecotourism is not really a good, uh, unless we can invite you know very rich 
people you know [laughs]. Uh but uh, I doubt, whether we can market that, we don’t 
have the capacity uh to do that […] I mean […] [the] partners should be more 
considerate of how the people of Kiribati can develop, you know, because there’s a 
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lot of opportunities there […]. But if they could help in […], say infrastructure, the 
development of infrastructure to get more things, and […] find a way of getting the 
millionaires coming or whatever [laughs] […] But […] we are being left to take care 
of our own development, even the development we have it’s all restricted as I 
explained earlier it’s going to be very difficult for Kiribati to develop the 
ecotourism” (Low-level gov., Int.11).  

 
However, as one non-state actor who was involved in the early planning and negotiations of 

PIPA explained, although the Trust proposed ways that the government could generate revenue 

through PIPA, this “picture painting” was done in good faith as a means to suggest possible 

ideas, but not in a way that promised the Trust would build or guarantee these industries (Non-

state actor, Int.48). In particular reference to the promise of tourism, this interviewee stated that 

it was the expectation of the partners that the government would be involved in putting effort and 

resources towards tourism development to a much greater degree than they have so far (Non-

state actor, Int.48). He reflected, “tourism, Trust revenue, these are all possibilities, but I’m not 

sure they were hearing us as the way we intended” (Non-state actor, Int.48). Other interviewees 

also identified the poor communication between government and foreign non-state actors as the 

root of the problem PIPA now faces over ‘unfulfilled promises’ (Non-state actor, Int.38, 43).  

 
5.3 Conception of Losses 

Although this research focused on perceptions of key actors who had knowledge of 

PIPA’s governance, rather than broader public perceptions, many of these key actors made 

comments about the broader perception of outcomes they identified as associated with PIPA 

within Kiribati. Many of these I-Kiribati interviewees connected the non-actualization of 

perceived promises with a sense of loss. Specifically, ‘losses’ were described in terms of the 

revenue generation that was expected based on contributions to the Trust Fund and through 

tourism. However, analyzing references to ‘loss’ revealed that I-Kiribati interviewees did not 
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only tie the idea of economic loss to the unfulfilled promises of new economic generation, but 

also to the idea that an economic detriment has occurred by closing off the Phoenix Islands area. 

Although the Phoenix Islands was not a space directly used by the people of Kiribati, the 

perception is that economic losses have occurred through the closure of that space for 

conservation. This sense of loss is then further amplified because PIPA is not perceived as 

having contributed new economic opportunities. As one non-state actor not directly involved 

with PIPA argued: 

“I mean if you just did the, if you just did the, the straight numbers and said, ‘Hey 
PIPA is ‘X’ percent of the Kiribati, we’ve got $212 million from this, what would we 
have got had PIPA had been in there, the sea area, ok let’s say it’s another 3 percent 
or 5 percent, ok?’ Ten million dollars. We’ll be able to make 10 million dollars a 
year in ecotourism through PIPA? I don’t think—I think the answer’s no, you’re not 
gonna be able to do that” (Non-state actor, Int.43). 
 
Similarly, a former minister argued that if the Trust is not able to generate at least $100 

million AUD then PIPA is not a good investment:  

“when you talk about one hundred million there then that’s ten million interest, ten 
or fifteen, yeah right, so. If you don’t have that sort of money in the PIPA Trust 
Fund, anything less than one hundred million to me, that’s, we’re not getting a good 
return from the PIPA” (High-level gov., Int.34).  
 

However, there seems to be a good deal of confusion over how much revenue PIPA was 

expected to produce, as minutes from August 21st, 2015 cite then-MELAD Minister Honourable 

Tiarite Tioti Kwong stating that “revenue will reach almost $200 million from closing the PIPA” 

(GoK, 2015b). Government officials and employees from the Ministry of Fisheries added that 

PIPA has resulted in losses based on testaments that fishing vessels have chosen not to return to 

fish within Kiribati because of the closure. As one government official working within the 

Ministry of Fisheries and Marine Resources Development stated, “since it’s closed now, the I 

think […Fisheries] lost some fishing partners who used to fish in those waters. So, I think that 
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was one of the problems. That [Fisheries] lost income from, from fishing in that area” (Mid-

level gov., Int.40). Another concern raised was that the establishment of PIPA has barred copra 

harvest within PIPA. Prior to PIPA, the government purposefully planted coconut trees on Orona 

(an island within PIPA) for production (Non-state actor, Int.20). However now, as one 

parliamentarian explained:  

“because of the way the PIPA is, the regulations there […] you know they are in 
charge. Nobody has raised that yet, we might raise it in the coming parliament 
[because] we paid a lot of money to do the replanting, spent a lot of million dollars 
to replant, we can’t get our money back from it because, the coconuts are rotting, 
falling and rotting and eaten by the crabs” (quote from high-level gov., Int.34; GoK, 
2015b).  
 

Conversely, some people argued that there has been no real economic detriment by 

closing PIPA. This argument dictates that because the licensing arrangement in Kiribati is based 

on VDS, closing a part of the EEZ does not actually effect the number of fishing vessels that can 

fish within the Kiribati’s waters. This issue of economic loss, however, is still under debate. As 

explained above in Section 4.1, per the guidelines of the PIPA Trust Act, an official assessment 

of economic losses since the 2015 closure will be determined after a grace period of 5 years by 

the Tuna Working Group (GoK, 2016c; Low-level gov., Int.18), the composition of which was 

still to be determined at the time of this research (Non-state actor, Int.28). This research was 

undertaken when PIPA had only been completely no-take for 1.5 years and therefore it was too 

soon to track changes in tuna revenues or to know whether associated changes in revenue were 

due to the PIPA closure. Although people are starting to identify the non-monetary benefits of 

PIPA (see Sections 5.5.1 Connection to Space and 5.5.2 International Recognition), the sum 

determined for the ‘reverse fishing license’ will no doubt be an important outcome. As one 

minister explained: “People are starting to see [the benefit] but it’s very difficult because in a 

developing country like Kiribati it’s easy to see the dollar sign, when it’s not there then it’s very 
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difficult to convince them otherwise” (High-level gov., Int.45). This reinforces the sentiments 

expressed early on in the process of establishing PIPA that agreement over the funding 

arrangement would crucial for the success of the partnership (Uwate and Teroroko, 2008; 

Shelley, 2012).  

 
5.4 Sacrifice and Gift Analogies 

Another way PIPA is conceived as a loss was due to the perception that PIPA benefitted 

outsiders more than the people of Kiribati. Interviewees revealed they perceived PIPA as both a 

sacrifice and a gift. It was former President Tong who first coined the phrase that PIPA is 

Kiribati’s ‘gift to humanity’. This is a widely recognized term both within and outside of the 

country as this phrase has been used in many speeches (Tong, 2015; Tong, 2013), and has even 

been included in documents, such as in the foreword of the 2010-2014 PIPA Management Plan 

(GoK, 2009b). As Tong explained: 

“what PIPA is doing is not just for people in Kiribati but the rest of the global 
community…I mean we supply the world with fish. And so, in terms of ah…future fish 
supplies, hopefully that is a contribution, what we’ve done with PIPA will make that 
positive contribution to ensuring the supply chain does not get cut off” (Int.6).  
 

However, the first few interviews I conducted revealed PIPA is also commonly referred to as a 

sacrifice for the people of Kiribati. Therefore, a point that evolved through the semi-structured 

interview process was to discuss this characterization of PIPA as a sacrifice vs. a gift. Upon 

asking someone directly involved with PIPA about this juxtaposition, he explained, PIPA is: 

 “a sacrifice in a sense […] that [the I-Kiribati people] do not have anything, a kind 
of commercial commodity for export, we just have ourselves and our fish, but no land 
based resources and you know, and slicing that off, it’s an action which we 
sacrifice” (Low-level gov., Int.24). 
 

He noted it is also a gift “because of reasons scientists have said—[that] it would ensure the 

stock of the tuna that now feeds the world” (Low-level gov., Int.24). In discussion of the ‘gift to 
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humanity’ analogy, another actor directly involved with PIPA said, “I think it’s true [that it is a 

gift] but it’s a one sided gift [favouring the partners]. Then that’s not a good sort of partnership 

you know. And it’s really a big sacrifice to the people” (Low-level gov., Int.11). In a similar 

sentiment, when asked about what he thought of PIPA being called a gift to humanity, a former 

Minister explained “it’s good […] but [we need] something in return for the people” (High-level 

gov., Int.39).  

 Therefore, in discussion of PIPA as a sacrifice and a gift, many interviewees identified 

that while the people of Kiribati have sacrificed the most to make this LMPA possible, such as 

revenue (see Section 5.3 Conception of Losses) and freedom to access that space due to closure 

(Low-level gov., Int.9), they have not been the beneficiaries of the establishment of PIPA. 

Rather, ‘outsiders’, specifically the NGO partners are benefiting most from PIPA. Another 

individual with first-hand experience with PIPA, said:  

“You know [the partners] should also create some kind of opportunities for the 
people not for themselves; only, you know, like New England Scientists getting a lot 
of jobs there […] for the report, magazines and what else, for fame, get famous you 
know (Low-level gov., Int.11).  

 
Importantly, this was a sentiment expressed widely by I-Kiribati interviewees, from low-level 

government employees up to the ministry level, with one minister commenting: “we are not 

reaping the benefits of the closure of the […] protected area but others are and I don’t want that 

to be happening” (High-level gov., Int.45).  

 
5.5 Outreach and Education 

Although the phrase ‘gift to humanity’ has been juxtaposed as ‘a sacrifice’, it is a key 

refrain in the PIPA theme song used by the outreach group to promote the LMPA and in other 

outreach materials, such as formal presentations about PIPA where the phrase is featured (Partic. 
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Obs., Banaba outreach, 2016). The outreach and education program of PIPA was implemented in 

2013, 5 years after PIPA was officially established (GoK, 2015d). This program is representative 

of the unique government-NGO hybrid that is PIPA, as it is run through MELAD but funded by 

the Trust. For most people of Kiribati, this was their first introduction to the LMPA (including 

government staff). Therefore, many I-Kiribati interviewees mentioned the outreach program 

when we discussed PIPA’s consultation process, as this was the closest thing to consultation the 

people of Kiribati have experienced. Described as imperfect, interviewees provided a variety of 

suggestions about how outreach could be improved. Several interviewees agreed that the 

program needs to be more attentive to the custom of sitting and sharing. As someone who has 

had a lot of experience doing outreach in Kiribati communities through government initiatives, 

one interviewee offered his opinion on PIPA’s approach to outreach, saying:  

“it really needs a, sort of like an in-depth consultation with the local communities 
here. You really have to move from village to village and spend quite some times to 
really explain what PIPA is all about in one village and then you go to another 
village” (Low-level gov., Int.27).  

 
This sentiment was also shared by a non-government I-Kiribati actor who commented on “the 

importance of being able to sit and actually share, exchange some knowledge, […] that goes 

back to you know traditional sharing of knowledge in our culture” (Non-state actor, Int.1).  

When it came to sharing scientific information through the outreach program, some felt the 

audiences were not connecting with the content. While the purpose of this outreach program has 

been to educate the people of Kiribati about the benefits of PIPA, several people questioned the 

success this program has had in cultivating this belief. One government employee described 

witnessing the outreach program for the first time, and recounted the disconnect between the 

people and the content: 
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“when they were presenting and I’m just observing the audience on how [the 
audience] were reacting to presentations ya, they were just there listening, drinking 
cava and then just very… [trails off]. When it comes to questions not—people don’t 
really ask questions, not just that, but the way I see the presentation was more like 
scientific also so the, those people drinking cava don’t understand” (Low-level gov., 
Int.27).  
 

Several people also commented that the outreach focus has been ‘science heavy’ but that the 

focus really needs to be on building support for PIPA and that this should be done by focusing 

on the benefits PIPA offers the people rather than on the scientific value of the area. As stated by 

one I-Kiribati interviewee directly involved with PIPA: “it’s about attitude right, Kiribati 

attitude towards PIPA—I’m not convinced about [the] outreach program […] I really wanted to 

see a bit more of something that can actually work on peoples’ attitude” (Non-state actor, 

Int.13). Therefore, it is important for programs to be translatable to reach local audiences. 

Investments in outreach and education can function to increase local knowledge and foster more 

positive attitudes towards the conservation endeavour (Leisher et al., 2012; Cvitanovic et al., 

2016). 

 
5.5.1 Connection to Space 

Notwithstanding several interviewees criticized the outreach program, for a few, a 

triumph of the outreach program was that learning about PIPA allowed them to identify 

culturally with the Phoenix Islands ocean space. To appreciate this fully requires an 

understanding of just how far away the Phoenix Islands area is from the Kiribati people. Even 

though these islands are a part of Kiribati, most people have never been to the Phoenix Islands 

and most never will. Interestingly, while protected areas often face the problem of infringing 

upon previous uses and livelihoods of an area, the Phoenix Islands have not actually been 

traditionally inhabited by the Kiribati people, with the majority of the population living on 
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Tarawa Island or on Kirimati Island some 2,000 kilometers away from the Phoenix Islands 

(Google Maps). The Phoenix Islands are uninhabited except for the small group (<30) of 

government employees (caretakers) stationed on Kanton Island8.  

But despite this, several interviewees explained that having an LMPA established in the 

Phoenix area has led to a stronger identification of this space as part of Kiribati. As one former 

member of government explained, he feels that PIPA has connected him to the Phoenix Islands; 

“well, not in a physical sense […]  but it in a sense that you know that it is part of the country” 

(High-level gov., Int.42). Other responses included allusions to a sense of pride at learning about 

the rich biodiversity that exists within the Phoenix Islands and the strong connection to knowing 

that this place where species that are culturally important, such as sharks, are still numerous and 

prosperous. As one government employee explained: 

“PIPA is preserving our marine resources […] our culture depends on our 
environment. So it is quite good that we protect our natural resources because that’s 
where we get our living from and if not then everything will be change; we will not 
be identified as I-Kiribati people because as I-Kiribati people we have our own 
cultural ways […]. So it is quite good that we protect our natural resources because 
that’s where we get our living from and if not then everything will be change, we will 
not be identified as I-Kiribati people because as I-Kiribati people we have our own 
cultural ways of creating this, we have our gift yeah, gift that to us our precious, we 
get it from the sea, from our marine resources, from the sharks teeth, because we 
have our weapons, our weapons like culturally made from the sharks teeth, so that’s 
where […] we are known by that. When we go overseas we, we, usually take that yes, 

                                
8 It is speculated that Polynesians had settled in the Phoenix at one point, and that the ancestors of the Kiribati 
people would have traveled through that space when they originally arrived in Kiribati, however they were never 
traditionally inhabited by the I-Kiribati. There have been several attempts to resettle those islands, but none have 
been successful. The first was Britain’s Phoenix Islands Resettlement Scheme, where human colonization was 
attempted to combat overpopulation in Gilbert Islands and was an attempt to enhance Britain’s position in the 
Pacific. Notably, the I-Kiribati settlers of this scheme are recorded as feeling like they were losing their ancestral 
land (i.e. in the Gilbert Islands), reinforcing that the Phoenix Islands are not considered traditional lands (Talu et al., 
1979). In recent history, the United States claimed all the Phoenix Islands under the Guano Islands Act (which 
allowed US citizens to take possession of unclaimed islands containing guano deposits). However, in 1979, the 
Treaty of Tarawa was signed, whereby the US acknowledged Kiribati’s sovereignty over 14 of the Phoenix Islands. 
This excluded the most northerly islands of the group, Baker Island and Howland Island, which the US continue to 
hold as strategic outlying islands in the Pacific. 
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it’s important to I-Kiribati people to have our weapon from the shark” (Mid-level 
gov., Int.21). 
 

This outcome is interesting because PIPA seems to have acted to create cultural connections to 

the Phoenix Islands ocean space where previously cultural and traditional connections did not 

exist. Although not yet a widespread sentiment, that this connection has been made by a few 

individuals points towards the potential to build upon this sense of connection. In doing so, there 

is potential to solidify PIPA’s importance with the people of Kiribati and by extension, with 

government (identified as especially important for long term sustainability of PIPA in Section 

5.6 Fate of PIPA). Therefore, when it comes to the human dimensions of large MPAs, lines on a 

map can be an important outcome. For PIPA, it seems that being put on the map as a large MPA 

helped to create a space that is more possible to connect to even though it is still just as far 

away.  

 
5.5.2 International Recognition 

By learning about the international significance of PIPA through the outreach program, I-

Kiribati interviewees also identified a sense of pride over the international recognition the 

designation of PIPA has created. Often unprompted, the most widely recognized benefit 

participants identified was that this international recognition has helped put ‘Kiribati on the 

map’. As the former President himself stated, “one of the biggest values of declaring the PIPA is 

the international content […] it’s attracted a lot of international attention (Int.6). This point was 

also argued by PIPA Trust representatives to the new government in 2016; one non-state actor 

directly involved with PIPA recounted telling Cabinet members: “You will continue to get 

international recognition […] I know that’s not the most important thing to you all, I realize 

that. Just letting you know that that’s there” (Non-state actor, Int.3).  
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And although not a strictly tangible benefit, many low-level government employees and 

I-Kiribati non-state actors explained that PIPA has been “one way of, of getting us […] on the 

world map by telling the world that Kiribati is one of the conservation leader[s] by protecting 

[…] this big size of ocean” (Low-level gov., Int.27). This interviewee explained how he is 

leveraging the attention from PIPA; “I think me, I’m just using it at the moment as a way to 

promote our island of Kiribati because it goes on the news, it goes on the papers and the world 

and we’re using it as a way to promote our island” (Int.27). Therefore, although material 

benefits were identified as important, the sense of pride over the leadership Kiribati has 

demonstrated was also a benefit identified by interviewees. As stated by a local member of the 

press:  

“I’m proud of [PIPA] […] ‘cause you know, since the establishment of the MPA 
and a lot of ah, very new people that haven’t been to Kiribati before, that we never 
expected to be in Kiribati before, and they’ll all been here because of PIPA, 
because of their support through PIPA” (Non-state actor, Int.20). 

 
Therefore, the intangible benefits of cultural connection and pride were certainly well-received 

and appreciated, but I-Kiribati interviewees also identified the desire for more tangible benefits.   

 
5.5.3 Creating Tangible Benefits in PIPA    

Opportunities to reflect about the issue of ‘who benefits and how’ during interviews 

allowed interviewees to comment on what they felt were important next steps for PIPA. 

Generally, this list of ‘what needs to be done’ included reference to the economic generation that 

was promised through the Trust and that infrastructure development and financial assistance 

from the partners was needed in developing a tourism industry based in Kanton. An emphasis 

was also placed on job creation for the people of Kiribati through tourism, as unemployment in 

Kiribati has continued to rise since it was calculated at 30.6% in 2010 (CIA, 2017). One I-
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Kiribati interviewee remarked, “I mean the way I see people when they think about PIPA I think 

it’s just something that is a big dream for them like, it’s something that they just hardly see the 

outcome of yet at the moment” (Low-level gov., Int.27).  

Several interviewees also mentioned the need for the partners to assist more in fundraising 

efforts to increase the endowment fund. Additionally, cultivating connections to PIPA through 

improved outreach and building capacity through education were identified as important themes. 

One I-Kiribati non-government interviewee who has been following the progress of PIPA for 

several years articulated: 

“I think a lot of people have heard about PIPA maybe but just don’t exactly know 
how important it is. So another initiative that we want to do is to do outreach in the 
community, and not just to give them information but to give them beneficial 
information where it can help them with their daily lives and why should we you 
know take care of our lagoons, why should we take care of our beaches, why 
should—that in return, if we can help educate these people, it will give them a better 
lifestyle, they become healthier because you know trash is not everywhere” (Non-
state actor, Int.2). 
 
In cultivating this connection, the people of Kiribati would better understand the 

environmental and conservation values of PIPA, thereby informing a generally improved 

standard of living. He continued to explain that “when we talk about PIPA as an investment, any 

investor would expect a return from an investment. A smarter or smart investor would then 

reinvest the dividends or whatever from the investment” (Int.2). He argued that the best 

reinvestment is in education, and discussed the proposal to create PIPA scholarships for I-

Kiribati students studying in the fields of marine science. “Scholarships”, he explained, “would 

be a return from PIPA, but then we reinvest that return to our people to go and learn” (Int.2). In 

doing so, PIPA would contribute towards the tangible benefit of education, to directly address 

issues of capacity. 
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5.5.4 Bringing PIPA Home 

Notably, this was brought to the attention of the PIPA Trust Board as needing to be 

addressed “because [the Kiribati people] voiced it” (Low-level gov., Int.24). During the opening 

of the May 2016 PIPA Trust Board meeting the former Minister of MELAD Honourable Tiarite 

Tioti Kwong made a formal statement that the government expected the Trust to come up with 

tangible ways it could provide benefits to Kiribati. As a result, at the close of the meeting, 

PIPA’s Chairman announced that the Board will be renewing the focus of PIPA over the next 

few years with an initiative they’re calling ‘Bringing PIPA Home’, in the hopes of strengthening 

the public’s connection to PIPA.  

This announcement was made in acknowledgement that although the outreach and 

education program exists to educate the public about PIPA, additional action is required; the 

people of Kiribati feel they have made a sacrifice and therefore benefits need to be provided. In 

direct response to the government’s challenge, the Chairman announced that the first step of the 

‘Bringing PIPA Home’ initiative is to institute scholarship awards to students of Kiribati 

pursuing post-secondary education in the fields of marine science or marine management at the 

close of the meeting. Several interviewees who were in attendance recalled this decision as an 

important step towards creating tangible benefits for the people through PIPA.  

Following this announcement in May, the scholarship initiative was launched in Kiribati 

on September 14th, 2016, dedicating a grant of $130,000 USD to the Ministry of Education 

(PIPA Facebook page, 2016). Upon the bestowment of the funds, the Executive Director of the 

PIPA Trust remarked, “this is the first step in bringing PIPA back home” (Humans of Kiribati 

Facebook Page, 2016). The Honourable Minister of MELAD and Trust Board member, Tebao 

Awerika, made it clear that while PIPA will continue to fulfill its conservation objective, “it will 
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also continue to find practical ways to bring home benefits to the people of Kiribati” and that 

“with this award, the future of the PIPA and upcoming MPAs in the Republic are assured” (PIPA 

Facebook page, 2016). However, interviewees revealed there is still a long way to go.  

 
5.6 Fate of PIPA 

Several high-level and mid-level government officials explained that the future of PIPA 

is not yet secure within the political climate of 2016 in Kiribati, saying that the current 

government is not beholden to maintaining PIPA. Following a discussion around the recent 

change in government, former president Anote Tong commented on the politics around PIPA. 

He explained that because PIPA was an idea he ushered in, the opposition party (now in power) 

was very much opposed to its establishment, however he commented that at this point “I believe 

it’s just too big to be reversed” (Tong, Int.6). Similarly, following the 2016 PIPA Trust meeting, 

an MP expressed he felt PIPA was ‘safe’, saying that the government is on board and moving 

forward with a continuity process: “[the Cultural Ambassador to PIPA] and Greg [Stone], they 

came over last month and they met with the President and they met with […] the Parliament 

house. Everything’s doing alright. A continuity process” (Mid-level gov., Int.8). Similarly, a 

non-state actor connected to the PIPA project expressed that although there was certainty tension 

and uncertainty during the transition, this has largely been overcome (Non-state actor, Int.46). 

However, despite some interviewees saying that the fears of dismantling PIPA have 

passed, the interview process revealed that pessimistic statements about the fate of PIPA vastly 

outweighed hopeful statements. Many government interviewees spoke about the dissolution of 

PIPA as being a real possibility, however it is important to note several of these interviewees 

may have had political motivations to say so. Largely this was framed in terms of the promises 

of PIPA being very slow to materialize. For instance, when asked if PIPA provides economic 
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benefits to Kiribati, one member of Cabinet responded: “that’s what we are waiting for” (High-

level gov., Int.39). Others expressed their scepticism that these benefits will reach the people of 

Kiribati in the near-future, but that PIPA may still produce benefits for people in the long-term: 

“I think that’s what the people are thinking right now, that they are still waiting for the benefit 

but I think that will—that’s not gonna happen now but in the future” (I-Kiribati non-state actor, 

Int.12); “we can’t really see the benefit at the moment but maybe in the long-term” (Mid-level 

gov., Int.40). However, interviewees also stated that if PIPA does not start yielding the expected 

benefits, the government may choose to pursue other economic opportunities in that space. For 

instance, one interviewee directly involved with PIPA explained: 

“I believe that during the first time when the negotiation was done on this PIPA, the 
creation of the PIPA, there was some kind of a promise I think that there would be 
lots of funds coming in, but nothing, no funds, I mean a lot of funds going to 
conservation of course but that’s for the other the New England scientists, 
experimenting and all that, which is good for the PIPA but I uh I mean there’s the 
people themselves they do not feel it, you know, they need something, so I think you 
know that this government is trying to get things moving so that they will see what 
PIPA can do for the people, in terms of job creation, you know. And it’s a good, it’s 
political, I think it’s a good political move, yeah, otherwise this project maybe 
scrubbed anytime [laughs]” (Low-level gov., Int.11).  
 

This interviewee also explained that discussions of alternative uses for the Phoenix Islands are 

already happening in Parliament. As he describes: 

“there are a lot of things which you hear from the discussion during the parliament 
meetings […], things like the mining the ocean, opening the mining for the ocean 
especially in those areas of the Line and Phoenix because they say a lot of higher 
minerals there and those might, you know, the minerals which may be worthwhile 
mining it” (Int.11).  
 

This was confirmed with a source from fisheries (Mid-level gov., Int.40). Furthermore, when 

asked directly what the result may be if PIPA does not start producing benefits soon, one former 

minister (who currently works closely with PIPA and government) replied: “it might mean you 

know the reopening of the PIPA. Ya, that’s I mean, if things are not happening, if the short-term 
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costs are so high then naturally the present government might decide to say that’s it” (Non-state 

actor., Int.13). Reflecting a similar sentiment, one member of parliament explained, “if we 

decide in the coming parliament to make a lot of noise about it then very soon after […] PIPA 

will be dissolved. […] it all depends on the politics […], people are just sort of lying still, 

waiting for the details” (Mid-level gov., Int.34). 

Although the materialization of promised benefits was a crucial issue in terms of how the 

government perceives the LMPA, an advisor to government justified that so long as government 

revenue generation is not hindered by the Phoenix Islands closure, PIPA will likely be 

maintained (Non-state actor, Int.28). Therefore, because last year Kiribati made more money 

from fishing licenses than it ever has previously, this is not perceived as a concern. However, 

if/when revenue drops, the government may seek more high-yielding economic alternatives for 

the Phoenix Islands: “When there’s money then of course PIPA is not, heh oh it’s ok because we 

still have this money. But when there’s no money that’s a big issue heh. No money coming in 

then… [trails off]” (Non-state actor, Int.28). Consequently, a non-state actor, indirectly involved 

with PIPA but working with government, stressed the importance of solidifying PIPA with 

government: 

“I worry for [PIPA’s] future if there’s not a change in the way that it’s governed 
and, and it’s not changed in a way that, ah PIPA interacts with the Government of 
Kiribati. Um, because I think that’s the real danger, that the government will say 
fuck it. And if the government said that, is the uproar from the international 
community gonna be enough to save PIPA? Probably not. So they need to start 
protecting it, you know, ah from the Board level upwards and outwards” (Non-state 
actor, Int.43). 

 
This is especially relevant as it was high-level government officials that tended to comment that 

PIPA is not ‘safe’ within the current political climate.  
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5.7 Defining Success 

To conclude interviews, the final question posed to participants was whether they would 

define PIPA as a success. The definition of success was not pre-defined as to allow interviewees 

full control over how they chose to shape their answer. However, despite this open-ended 

structure the consistency amongst answers was surprising; almost ubiquitously, people defined 

that PIPA has been a success in terms of conservation, but not a social success. This was even 

consistent between actor groups, though foreign respondents connected to the Trust tended 

emphasize the conservation success, and define ‘social success’ more narrowly. For example, 

most foreign interviewees identified that PIPA has been a success insofar as the area is closed 

and being effectively protected. As one foreign non-state actor stated: “three very different 

groups figured out how to work together to accomplish this interim goal of closing [PIPA]” 

(Non-state actor, Int.48). However, although closure was the main determinant of success for 

these actors, the foreign interviewees more attuned to the functioning of the Trust noted that for 

PIPA to be truly be successful, it needs to be self-supported through government. This same non-

state actor stated, “if the funders were to pull out at this point, I’m not sure it would continue” 

(Non-state actor, Int.48). More work therefore is needed to build capacity within Kiribati so that 

PIPA can be managed more internally.  

Although along the same line of ‘conservation, but not a social success’, I-Kiribati 

interviewees tended to acknowledge the conservation success of PIPA but emphasized PIPA’s 

failure to produce social benefits. For example, in describing PIPA’s conservation benefit to 

future generations, one unimane explained that he sees this aspect as a success of PIPA, but 

identified that tangible social benefits for the people are lacking:  

“as far as people are concerned you can tell it’s a success, but is it? You know, but 
what do we get from it? We haven’t seen anything tangible from it that comes from it, 
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but for us you know the more sort of enlightened people you know we’ll say that it’s 
a success” (Non-state actor, Int.29). 
 

 As one member of Cabinet summed up: “I will not say it is a success. In terms of conservation 

perhaps yes, but in terms of the, the return to the, to Kiribati, I still have my doubts” (High-level 

gov., Int.39). 

Often, interviewees related the prominent themes of loss (Section 5.3), sacrifice (Section 

5.4), and unfulfilled promises (see Section 5.1.2, 5.2.2, and 5.4) to why PIPA has not been a 

social success. To achieve social success under PIPA, many people answered that the promises 

of revenue generation and tourism need to be fulfilled. Broadly speaking, interviewees expressed 

that parity in communicating goals and agendas needs to be observed so that the interests of all 

parties can be met. The importance of government support to solidify PIPA’s place in Kiribati 

was also reiterated in discussing the success of PIPA (refer back to Section 5.6 Fate of PIPA). 

Often, government and non-state actor interviewees said that PIPA being a success “depends on 

government” (Mid-level gov., Int.18), and that PIPA will be successful if government chooses to 

support it. As one member of government directly involved with PIPA explained:  

“Well actually it depends on government, I’m sure it depends—because last, last 
government they really think it’s gonna be a success. This government they look at it 
like we better get some revenue back. So, it’s like depend on government, whether it 
sees that it’s benefitting them or not. So, I would say that it depends on government, 
what government thinks about PIPA” (High-level gov., Int.37).  

 
In addition to government buy-in, interviewees identified that improved consultation with the 

public is necessary to solidify support of PIPA and ensure that this LMPA exists in perpetuity. 

When asked whether the harm done by lack of consultation can be mended, a local community 

worker explained that improved consultation in the future can repair those relationships:  

“the culture in Kiribati, in Kiribati culturally they can be like mad at something they 
can—but then they’re only going to be like ‘It’s ok forget it, we forgive them’, ya 
‘Let’s just see what’s gonna happen, forget it’. Ya, ya that’s the way things are here 
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in Kiribati they just eventually forget about things. They gonna be like ‘Oh what, 
man I don’t like those guys when they first came to set up PIPA they didn’t come to 
talk to us’, ‘That’s ok it’s been how many years now?’ ‘Never mind let’s just let it be’ 
[laughs]. And then they can talk, they can be feeling angry or whatever, but if Greg 
Stone comes to them and starts sitting down with them and have kava or have beer 
with them, they’re gonna end up being a good friends of Greg Stone [laughs]” (Low-
level gov., Int.27). 

 
As one foreign attendee of the May 2016 Trust meeting encapsulated, what is needed is to “get 

community and management to develop good communication and a shared set of objectives and 

you can perpetuate, you know, […]  like support people in the community at the same time of 

protecting the MPA, then I think you’re successful” (Non-state actor, Int.5). Based on these 

definitions, the views of I-Kiribati interviewees and that of the partners is complementary, as 

both define greater government buy-in and greater provision of benefits as necessary for success. 

The challenge going into the future will be keeping this vision at the forefront of PIPA’s 

development, being patient and encouraging of the various interests operating within this 

structure.  

 
5.8 Conclusion  

In the case of PIPA, the process of making PIPA politically relevant to government by 

highlighting both scientific and socio-economic justifications for PIPA has resulted in 

overstating the benefits of the LMPA. These statements around both socio-economic and 

scientific deliverables of PIPA have led to misunderstandings around expectations. In large part, 

the inability to actualize these expected or ‘promised’ benefits has dictated government’s 

lukewarm support for PIPA, fuelled the discussion of economic loss and contributed to the belief 

that PIPA is not a social success. Also identified was the desire for greater emphasis to be placed 

on the socio-cultural aspects of PIPA, such as education, rather than its scientific benefit. In 

doing so, some of the first tangible benefits from PIPA have been generated. 
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Chapter 6: Conclusion 
 
In addition to contributions from Chapter 4 and Chapter 5 that investigate the challenges 

and insights of PIPA as related to the specific objectives of this research, this final section 

summarizes interview participants’ perceptions of PIPA, connects points from Chapters 4 and 5 

to each of my objectives, suggests specific recommendations to PIPA and LMPAs generally 

based on this case study, outlines the main topical and theoretical literary contributions of this 

thesis, and situates the relevance of this study in terms of existing perspectives on LMPA 

governance, suggesting future direction for research.  

 
6.1 Summary of Case 

Largely, PIPA has been a story of unfulfilled promises; as one the oldest contemporary 

LMPA sites, it is still not widely considered a ‘success’ by I-Kiribati people who have been 

directly or indirectly involved in its erection or administration. PIPA’s status of success is 

strongly tied to the importance of creating benefits, which was repeatedly emphasized. As 

revealed in Section 5.1 Tong and the partners identified that buy-in was needed from the rest of 

government for PIPA to be established and have sustained support. However, discussions around 

sacrifice and gift analogies (Section 5.4), the fate of PIPA (Section 5.6), conception of losses 

(Section 5.3), and definitions of success (Section 5.7) demonstrate how government has not 

perceived those benefits as having been generated. This finding illustrates how the lack of 

perceived outcomes creates an issue of sustainability and exemplifies why examining 

perceptions is an important component in determining the success of a conservation initiative. As 

Bennett (2016: 585) describes, “local perceptions of the impacts of conservation can be 

determined by exploring narrative descriptions of social impacts”. However, perceptions are 

often neglected pieces of information in assessing conservation narratives.  



 137 

In the case of PIPA, this narrative evolved around perceptions of the lack of benefits 

from PIPA, and the perceived loss from establishing PIPA led to PIPA being conceived as a 

sacrifice. This narrative of ‘PIPA as a sacrifice for Kiribati’ became highly incorporated in the 

story of PIPA because it matched this desire for benefits. Though, in a space where there were 

previously no direct uses for I-Kiribati people, a question exists as to why people perceive there 

should be social benefits associated with the establishment of PIPA? Interview discussions 

revealed that in part, this is tied to a colonial tension that Kiribati has been exploited in N-S 

exchanges in the past (High-level gov., Int.45; Non-state actor, Int.47). Resultantly, this has 

created a dominant discourse around benefits in PIPA, that both I-Kiribati and foreign 

interviewees participate in. For government, this benefit-seeking is a strategy to ensure that they 

are not getting defrauded, as they have in the past. For example, in describing fees for licensing, 

one secretary explained:  

“one day fishing is eighteen thousand US, for one day fishing in our water today. 
And it looks like they still coming for fish, paying for their license […]. If it’s 18 
thousand now and they still coming to fish, looks like they still have a lot of the 
remaining apple that they have and probably we have to, you know, bite more so we 
can get to the middle of the apple that they will, that’s enough. So we trying to see 
where is the, the right fee that we should charge. […] ‘cause if they can still buy for 
our license for that high value per day then probably they still earn more and that’s 
how we’re looking at it” (High-level gov., Int.37).  

 
Unsurprisingly this experience has carried over to influence the government’s interactions with 

the Trust. For instance, one foreign actor described a member of government asking him 

privately, ‘you guys really do owe us money, don’t you?’, seemingly not able to believe that the 

Trust was being transparent with government (Non-state actor, Int.48). But although foreign non-

state interviewees tended to follow the view that Kiribati has not lost tuna license revenue from 

establishing PIPA, they were in agreement that PIPA needs to also contribute socio-

economically to Kiribati, either through capacity building, education, fundraising, or assisting 
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with tourism-related efforts. As Dryzek (2005: 9) explains, “complete discontinuity across 

discourses is rare”. In the case of PIPA we see that although the partners and the government 

differ in how they view the Trust and the losses associated with the establishment of PIPA, these 

differences are not so large that problem-solving between these two groups is unfeasible.   

This discussion of benefits was also related to equity in partnership (discussed in Section 

4.3.1). Often in conservation projects where livelihoods are impacted, compensation is 

negotiated in terms of a zero-sum substitution to negate losses for affected communities. In such 

cases, ecosystem services and alternative livelihoods are often spoken of in direct relation to 

compensation for livelihood losses (Bennett, 2016). However, the discussion of benefits in the 

case of PIPA matched a more abstract conception of losses than has been traditionally negotiated 

in PAs. In speaking about PIPA, I-Kiribati interviewees emphasized that it was not enough to 

demonstrate that PIPA has resulted in a net loss of zero for Kiribati. Interviewees described that 

the NGOs and the donors benefitted from this partnership because they got what they wanted out 

of this arrangement through the fulfillment of their conservation objectives. It is not enough then 

that Kiribati just not suffer any detriment when their partners have benefitted—the people of 

Kiribati should also gain something from having PIPA. Therefore, even though PIPA was 

established without harming livelihoods, or perhaps even national revenues (Non-state actor, 

Int.38), this question of actively benefitting speaks broadly to North-South interactions as to who 

can benefit and why.  

Importantly the case of PIPA illustrates that even in remote spaces it is important to 

consider social benefits. However, it also demonstrates how unclear communication around 

benefits has aggravated the situation of non-support for PIPA. This examination of the 

interactions between the state and the partners and how this influenced the understanding of 
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benefits supports Chaigneau and Brown’s (2016) point that win-win discourse is problematic. By 

overstating social benefits, hyperbolic expectations have been created in the case of PIPA. As 

one I-Kiribati government employee explained, “we’ve been told millions and millions [of 

dollars] will come to PIPA” (Low-level gov., Int.27). Despite whether the partners made such 

promises outright, carelessness in illustrating how and to what degree PIPA will produce socio-

economic benefits has resulted in a situation where support for PIPA is now dependent on its 

ability to produce arguably near-impossible deliverables. 

Nevertheless, I asked interviewees if they support the idea of PIPA (and its continuation), 

and this research reveals that the majority of I-Kiribati interviewees said ‘yes’. Importantly, 

Chapter 4 and Chapter 5 detail interviewees’ perceptions about the ways in which the 

establishment process and subsequent execution of PIPA’s management have, in certain ways, 

been unsatisfactory. However, while these comments are pertinent to participants’ understanding 

and outlook on Kiribati’s LMPA, the vast majority of interviewees were keen to emphasize that 

overall PIPA is a program of improvement, not dismissal. Thus, despite the acknowledgement 

and emphasis that outstanding promises have contributed to disillusionment around PIPA, people 

are still hopeful that future action on developing tourism in Kanton and growing the Trust Fund 

will breed social success as well as conservation success for PIPA and secure its place within 

Kiribati. 

 
Objective 1: Perceptions of Governance Structure  

Examining the perceptions of different actors as to whether/how the governance structure 

of PIPA works helped to shape the understanding of outcomes in the PIPA narrative. In 

particular, this thesis demonstrated that not only did most all interviewees describe PIPA as ‘top-

down’, but perceptions of actors’ roles in the governance process revealed that the process of 
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establishing PIPA involved only a handful of people. This prompted discussions around the 

necessity of LMPAs (PIPA specifically) to be governed through a top-down approach. However, 

it also revealed the lack of consultation interviewees associated with the establishment of PIPA. 

This was mainly tied to the view that PIPA was uninhabited and therefore under the direct 

oversight of government. The narrow identification of stakeholders for this conservation 

endeavour resulted in disapproval from the public. In doing so, this perception signaled a broader 

outcome for the project; that although PIPA is a remote, uninhabited area, people still cared 

about the decisions made regarding the use of that area. An additional political outcome based on 

the governance structure was related to the perceptions of interviewees of the level of control 

NGOs have over process. This led to articulations of sovereignty (framed both positively and 

negatively) in light of NGO capacity. This research also found that the scientific information 

collected in PIPA is almost exclusively produced and highly controlled by Western scientists, 

which informed I-Kiribati interviewees’ perceptions that limited local capacity makes them 

vulnerable. The use of science in management was largely dictated by the NGO partners, 

indicating an imbalance of power favouring the NGOs. However, the use of science in direct 

management was described as minimal. Although the SAC makes recommendations to the Board 

based on scientific findings and principles, PIPA is generally not actively managed through 

science. Though the choice of location for the LMPA was clearly based on a scientific 

assessment of the Phoenix Islands as a hot-spot for marine biodiversity and subsequent boundary 

drawing has been based on the desire to capture unique reef and seamounts within PIPA. But 

overall, it was also important that despite issues related to processes and structures in place, most 

interviewees viewed the partnership between Kiribati and the partners as not having worked 
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badly, and that in supporting their various interests, the main focus of these two groups is 

upholding the common goal of protecting PIPA.  

 
Objective 2: Processes Informing Decision-Making  

The objective to examine the motivations and justifications in PIPA was directly tied to 

the discourses in LMPA literature, where some authors suggest LMPAs offer opportunities for 

‘win-win’ conservation, while others suggest the establishment of LMPAs is being led by 

political processes that compromise social and ecological integrity (Leenhardt et al., 2013). In 

doing so, this research demonstrates that in creating a win-win discourse in this case, an 

important outcome was that overselling the benefits of PIPA led to political fallout and reduced 

support for the project. Furthermoe, while biodiversity abundance in the Phoenix Islands is 

certainly what led that area to be chosen for conservation, the examination of the use of science 

in decision-making through this work revealed the politicization of science under PIPA. Through 

interviewees’ descriptions of how NGO presentations to cabinet, especially around tuna 

spawning, this research showed that NGOs used science to further their arguments to protect 

PIPA. However, science was not only leveraged for the political gains of NGOs; the Government 

of Kiribati used the research in PIPA as an opportunity to investigate claims that their EEZ 

included a tuna spawning ground. Furthermore, regarding motivations, Kiribati’s treaty 

obligation to the CBD marine target was identified as a factor related to the creation of PIPA, but 

it was not one that led the establishment of PIPA. Rather, adherence to international targets 

through the establishment of PIPA described as a benefit, but not a guiding motivation to 

establishing the LMPA.  
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Objective 3: Assessment of Outcomes  

In assessing the outcomes of PIPA based on the perceptions of key actors, this research 

found that the perceptions and processes addressed through Objectives 1 and 2 have led to 

several outcomes (both positive and negative) in the case of PIPA. First, derived from the view 

that PIPA is supposed to be a wealth to the people of Kiribati and the world, PIPA was 

commonly described as ‘a gift’. However, prompted by issues around poor consultation, the 

view that PIPA is not benefitting the people of Kiribati also resulted in PIPA being described as 

‘a sacrifice’. Similarly, poor communication around deliverables from PIPA (i.e. revenue 

generation, job creation, tourism, etc.) bore further outcomes, including conceptions of PIPA as 

resulting in losses for Kiribati, negative perceptions around the fate of PIPA, and definitions of 

success where PIPA was commonly described as conservation success, but not a social success. 

However, PIPA was also described as generating positive outcomes, such as increased 

international recognition for Kiribati, and other unforeseen outcomes such as the creating a 

stronger cultural connection to the Phoenix Islands. Discussion of these outcomes also led people 

to articulate future outcomes around what needs to be done to make PIPA more successful. In 

recognition for this need for benefits, PIPA has already been moving towards better 

acknowledgement of benefits by instituting the ‘Bringing PIPA Home’ initiative and establishing 

a scholarship fund.  

 
6.1.1 Specific Recommendations 

The points flowing from this thesis have encouraged me to recommend specific 

approaches to be taken by government and external partners that I believe will be advantageous 

for PIPA specifically, but useful for approaching LMPA governance and conservation outcomes 

more generally. Chiefly, these recommendations arise from my perception (informed by my 
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process of data collection and analysis) that PIPA’s biggest setback was around communication 

of benefits and a misguided attempt to frame the strengths of the LMPA around aggrandized 

promises. First, this had to do with focusing on outcomes for PIPA that undermined rather than 

highlighted the benefits being provided to Kiribati. For instance, the promise of high-end, luxury 

tourism in the Phoenix Islands was a precarious and inappropriate benefit considering the context 

of the site (i.e. remote, limited existing infrastructure, infrequent and expensive transportation, 

no existing machinery or transport vehicles on Kanton, fragile island ecosystem, etc.). Second, 

framing PIPA as ‘the wealth of the people’ was problematic when the execution of this initiative 

did not support the inclusion/participation of the public, or in large part even inform people 

about the decision to establish PIPA. Therefore, although the government said it was for the 

benefit of the people, this wasn’t expressed in a way that people were involved or created 

benefits for them (i.e. jobs, social development, etc.). Rather, celebrating the LMPA as a legacy 

opportunity for government, its role in protecting tuna stocks, or in its contribution to raising the 

profile of Kiribati international would have been reasonable explanations to offer for the 

motivations of establishing the LMPA, rather than suggest misleading or unattainable objectives. 

Third, this issue was further conflated though poor communication of benefits for establishing 

PIPA such as NGOs representing the scientific principle of spillover through metaphors about 

fish factories, which consequently led to exaggerated expectations for food security. It is because 

of poorly communicated and executed promises that led I-Kiribati interviews to identify that 

PIPA hasn’t been a success. However, this is not because PIPA does not offer benefits or value; 

the concept of a large scale MPA has appeal by virtue of the demonstrable and distinctive ways it 

can provide benefits, including, the provision of more funding and technologies for monitoring, 

increased sovereignty over remote a remote part of the EEZ, assistance in combatting IUU 
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fishing in the area, protecting a tuna breeding ground and contributing to stock sustainability, 

and increasing the international profile of Kiribati through action of climate change and 

conservation. These in addition to the expert suggestion that the closure will not detract from the 

revenue generation acquired through license agreements and the assurance that if it does the 

Trust will reimburse the government were substantial and reasonable arguments. Therefore, I 

suggest targeting the discussion of benefits around what LMPAs can realistically offer, so as to 

avoid the political and social fallout of under-delivering. This translates to responsibilities for 

both government and the partners; NGOs need to be clear about the expectations and timelines of 

a project with government and either confirm this is being translated appropriately to the public 

or engage in this process themselves, and government needs to be clear with the public about 

why this conservation initiative is being adopted and what the overall and specific goals are for 

this project in relation to national issues, such identify, economy, development, etc.  

 
6.2 Main Contributions  

This project makes a topical contribution to debates in LMPA literature around the 

governance requirements and effectiveness of LMPAs as conservation tools and theoretical 

contributions to 1) reassessing our understanding of top-down governance; 2) around the role of 

non-state actors in conservation governance and their intersection with the state through 

articulations of sovereignty; and 3) conceptualizations of conservation benefits and governance 

outcomes.   

 
Topical Contribution 

As identified earlier in this thesis, some authors have argued that there exists a political 

impetus to establish LMPAs in order to meet international targets. In doing so, the establishment 
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of LMPAs has been characterized as a “global push for quantity over quality” (De Santo, 2013: 

137; Agardy et al., 2003). This push to establish large MPAs has been tied to the understanding 

that these sites are the ‘low-hanging fruit’ of conservation; easy wins insofar as they are 

established in EEZs far from human habitation. As such, establishing these sites is understood as 

having fewer impediments associated with creating a no-take area. However, concern exists that 

basing this conservation endeavour on an understanding of LMPAs as ‘unpeopled spaces’ has 

led to an approach to LMPA governance in which social or human dimensions of conservation 

are not being adequately considered.  

I held this concern in attention as I conducted my fieldwork and throughout this process 

noted that although the history of protected area management demonstrates a tendency to neglect 

the ‘people’ component of conservation (Borrini-Feyerabend et al., 2013), the case of PIPA 

appears as a genuine example where there would be no direct livelihood impacts by establishing 

this site as a no-take zone. Despite being perhaps one of the first examples where people were 

not directly affected, the findings of this thesis revealed that, even in actual unpeopled spaces, it 

was not acceptable to treat this case as devoid of human interest.  

Interviewees expressed that people in Kiribati still want and expect benefits, which offers 

an alternative view to recent conservation discourse that sees LMPAs as “the final marine 

wilderness areas” (Graham and McClanahan 2013: 397) where there are “few vested interests 

and stakeholders” and negligible social impacts (Singleton and Roberts 2014: 9). I-Kiribati 

interviewees still expected these benefits even though they have not experienced direct ‘loss’ 

from closing this space to artisanal, or arguably even foreign fishing. Rather, loss was described 

in an abstract sense more so than in terms of direct compensation (although such a process is set 

to occur in terms of loss to licenses). Therefore, this prompts conversation around how we think 
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about compensation; in PA literature often described as necessitated by direct loss access or use 

of a space, rather than broader consideration of loss. The sentiment expressed most widely by 

interviewees was that because Kiribati gifted PIPA for the purview of conservation, Kiribati 

should equally benefit through their partners’ reciprocation of that gift.  

This reciprocation was construed as the provision of monetary and/or institutional 

assistance with socio-economic measures, which interviewees described as ranging from 

improving education and cultural connectivity to tourism and contributions to the Trust (refer to 

Chapter 5 for full description of benefit-seeking). Thus, although direct compensation was not a 

requisite of this case, reciprocation to the people was still seen as necessary. In addition to this 

socio-economic link, the idea that the people of Kiribati are connected to PIPA was also 

demonstrated in how interviewees described the desire for more consultation. Despite not being 

an area traditionally inhabited by I-Kiribati, many I-Kiribati interviewees alluded to this question 

that if PIPA is by and for Kiribati, who owns it if not the people? And if the people own it, why 

are they not involved in shaping this vision? As Levine (2007: 567) says, when it comes to 

marine conservation, identifying stakeholders “faces additional challenges in that user groups are 

often diffuse and hard to define”. The case of PIPA demonstrates this difficulty, but it also 

illustrates the benefit defining stakeholders can have on establishing meaningful measures to 

contribute towards site sustainability. Discussed as one of the most positive ‘outcomes’ to result 

from the establishment of PIPA, the ‘Bringing PIPA Home’ happened—as one interviewee 

explained—because “we voiced it” (Low-level gov., Int.24).  

In short, the case of PIPA signals that LMPAs are not low-hanging fruit, but similarly 

navigate human relations as cases in which protected areas intersect with human uses. Through 

this case we can start to see how the account of LMPAs as ‘unpeopled’ space is excluding 
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opportunities for conservation and hindering imaginaries of success. Value exists in giving 

careful consideration to human dimensions of conservation, as it can enhance conservation 

outcomes. I suggest therefore that a more comprehensive negotiation of human dimensions in 

areas where direct livelihood assessment compensation cannot be constituted, is warranted. 

Through my examination of governance mechanisms and how they contribute to a range of 

conservation outcomes under the LMPA framework helps to improve the existing understanding 

of LMPAs and inform the establishment of others. 

 
Theoretical Contributions 

The theoretical contributions of this thesis include three main branches of conservation 

literature, including approaches to governance structure, state and non-state interactions as 

related to conservation activities within states, and conservation benefits/outcomes. First, 

regarding approaches to governance structure, I suggest a reassessment of our understanding of 

top-down governance. As outlined in Section 2.1, conservation governance has been informed by 

a general shift away from top-down governance towards increasingly decentralized approaches 

(Phillips, 2003). This digression has largely been based on the view decentralized models better 

account for social dimensions of conservation because they include more stakeholders and actors 

in decision-making processes and generally allow for greater participation in governance (Ferse 

et al., 2010). Therefore, LMPAs have been criticized for their characteristically top-down model 

of governance (De Santo et al., 2011). Within this existing state of the literature, the case of 

governance in PIPA provides a nuanced view of ‘top-down’. Inarguably, PIPA’s governance 

exhibits a centralized approach to decision-making executed by state and non-state actors. In this 

case, government officials, employees and non-state actors all spoke about PIPA as a top-down 

framework of governance. This had clear consequences for perceptions of the LMPA, as the 
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public expressed discontent at the lack of participation and the wider government viewed the 

process as exclusionary. Therefore, certainly the drawbacks of ‘top-down’ were exhibited in this 

case. However, top-down governance has also been presented as necessary for LMPAs 

(Fernandes et al., 2005). In discussing this feature, interviewees stated, “I mean they’re so large 

that they have to be established by legislation and so you get involved with governments” (Non-

state actor, Int.5) and, “it’s hard for me to see or to talk about a very big protected area [in the 

local context]” (Low-level gov., Int.27). This research does not intend to offer a definitive 

answer on whether top-down approaches to governance are the appropriate choice for governing 

LMPAs, only to suggest that the tendency to dismiss top-down governance is imprudent. In the 

case of LMPAs, what requires critical assessment is not whether governance is top-down, but 

rather how key social, economic and ecological factors are being identified under the model, and 

how this is perceived by both stakeholders directly involved and peripheral to the process.  

Second, based on the intersection of the role of non-state actors in conservation and the 

role of science in conservation, I offer a discussion around the interactions of state and non-state 

actors and how science was leveraged through these interactions. In the case of PIPA, 

sovereignty was articulated as being both helped and hindered by NGO involvement, as 

legislated through the Trust structure (see Section 4.3.1). While some government interviewees 

described the Government of Kiribati as having the ultimate control over the ability to rewrite 

the Act if it so chose. However, others took issue with the limited involvement of cabinet on the 

Trust Board and the power given to the partners under the Act. These individuals seemed to 

identify that although government could still repeal the Act, this would in effect involve 

dissolving their partnership with NEAq and CI, which was described as essential to the project. 

So, for these people this meant that the existing structure would not be so easily repealed (see 
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Section 4.3.1). The benefit of partnering with international NGOs of course is technical and 

economic capacity they provide. However, the downfall is that this gives external parties power 

in the dynamic with state, and as a result states must relinquish control (Conklin and Graham, 

1995). Nonetheless, as Lunstrum (2013) highlights, such partnerships, uneven as they may be, 

are often the only option for states. But what does this mean then for small island developing 

states (SIDS) such as Kiribati? Lunstrum (2013) seems to suggest that such partnerships, 

although admittedly a mixed bag, are the best option available to developing states. However, 

perspectives revealed through this case offer an alternative to this position. Based on statements 

by ministers who discussed the power NGOs wield due to their capacity, it was clear that NGOs 

have a high-degree of power within the structure of PIPA. However, discussing only this aspect 

of the partnership neglects the strong bargaining position of the state.  

Although NGOs can be quick to push their worldviews on global south, this is not the 

only narrative existing in this relationship. As West (2006) describes, NGOs acting through 

transnational processes produce imaginaries of space, place, environment, and society. Similarly, 

through the involvement of foreign partners, Lunstrum (2013) and Conklin and Graham (1995) 

suggest national territories become partially shaped in the image and interests of ‘outsiders’. In 

the case of PIPA, we see that the interests of the partners in the Phoenix Islands led the process 

of establishing a large MPA in the Phoenix Islands. However, this case also demonstrates how 

President Tong leveraged the NGOs’ interest in establishing a large MPA in the Phoenix Islands 

to draw international attention to Kiribati’s climate change plight. This work also reveals that 

although the decision to establish an LMPA in the Phoenix Islands was Greg Stone’s vision and 

based on the scientific findings of the NEAq, this was not a one-sided process favouring NGO-

interests. Christie et al. (2011) emphasize that the use of science is commonly tied to NGOs. 
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However, science was leveraged by the Government of Kiribati in exploring their interest in the 

Phoenix Islands as a tuna spawning ground. Therefore, this case exhibits that the power relations 

between developing state actors and non-state actors in the LMPA process is not as simple as 

existing literature regarding the role of non-state actors in state conservation might indicate. 

Third, and finally, in relation to conservation governance literature (specifically its 

discussion of conservation outcomes), I advocate that the conservation benefits and governance 

outcomes require broader conceptualization. In an extensive assessment of PAs, Oldekop et al. 

(2016: 133) identify that integrating local people as stakeholders resulted in more effective 

biological and socioeconomic outcomes. Therefore, social dimensions of conservation are 

revealed to be important factors affecting the outcomes of PAs. However, the common discourse 

of LMPAs has informed the assumption that, because there are few stakeholders, the social 

impacts of LMPAs will be negligible (Singleton and Roberts 2014; Balmford et al. 2004). Some 

authors have argued against this discourse; Richmond and Kotowicz (2015) and Ban et al. (2017) 

suggest that LMPAs can similarly produce conventional MPA outcomes and Gruby et al. (2015) 

suggest that LMPAs may even offer new outcomes. But generally, the social outcomes of MPAs 

have been conceived quite narrowly, rather than as a complex manifestation of MPA governance 

arrangements, social context, and flows of resources (Fox et al., 2012). These ‘outcomes’ or 

‘benefits’ are mainly identified in terms of enhanced ecosystem services and tourism (Gruby et 

al., 2015; Fox et al., 2012; Bennett and Dearden, 2014; Chaigneau and Brown, 2016).  

In the case of PIPA, we see that conventional MPA outcomes, such as tourism and 

promises of spillover have not been terribly successful at generating support (Chaigneau and 

Brown, 2016; Bennett and Dearden, 2014). However, the work generated through the 

recognition that better outcomes needed to be conceived for people to start recognizing benefits 
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has led to the ‘Bringing PIPA Home’ initiative, which some interviewees called the first step 

towards creating tangible benefits for the people of Kiribati. Furthermore, the establishment of 

this LMPA and the subsequent imaginary-building around the site has led to outcomes not 

originally conceived under the PIPA model; although not identified or presented to cabinet as a 

reason to establish PIPA, new connections to the LMPA space have been identified. As told by I-

Kiribati interviewees, this was articulated by the public, which points to the importance of 

broadly conceptualizing social outcomes for LMPAs. Therefore, these findings support the 

suggestion by Gruby et al. (2015: 6) that the “social and economic outcomes of LMPAs—direct 

and indirect, actual, and perceived—may diverge from those of conventional MPAs in 

conceptualization and substance”. What this case demonstrates is that although benefits may not 

be conceived or manifest in traditional ways, such as ecosystem services or livelihood 

compensation, human dimensions are still fundamental to conceptualizations of success under 

LMPAs. In the case of PIPA, being put on a map as a large MPA was an important outcome as 

this helped to create meaning and connection to a space that is still remote.  

 
6.3 Conclusion and Opportunities for Further Research 

Over the past fifteen years, marine protected areas (MPAs) have been increasingly 

recognized as a means of conserving ocean biodiversity and marine habitat (Thorpe et al., 2011). 

Although questions around the efficacy and justice of implementing these large reserves are 

being raised in academic literature, a comprehensive understanding of the mechanisms involved 

in creating and governing these sites has been absent in this debate. It is understood that these 

massive reserves “exhibit unique characteristics in form [and] function” compared to smaller 

MPAs (Gruby et al., 2015: 1). As a consequence of these scalar differences, the governance 

regimes of large reserves are expected to differ greatly from what has been learned through work 
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on MPAs. Therefore, although the governance and management requirements of smaller MPAs 

have been fairly well defined, what characterizes LMPAs in terms of governance process is only 

just beginning to be explored. 

By investigating the perceptions around LMPA decision-making processes and whether 

and why the model is working or not working in the case of PIPA, this research contributes 

towards building an understanding of LMPA governance to further inform our understanding of 

how the LMPA conservation tool fits within existing conservation literature. While it is 

acknowledged that LMPA governance is likely varied across sites (Gruby et al., 2015) this case 

study analysis provides a depiction of contextual conditions influencing LMPA governance. By 

investigating the interactions between different actors, the information being used to inform 

decision-making, and the perspectives that actors have of the governance process and structure, I 

contribute towards the broader understanding of LMPA governance and in doing so provide one 

of the first assessments of LMPA governance.  

Being able to improve outcomes through LMPA endeavours will be predicated on a 

complete understanding of the existing governance processes, and as such, through the 

application of my case study findings, lessons learned in the case of PIPA may inform future 

research and assessments of LMPAs. Although this research project was not scoped to include 

international fishing interests as an actor related to governance, accessing this demographic 

would be a valuable addition to the assessment of benefits and loss in LMPA establishment and 

could also be a valuable addition to exploring the dynamics of opposition and support and the 

political influence of different actors. Additionally, in the spirit of exploring the LMPA 

phenomenon I recommended research work to further investigate how LMPAs are being 

produced through additional case studies and cross-comparative studies.  
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As the number of LMPAs continues to rise, the impetus exists to gain a more 

comprehensive understanding of the mechanisms involved in creating and governing these sites. 

The extent to which NGOs are shaping the governance processes around LMPAs, the resulting 

power dynamics between states and foreign partners, and the extent to which political facets of 

the socio-political interaction in LMPA governance are being produced and expressed are 

important contributions of this research, but more work needs to be done on how these outcomes 

are or are not being reproduced across sites and what this means for the ecological and social 

sustainability of LMPAs. This case-study has provided a first look into how processes of 

decision-making in PIPA are accounting for the human dimensions of conservation and the 

importance this has on perceptions of site-sustainability.  
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Appendix A: Guiding Questions for Semi-Structured Interviews in Kiribati 

Interview guide for Kiribati actors:  
 
The PIPA was ground-breaking – one of the earliest large scale MPAs. Since then, we have 
started to see them emerge all over, especially in the Pacific (Palau, Cook Islands, etc.). PIPA 
has already offered many scientific findings. We are interested in learning what lessons PIPA has 
to teach about the governance and social aspects of large-scale marine conservation.  
 
Initiation/Motivations/Actors:  

1. Tell me a little bit about your involvement with PIPA.  
2. Where did the idea to establish PIPA come from?  
3. Who have been the champions for PIPA? What were their motivations?  

a. Probe: were there any indirect motivations other than those outwardly stated? 
b. Probe: Did global conservation targets play a role?  

4. What has been the role of non-governmental organizations throughout PIPA’s 
designation and design process?  

a. What have been the benefits of their involvement?  
b. Are there any challenges linked to their involvement? 

5. In the early stages, which stakeholder groups supported the designation? Did any oppose 
it? 

a. What do you think their motivations were (for supporting/opposing)? Were there 
any indirect motivations?  

b. Have conflicts been resolved, or are they continuing? 
 

Governance: 
1. What are the key meetings, consultations and negotiations that took place to discuss the 

possibility of establishing PIPA? 
2. Which actors were involved in what aspects of decision-making? 
3. From your perspective, who are the stakeholders of PIPA?  
4. How would you characterize the governance style or approach to governance? 

a. Top-down? Bottom-up? 
5. Has stakeholder participation been part of the initiation process here?   

a. If not, why? 
b. If so: 

i. When did participation start, and why did it begin at that moment?  
ii. How were stakeholders identified? Who participated? 

iii. Were there any groups that should have been more involved but weren’t? 
6. How were decisions made about PIPA’s boundaries? About access rules?  
7. How would/does PIPA interact with other marine or coastal policies? 
8. Have existing policy and legal realities here interacted with PIPA? 
9. We’re curious about the function of the PIPA Trust, can you tell us about how the Trust 

functions.  
a. Where did the idea to establish PIPA come from along with the Trust as a funding 

mechanism? 
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b. Dr. Greg Stone said that “the PIPA Trust supports the sovereign interest of 
Kiribati” 

i. What do you think of this statement? Agree, disagree? 
ii. How does the Trust do this while also supporting interest of NGO 

partners? 
10. How are management costs being financed? 
11. Are decision-makers here interacting with other sites in any way?   

a. Which ones? How? What lessons have been learned from or shared with other 
LMPAs? 

 
Information/Knowledge: 

1. What kinds of information (i.e. science, local knowledge, models, etc.) was used to 
inform the designation of PIPA?  

a. What is missing or needed? 
2. What kinds of information was used to inform the design of PIPA?  
3. What information is used for management purposes? 
4. Who produced or has control over the information used in decision-making and 

management? 
5. How are the boundaries of and rules for activities within PIPA being communicated?   
6. Has the scope, vision or purpose of PIPA changed over time? Why? How? 
7. What promises were made regarding PIPA? 

a. Who made these promises? 
 
Outcomes: 

1. In terms of the design of PIPA, what is working and/or not working? What would you do 
differently if you could? 

a. Probe: Do you think the proposed/current design is the right one? 
2. From your perspective, was the designation of PIPA a good idea? If not an LMPA, what 

would your best case alterative? 
3. From your perspective, what is unique about a large MPA relative to smaller MPAs? 
4. What has the process of discussing/designating/implementing PIPA revealed about 

peoples’ relationships with and values of oceans?  
5. Has PIPA’s designation affected you in any way?  How?  How has it affected others? 

a. How does the designation of PIPA affect the activities previously/currently 
carried out in that ocean space?  

b. Are there historical uses that are no longer allowed?   
6. Does the designation of PIPA affect any planned/future activities? 
7. Are there particular stakeholders who stand to gain/lose more than others? 
8. What does Kiribati stand to gain from having PIPA?  

a. What benefits does PIPA provide? 
b. Probe: PIPA described by former President Tong as a ‘gift to humanity’ from 

Kiribati. What does this mean to you?  
9. What does Kiribati stand to lose? 

a. Do you think economic opportunities will be lost because of PIPA?  
b. Who should be responsible for repaying those losses? 

10. Has PIPA lead to any political gains, at home or internationally? For whom/what? 
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11. How would you define success for PIPA? 
a. Probe: How would you define success from a social perspective? 
b. By that definition, is it currently successful? If not, what would have to change to 

make it more so? 
 
Is there anything else that you think would be useful for me to know? 
 
Is there anyone else that you think would be useful for me to speak with?  If so, would you mind 
putting me in contact with them? 
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Appendix B: Interview Descriptor List  

*Descriptors were designed to strike a balance between providing context for readers and confidentiality for 
interviewees. As such, some descriptors are purposefully vague, grouping actors that could be grouped into more 
specific categories, together.  

Category Position Gender of 
Interviewee Interviewer Interview 

Descriptor 

Non-state 
actor 

I-Kiribati attendee 
of PIPA Trust 
meeting (May 
2016) 

 Female Evan Int.1 

Non-state 
actor 

I-Kiribati attendee 
of PIPA Trust 
meeting (May 
2016) 

 Male Lillian Int.2 

Non-state 
actor 

Directly involved 
with PIPA  Male Noella and Lillian Int.3 

High-
level gov 

Current or former 
Minister  Male Noella, Lillian, 

Evan Int.4 

Non-state 
actor 

Attendee of PIPA 
Trust meeting (May 
2016) 

 Female Noella and Lillian Int.5 

High-
level gov 

Former President of 
Kiribati Anote 
Tong 

 Male Noella, Lillian, 
Evan Int.6 

Non-state 
actor 

Local 
media/Tourism 
sector 

 Male Evan and Lillian Int.7 

Mid-level 
gov Parliamentarian/MP   Male Evan and Lillian Int.8 

Low-
level gov 

Directly involved 
with PIPA  Female Evan and Lillian Int.9 

Low-
level gov 

Directly involved 
with PIPA  Male Evan and Lillian Int.10 

Low-
level gov 

Directly involved 
with PIPA  Male Evan and Lillian  Int.11 

Non-state 
actor 

Directly involved 
with PIPA  Female Evan and Lillian Int.12 

Non-state 
actor 

Directly involved 
with PIPA  Male Evan and Lillian Int.13 

Non-state 
actor 

Directly involved 
with PIPA  Male Evan and Lillian Int.14 

Low-
level gov 

Former Kanton 
resident   Male Evan and Lillian Int.15 

Mid-level 
gov 

Gov director—not 
directly involved 
with PIPA 

 Female Evan and Lillian Int.16 
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Non-state 
actor Tourism sector   Male Evan and Lillian  Int.17 

Mid-level 
gov 

Gov director—
directly involved 
with PIPA 

 Male Evan and Lillian  Int.18 

Mid-level 
gov 

Gov director—
directly involved 
with PIPA  

 Male Evan and Lillian  Int.19 

Non-state 
actor Local media  Male Evan and Lillian Int.20 

Mid-level 
gov 

Gov director—not 
directly involved 
with PIPA 

 Female Evan and Lillian Int.21 

High-
level gov 

Current or former 
Minister  Male Evan and Lillian Int.22 

Non-state 
actor Tourism sector   Female Evan and Lillian Int.23 

Low-
level gov 

Directly involved 
with PIPA  Male Evan and Lillian Int.24 

Low-
level gov 

Former Kanton 
resident  Female Evan and Lillian Int.25 

Non-state 
actor 

Unimane ('old 
man', male senior 
citizen)  

Male  Evan and Lillian Int.26 

Low-
level gov 

Not directly 
involved with PIPA  Male Evan and Lillian Int.27 

Non-state 
actor 

Not directly 
involved with PIPA  Male Evan and Lillian Int.28 

Non-state 
actor 

Unimane ('old 
man', male senior 
citizen) 

 Male Evan and Lillian Int.29 

High-
level gov 

Current or former 
Minister  Male Evan and Lillian Int.30 

Non-state 
actor 

Not directly 
involved with PIPA  Male Evan and Lillian Int.31 

Mid-level 
gov 

Gov director—not 
directly involved 
with PIPA 

 Male Evan and Lillian Int.32 

Mid-level 
gov Parliamentarian/MP  Male Evan and Lillian Int.33 

High-
level gov 

Former Minister, 
Parliamentarian  Male Evan and Lillian Int.34 

Low-
level gov 

Directly involved 
with PIPA  Male Evan and Lillian Int.35 

Mid-level 
gov 
 

Gov director—not 
directly involved 
with PIPA 

 Female Evan and Lillian Int.36 
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High-
level gov 

Gov secretary—
directly involved 
with PIPA 

 Male Evan and Lillian Int.37 

Non-state 
actor 

Directly involved 
with PIPA  Male Lillian Int.38 

High-
level gov 

Cabinet-member—
not directly 
involved with PIPA 

 Male Evan and Lillian Int.39 

Mid-level 
gov 

Gov director—not 
directly involved 
with PIPA 

 Male Evan and Lillian Int.40 

Mid-level 
gov 

Gov director—not 
directly involved 
with PIPA 

 Female Evan and Lillian Int.41 

High-
level gov 

Current or former 
Minister   Male Evan and Lillian Int.42 

Non-state 
actor 

Not directly 
involved with PIPA  Male Evan and Lillian Int.43 

High-
level gov 

Gov secretary—not 
directly involved 
with PIPA 

 Male Evan and Lillian Int.44 

High-
level gov 

Current or former 
Minister  Male Evan and Lillian Int.45 

Non-state 
actor 

Directly involved 
with PIPA  Female Noella and Lillian Int.46 

Non-state 
actor 

Directly involved 
with PIPA  Female Noella and Lillian Int.47 

Non-state 
actor 

Directly involved 
with PIPA  Male Noella and Lillian Int.48 
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Appendix C, Part I: Thesis-Specific Coding Framework Matrix 

Parent  
node Secondary node Node Description Relevance 

to Objective  

Promises   
Include descriptions of when participants indicate 
they were 'promised' PIPA would have certain 
outcomes  

  

  Tourism/Economic 
development  

Any reference to tourism or other things that 
were indicated as contributing to economic 
development through the establishment of PIPA 

Objective 3 

  Food security Any reference interviewees make to perceiving 
PIPA as contributing to food security  Objective 3 

  Unfulfilled/slow When participants allude to the fact that promised 
outcomes are unfulfilled or slow to materialize Objective 3 

PIPA as 
sacrifice vs. gift   

any reference to PIPA being a sacrifice or the 
phrase “gift to humanity” or the relationship 
between the two  

Objective 3 

Benefits of 
PIPA   In response to question: 'does PIPA provide 

benefits, if so, what are they?' question    

  International attention Direct reference to the international attention 
PIPA has generated as being a benefit  Objective 3 

 Protecting tuna 
Direct reference to protecting tuna (either for ‘the 
future’ or for the sustainability of the stock) as 
being a benefit 

Objective 3 

Political 
Agendas    

When PIPA is described as being related to 
specific agendas (institutions, political, or 
individual) of actors 

  

 Tong 
Include references where Tong is identified as 
being responsible for establishing PIPA. Also any 
reference to climate change connection 

Objective 2 

  NGOs or Greg Stone 
specifically  

Include any time and interviewee identifies the 
establishment of PIPA as fulfilling NGO (Greg 
Stone)/donor objectives. Also include instances 
where people identify PIPA has benefited NGOs 
more than Kiribati 

Objective 2 

  Reference to targets 

Include references where interviewees associated 
the establishment of PIPA to the desire to meet 
targets, e.g. international targets or treaty 
obligations 

Objective 2 

  GoK 
Include references where decision-making is 
related to the current government, including the 
different agendas of different ministries 

Objective 2 

Partnership    
Include descriptions of partnership between 
NGO/donors and Kiribati. Do people characterize 
it as good, bad, nuanced? Why? 

Objective 1 

Top-down    
Include descriptions of the designation process or 
decision-making process as being top-down or 
exclusionary 

Objective 1 

Aggrandizing   

Instances where scientific findings have been 
exaggerated, misunderstood, or poorly 
communicated to the point that understandings of 
the actual scientific finding become erroneous 

Objective 2 
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  Tuna spawning finding  

Any reference made to the tuna spawning data 
Randi announced at the PIPA Trust meeting or 
any time an interviewee indicated breeding or 
spawning contributed to the decision to establish 
PIPA  

Objective 2 

Use of science   

Similar to ‘Information’ code but in particular 
about scientific findings. Include descriptions of 
who has control over scientific findings, how it is 
shared, and how it is used  

Objective 2 

Conception of 
'losses'   Include descriptions of perceived economic 

losses due to PIPA's establishment Objective 2 

What needs to 
be done   

Related to definitions of success code and 
outcomes code. Include explanations 
interviewees provide about specific things need 
to be done for PIPA to be more successful in 
their eyes 

Objective 3 

PIPA structure   
Include descriptions of how the governance 
structure is working, specifically regarding the 
structure of the PIPA Trust and its functionality 

Objective 1 
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Appendix C, Part II: Relevant Coding from LMPA Project Coding Framework  

Parent node Secondary node Node Description Relevance 
to Objective  

Governance   Process to establish and/or site management 
after establishment   

  Participation/Consultation 

Must be in reference to particular rule(s), not 
about general monitoring/enforcement; includes 
how they changed, how they were discussed, 
what people think/thought about them, etc. How 
are the rules of use described by different 
stakeholders, in interviews, the press, etc.? Just? 
Fair? Biologically grounded? Socio-
economically grounded? Who wins from the 
rules? Who loses? Why did a rule (or proposed 
rule) change? Who influenced the decision? 
How do people explain rules that don't change? 

Objective 1                    

  Rules 

Discussions about and/or actual behaviors; pre 
and/or post designation. What will be 
monitored/enforced? Who will monitor/enforce 
(and pay for monitoring/enforcing)? What do 
people think the prospects for 
monitoring/enforcing are? 

Objective 1                    

  Monitoring and 
enforcement 

What are/were the decision-making processes on 
paper and in practice? This should include both 
formal processes and descriptions of informal 
processes (ie. informal interactions/discussions). 
How will decisions be made as the LMPA 
moves forward? Discussions about and/or actual 
behaviors; pre and/or post designation; can 
include what people think/thought about the 
decision-making process. Also include power 
dynamics that influence the decision-making 
process.   

Objective 1                    

  Decision-making  

Discussions about and/or actual behaviors; pre 
and/or post designation. How will the LMPA 
intersect with other policy initiatives and 
commitments? These other 
initiatives/commitments could be at the local, 
national, regional, global scale. 

Objective 1                    

  Policy interactions 

Discussions about and/or actual behaviors; pre 
and/or post designation. How have conflicts 
during planning and/or implementation been 
dealt with? Are people satisfied with how 
conflicts were resolved? Talk of compromise, 
trade-offs, etc. Are there conflict resolutions 
mechanisms in enabling legislation, i.e. a plan 
for how conflicts might be dealt with? 

Objective 1                    

 Conflict Resolution Discussions about or allusions to how LMPAs 
would be or are funded.  Objective 3 

  Funding 

*This is different than “local efforts to build 
support or resistance” under “policy mobility.” 
Ex. Include an interviewee’s explanation of why 
they are personally for the Blue Halo, but not 

Objective 1 



 177 

NGO attempts to promote support for the Blue 
Halo. 

Motivations 
and Attitudes  

*This is different than “local efforts to build 
support or resistance” under “policy mobility.” 
Ex. Include an interviewee’s explanation of why 
they are personally for the Blue Halo, but not 
NGO attempts to promote support for the Blue 
Halo. 

 

  Positive/Support 

Includes motivations to do something that this 
person has done, attitudes, opportunity costs, etc. 
Could include environmental, economic, social 
and cultural, political, institutions reasons. May 
include for example: Concern about paper parks; 
diversion of conservation dollars from more 
meaningful forms of conservation; Economic 
costs, losses; opportunity costs; Perceived loss 
of cultural connection to resource; Counters 
political objectives; Perceived injustice in 
designation process; perceived loss of 
ownership/use rights; local governmental 
politics (upcoming elections, etc.); Also include 
descriptions of resistance 

Objective 3 

  Negative/Opposition Includes attitudes not necessarily in opposition 
or support of LMPAs, opportunity costs, etc.  Objective 3 

  Ambivalent Includes attitudes not necessarily in opposition 
or support of LMPAs, opportunity costs, etc.  Objective 3 

Oceans as 
spaces of 
society 

  Space of proposed or existing LMPA; includes 
current, potential, and prohibited uses   

  Uses of space in LMPA 

Examples of how these ocean spaces are valued 
(e.g. Cultural/traditional, Historical, 
Remote/pristine, Freedom, Economic Potential, 
Biodiverse, Sovereignty/control, International 
leverage/power/recognition) 

Objective 3 

  Values 

Examples of how these ocean spaces are 
conceptualized, imagined and discursively 
produced. E.g., Oceans as peopled vs unpeopled; 
ocean space as fixed vs. fluid 

Objective 3 

  How known/imagined 

Examples of how these ocean spaces are 
conceptualized, imagined and discursively 
produced. E.g., Oceans as peopled vs unpeopled; 
ocean space as fixed vs. fluid 

Objective 3 

Outcomes   

Include perceptions and representations. Include 
information about the source of this expectation 
or promise (an individual, organization, research 
study, global narrative, etc.) and the context in 
which it was made (e.g. public hearing, an 
international meeting). Include shifts in power 
relations among actors that people are hoping to 
see. Also include outcomes that people hope to 
see in the future.  

  

  Promised/expected 

Of process to establish and/or established site; 
references to outcomes that have occurred to 
have failed to occur, including promised 
outcomes that were not achieved. Include shifts 

Objective 3 
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in power relations among actors that have 
occurred as a result of the process to establish 
and/or the LMPA establishment. 

  Actual outcomes 
How interviewees define, assess, and attribute 
success/failure. How success/failure is portrayed 
by and for particular actors/audiences 

Objective 3 

  Definitions of success 
and/or failure 

How interviewees define, assess, and attribute 
success/failure. How success/failure is portrayed 
by and for particular actors/audiences 

Objective 3 

Policy Mobility   Focus here specifically on the proliferation of 
the LMPA model  

 Local efforts to build 
support or resistance 

How is the need for large MPAs framed locally, 
and by whom? Also, public arguments made 
against LMPAs. Activities and practices 
undertake to thwart policy adoption e.g. public 
protest, production and dissemination of anti-
LMPA propaganda.  
*This is different than descriptions of 
support/resistance under “motivations and 
attitudes.” Ex. Include NGO attempts to promote 
support for the Blue Halo, but not an 
interviewee’s explanation of why they are 
personally for the Blue Halo. 

Objective 2 

  Key Actors 

Includes notable individuals or organizations 
that advocate the proliferation of LMPAs; can be 
site-specific or general. E.g. president of Kiribati 
wrote a letter of endorsement for Palau 
sanctuary before legislation was approved. E.g. 
Silvia Earle came and had an impact on the 
trajectory of policy mobility 

Objective 1                    

  Initiation 

When, how, “creation story”; Code descriptions 
of the genesis of the idea in the particular site. 
Imposed from above? Proposed from within? 
both simultaneously? In what form did the 
LMPA first emerge in that site? 

 Objective 1 

  Key moments/events 

References to specific events (e.g. international 
policy-making meetings, conferences, smaller 
meetings of policy elites) as moment when the 
idea gained traction, or as a motivation to give 
the idea traction 

Objective 1                    

 Cross-site competition 
and cooperation 

Code any references to the 'race' to establish 
LMPAs. Also include explanations of forces 
driving the 'race' such as competition, 
cooperation, or emulation among sites.  May 
include references to targets.  Also, references to 
Big Ocean or other social networks, and their 
role in developing 'the model' 

Objective 2 

  Promoting the LMPA 
model 

Specific to the promotion of this type of model 
of conservation (i.e. there are other motivations 
that are not about the model, such as power 
dynamics). How is the need for large MPAs 
framed in general terms? (e.g. ocean crisis, 
global ocean coverage, social benefits, 
international conservation targets etc.); Expls. of 
how large MPAs are portrayed as successful or 

Objective 2                   
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inspirational in the popular press, meeting 
presentations, policy documents, etc. E.g. 
Promoting LMPA model, might be tied to donor 
agendas 

Information   
Any reference to pieces of information used in 
the creation process, in decision and rule 
making, or in enforcement/surveillance.  

Objective 2 
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Appendix D: Interview Fact Sheet  
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Appendix E: Consent Form 

 
 
VERBAL RECRUITMENT/CONSENT TEMPLATE with Identifiers Collected  
 
In conversational style, … 
 
Hello, my name is Lillian Mitchell and I am a Masters student from the University of Guelph. 
My research is focused on the Phoenix Islands Protected Area but I am a part of a larger project 
called the ‘Human Dimensions of Large Marine Protected Areas’. This larger project is led by 
Dr. Rebecca Gruby from Colorado State University, Dr. Lisa Campbell from Duke University, 
and Dr. Noella Gray from the University of Guelph. This larger project is looking at five large 
marine protected areas (LMPAs) in Palau, Rapa Nui (Easter Island, Chile), the Commonwealth 
of the Northern Mariana Islands (USA), Bermuda and, of course, Kiribati. 
 
I know we’ve already talked about the possibility of an interview and you’ve agreed in principle, 
but my institutions required I go over a few things before we start to ensure I’m following the 
ethical rules of my institution. Thanks for your patience.  
 
Funding for this study is coming from four organizations: The Oak Foundation, the Waitt 
Foundation, the Tiffany & Co. Foundation, and Lyda Hill.  
 
I’d be interested in talking to you due to your role as a decision-maker and/or your knowledge 
and/or concern about PIPA.  
 
It would take about one hour. You do not have to say yes, but if you do we can stop at any time 
without penalty and you can choose not to answer any of the questions  
 
I will be collecting your name and information about how you are involved with PIPA and when 
we report about the findings from this research we will use this data but we will not use your 
name (confidential), however given the small number of actors involved in PIPA, we cannot 
guarantee that people won’t be able to identify you based on your statements, so keep that in 
mind. When we report and share the data with others, we will talk about our findings from all 
participants together.  
 
We do not know of any risks or direct benefits to you, but we hope to gain more knowledge on 
how to improve the designation and implementation of large marine protected areas. 
 
Would you like to participate?   
 
If no: Thank you for your time.   
 
If Yes: Great, thank you. Would you be willing to have our session recorded? This is strictly so I 
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can concentrate on our conversation rather than scribbling down responses. After I transcribe the 
session and delete the recording.  
If no (to audiotape): No problem. Would it be okay for me to take notes while we talk?  
 
(Hand then the interview fact sheet): This is additional information about the project that you are 
welcome to take with you. Feel free to contact us. Noella’s info is there and I can write down my 
email for you as well. If you have questions about your rights as a volunteer in this research, 
contact: RICRO_IRB@mail.colostate.edu; 970-491-1553.  
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Appendix F: Research Permits for working in Kiribati  
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