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Abstract

After centuries of cultural and economic conquest of the Americas by European and Euro-American conquistadors, contem-
porary rhetoric in ex-colonial powers heralds the decline of material and ideological imperialism. Instead, it is purported that
today’s world is peopled by a great brotherhood, with the more affluent striving to relieve their less fortunate, underdeveloped
kith. This conviction is inherent in organizations which dispense money, information, training, and other resources in the name
of community development and endangered species and environmental conservation. What is rarely perceived – and practically
never said – is that these “benevolent” foreign aid activities typically result in the concentration of resources and power in
the hands of a few, the building of empires, and the compounding of already difficult situations, counter-productive to stated
objectives. The Yucatán Peninsula is a classic case of persistent imperialism: the geographic name is a corruption of the Mayan
“matan cub a than” (“I do not understand you”), while contemporary development and conservation programs habitually exhibit
cultural ignorance and dominance. This paper explores a diverse literature on non-governmental organizations, reflects on likely

pological

sados

-

ical
consequences of cultural dominance, and implores professional anthropologists to be adventurous in propagating anthro
knowledge relevant to environmental protection.
© 2004 Elsevier B.V. All rights reserved.
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Resumen

Despúes de siglos de conquista cultural y económica de Aḿerica por parte de los europeos y mestizos (personas con antepa
europeos e ind́ıgenas) la ret́orica contempoŕanea en los ex-poderes coloniales manifiesta que hay una declinación en el imperial-
ismo materialista e ideológico. En su lugar, se supone que el mundo de hoy está habitado por una gran fraternidad, con los más
afortunados esforzándose para ayudar a los menos afortunados y subdesarrollados. Esta convicción es inherente a las organiza
ciones que proveen dinero, información, capacitacíon y otros recursos bajo el nombre de desarrollo comunitario y conservación del

� An earlier version of this paper was published as “The “Yucatán” syndrome: its relevance to biological conservation and anthropolog
activities”, as Chapter 12 inFaust et al. (2004). By invitation of the editors of this special issue ofLandscape and Urban Planning, the earlier
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ambiente y de especies en peligro de extinción. Lo que raras veces se percibe – y casi nunca se dice – es que estas actividades
“benevolentes” de apoyo internacional tı́picamente resultan en la concentración de recursos y poder en manos de pocos, la
construccíon de imperios, y la complicación de situaciones ya difı́ciles, contraproducentes a los objetivos declarados. La Penı́nsula
de Yucat́an es un caso clásico de imperialismo persistente: cuyo nombre geográfico viene de la deformacı́on de la lengua Maya
“matan cub a than” que significa “no le entiendo”, mientras que programas contemporáneos de desarrollo y conservación
habitualmente exhiben ignorancia y dominancia cultural. Este trabajo explora una literatura diversa sobre las organizaciones no
gubernamentales, refleja las consecuencias de dominancia cultural, e incita a los antropólogos profesionales a ser más afanosos
en la difusíon de conocimientos antropológicos relacionados con la protección ambiental.
© 2004 Elsevier B.V. All rights reserved.

1. Introduction: Yucatán the metaphor

Renowned for both its biological and cultural di-
versity, the Yucat́an Peninsula is at the same time a
monument to one of the greatest challenges facing
the effective conservation and management of these
unique resources. The Peninsula, both through its his-
tory and in its formal name, stands as a celebration to
misunderstanding, and the consequences that this rakes
over complex issues that drive human–environmental
interactions. Biosphere reserves, and other conserva-
tion initiatives, exist because of the desires, expecta-
tions, political decisions, and actions of people. At the
same time, these initiatives are threatened by opposing
desires, expectations, political decisions, and actions;
when there is a lack of understanding, these threats can
become severe and the initiatives, indefensible.

Half a millennium ago Iberian adventurers “discov-
ered” the Peninsula, but not understanding the people

(i.e., in modern writing = “ma t’aan, ku y u’ub a t’aan”
[Anderson, pers. commun.]), meaning “We do not un-
derstand what you are saying” (Restall, 1998, pp. 122,
219 [n. 81], 220). So, thanks to the misunderstanding,
cultural insensitivity, and intervention (domination) of
the European adventurers, the world has celebrated
the “We-Do-Not-Understand-What-You-Are-Saying”
Peninsula ever since it was “discovered” by foreigners.

The problem is not in the geographic term, for these
names regularly stem from arbitrary decisions and ac-
cidents: the issue is the process from which the name
arose and was officialized. As a metaphor “Yucatán”
has dire implications for the future of biosphere re-
serves, not to mention for humanity and the environ-
ments on which our societies depend. Because we live
in the post-modern, neo-liberal age of globalization
(“PoMoNeLiAGlo”),2,3 the damage caused by social
and political actions in one place has tremendous im-
plications for environments and societies anywhere and
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and culture that they encountered, the Spanish Con-
quistadors totally misconstrued several fundamental
aspects: the outcome of one of the first encounters be-
tween the Maya and the Spanish serves as a metaphor.
The apparently simple Spanish question “Where do you
live” was unintelligible to the Maya (who did not speak
Spanish) and to this day we celebrate the confusion that
resulted. The term “Yucatán” is not Maya in origin, and
evidently derives from1 the reply: “matan cub a than”

everywhere – especially because in this PoMoNeLiA
Glo the world’s carrying capacity forHomo sapiens
sapiens is being challenged by global networks of com
merce, extraction, consumption, and pollution. Socia

initiatives at exploring and conquering the peninsula that now h
that name.
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be highly loaded, resulting in endless polemics to define them; too
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1 Although there are variations in the interpretation of the or
f the term “Yucat́an” (for example,Gate’s (1937, p. 2) translatio
f Friar Diego de Landa’s classic 1566 account of early conq
f the Peninsula stated that when early Spanish explorers ask
ame of the land, the Maya responded “Ci uthan”, meaning “they
ay it”, whilePraden’s (1975, p. 31)translation from the same sour
laimed that it came from “Ciuthan” meaning “they say so”), there
onsistency in the explanation that the term is not Maya and de
rom a misunderstanding of the Spanish conquistadors in their
ften, their meaning can vary considerably depending on conte
ntent of the author. Precise meanings are not critical for the pr
tudy, for the terms are used simply as metaphors of argot, m
o express the high degrees of inter-connectedness among d
ommercial, economic, political, and social systems throughou
orld (seeSally, 2002and citations therein).
3 In fact, perhaps more precise than post-modern, neo-libera
f globalization, these times should be described as Post-Exu
Brulle, 1995c, p. 57) – certainly, the term is more concise.
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economic, and political impacts now swirl through the
“global village,” sometimes with amazing speed and
horrifying consequences, even on distant societies and
their resource bases. Clear examples are the 1998 stock
market crashes in Asia and then Russia, with profound
effects on the economies of Latin America, and conse-
quential aftereffects on their environmental and social
programs (Gavin and Hausmann, 1999). Likewise, the
global fallout from the destruction of the Twin Tow-
ers of the World Trade Center on 11 September 2001,
with the “globalization of terror” had profound im-
pacts on economies worldwide (Iwasaki, 2001; World
Bank, 2001, 2002). There are many other less known,
yet profound effects of global markets and networks.
For example,Wright (1990)provides a detailed ac-
count of the role that the “global supermarket” has
played in relation to agro-industry, which has enor-
mous social and environmental effects on both pro-
ducers and consumers. The liberalized market in tim-
ber products in Japan has resulted in vast deforestation
throughout Southeast Asia, with concomitant negative
effects4-both social and environmental (Dauvergne,
1997; Knight, 1997).Place (1998)reviews several stud-
ies that show similar effects where the environment
in one place is influenced by commerce and policy
in another. Some students have developed the concept
of “shadow ecology” to describe a situation in which
ecological impacts in one region shadow, or trace, the
course of events in a distant, more financially power-
ful area (Dauvergne, 1997). A comparable concept is
t red
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consumption, export and consumer prices, and import
tariffs” (Dauvergne, 1997, pp. 2–3). The complexity of
the maze of interactions, decisions, interests, etc. that
determine where, when, and how an ecological shadow
will be cast is daunting, and their unraveling can pro-
duce an account that rivals the best of fiction (e.g.,
Wright, 1990; Dewar, 1995; Vandermeer and Perfecto,
1995; Dauvergne, 1997).5 With the individual coffers
of hundreds of private corporationseach far exceeding
the national treasuries of all but a score of countries
(Korten, 1995), there is plenty of opportunity for “eco-
nomic shadows” to be cast over “sovereign states,” and
it is no surprise that corporations, industries, and gov-
ernments have these far-reaching effects. Yet, there are
other actors that are often ignored, thought to be trans-
parent, or even considered to be essential for balancing
the negative effects of corporations and governments,
and some of these other actors can also be instrumen-
tal in forming vast shadows on the ecology of distant
lands. Among these lesser-appreciated shadow-casters
are the non-governmental organizations (NGOs); and
this paper reviews general issues and concepts relating
to NGOs and conservation initiatives, providing some
specific comments for the Yucatán Peninsula.

2. The Yucatán Peninsula as part of the
post-modern, neo-liberal, globalized world

The Yucat́an Peninsula represents many things:
t has
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hat of an “overdetermined system;” when conside
n the context of an “overdetermined community,”
erm refers to a situation in which forces external
ommunity, no mater how remote and distant, can
reater importance in driving the community than

nternal forces (Hackenbert and Benequista, 2001).
These concepts are central to the thesis pres

ere. “A country’s shadow ecology is the aggregate
ironmental impact on resources outside its terri
f governmental practices, especially official de
pment assistance (ODA); corporate conduct, inv
ent and technology transfers; and trade, inclu

4 Remarkably, the negative social and environmental effect
ot limited to the nations whose forests are being felled for ex

o Japan, but also occur in Japan, further illustrating the comp
ions of the impacts of globalized commerce and shadow eco
Dauvergne, 1997).
he substrate on which lowland Maya culture
ourished for 3 millennia; a former part of the Span
mpire’s Nueva Espãna (Restall, 1998, p. 179 [n. 5]);
breakaway province during Santa Ana’s newly lib
ted Mexican Republic, that commissioned the Te
avy to protect it from the centralist forces of Mexi
relatively neglected province in the southeast of M

co (Reed, 1964, p. 29); the northern extension of t
uch-acclaimed “Ruta Maya” (Garrett, 1989); and the

5 One reviewer recommended streamlining the citations incl
erein, and providing just a key reference for major points inste

ncluding a large number of citations for many points of discuss
owever, because this article was written with a wide, multid
linary readership in mind, and because one reviewer question
eracity of some of the claims contained herein, as they fly in
ace of standard dogma, it was decided to provide a variety o
erse sources that support the various claims so that the read
xplore the generalities in greater detail, and be alerted to so
rom different disciplines.
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geographic focal point of this volume. As with other
parts of Mexico, Latin America, and the “New World”
(e.g., Moran, 1990; Wright, 1990; McDonnell and
Pickett, 1993; Dyer and McGoodwin, 1994; Johnston,
1994; Pye-Smith et al., 1994; Smith, 1994; Lean,
1995; Painter and Durham, 1995; Simonian, 1995;
Vandermeer and Perfecto, 1995; Cooke et al., 1996;
Adam, 1998; Place, 1998; Nicholson and O’Connor,
2000; Decker et al., 2001; Leff, 2001; see alsoCrumley,
1994), the history of the Yucatán clearly illustrates that
Homo sapiens is part of – not apart from – the environ-
ment, and that the ways in which people behave and
interact have major consequences on the environment,
including the availability and distribution of basic re-
sources (e.g.,Kintz, 1990; Teŕan and Rasmussen, 1994;
Faust, 1998, 2001; Faust and Bilsborrow, 2000; Folen et
al., 2000; Garćıa, 2000; Faust et al., 2004). Throughout
its various cultural and historic epochs, the Peninsula
provides clear examples that social issues and envi-
ronmental problems are interdependent and often best
understood when viewed within a larger geographic
context.

The political and cultural ecology of the people
of the Yucat́an Peninsula – as with any other group
of human beings on this planet today – are condi-
tioned not just by the local culture, political structure
and environment in which these people live, but they
are very much under the influence of a homogenizing
world culture and mighty global market (e.g.,Wright,
1990; Johnston, 1994; Korten, 1995; Utting et al., 1995;
V
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In summary, social issues are intimately related to
the ways that biosphere reserves are established, main-
tained, and even destroyed. Hence, the Yucatán pro-
vides an important setting for examining the out-of-
focus forces on which biosphere reserves depend, at
diverse levels, from local to global.

3. Biosphere reserves, biological conservation
and biology

Biosphere reserves are a central component of bi-
ological conservation, hence critical to understanding
their situation is an appreciation of the true essence
of biological conservation. Although often described
as a vibrant new discipline (e.g.,Raven, 1987; Meffe
and Viederman, 1995), the conservation of biologi-
cal resources is not ultimately about biology. If it is
to achieve its goals of “[a]ctive management to en-
sure the survival of the maximum diversity of species
and the maintenance of genetic variety within species”
(Allaby, 1985, p. 158) or the “protection, maintenance,
and restoration of life on this planet” (Anon., 1987),
in the end biological conservation must be about peo-
ple as much as about the environment and biological
phenomena: it must deal with human customs, human
relations, human motivations, political institutions, and
political structures that drive the interactions between
people and their environment. This assertion, while a
well-established fact for social scientists (Adam (1998)
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andermeer and Perfecto, 1995; Adam, 1998). This
as direct – and profound – implications on the e
onment, biological resources, and the status of
phere reserves. Bygone times of cloistered comm
ies, characteristic of when the Spanish “pacified”
eninsula, that they called “Yucatán”, have long sinc
isappeared; the days of Gonzalo Guerrero,6 when lone

oreign heroes could waylay unwanted impositions
nating for outside the community have ended.

6 Gonzalo Guerrero is regarded as the father ofmestizos (the Span
sh term for persons of mixed European and Native American a
ry) and a folk hero: he is reputed to have survived a shipwre
511, during early stages of Spanish exploration of the New W
s well as enslavement by his Mayan captors, and the threat of
ce, then to have married the daughter of a Mayan noble with w
e had children (the first mestizos), and to have been an eff
ilitary commander for the Maya, notably in their battles aga

he Spanish (seeClendinnen, 1987, pp. 17–18; Restall, 1998, p. 7).
ndBrulle (1995c, 2000, pp. 191–192)provide usefu
yntheses), has been accepted by a growing nu
f specialists trained in the biological sciences (e
razier, 1990, 1994, in press; Meffe and Viederm
995; Vandermeer and Perfecto, 1995; Clark, 2
eading and Miller, 2000; Decker et al., 2001). Al-

hough it has now become fashionable among co
ation biologists to interweave comments about the
ial sciences into their discourses,7 the goal of seamles

nteractions between various diverse disciplines is

7 At the Annual Odum Lecture Series, held on 8 March 200
he Institute of Ecology, University of Georgia, five prestigious a
emics on the panel spoke to the enormous problems of biolo
onservation and society. They all emphasized the importanc
rgency of understanding and resolving the complex issues invo
uman–environment interactions; many of them explicitly appe

or the empowerment of women, etc. Yet, with the exception of
lack male, Nigerian economist, all the speakers were white, m
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to be effectively realized.8 Winthrop (2002: 51)con-
cluded that “anthropology” as a discipline has at best
a very low profile in the policy world”, while Clark
(2000) explained the complexities of developing poli-
cies, and the fundamental need to use interdisciplinary
skills at all levels.

The significance of the social sciences is particu-
larly relevant because of the basic nature of conserva-
tion activities. The activities designed and carried out
for the establishment and maintenance of biosphere
reserves and other conservation initiatives fall under
the broader category of “development activities,” for
they routinely involve some form of “foreign aid.”
However, just as in many conventional development
initiatives (e.g.,Cochrane, 1979; Cernea, 1991, p. 2;
Metha, 2001), specialists from the social sciences9

have often not been a significant component in con-
servation and environmental activities, or when they
have been, it was frequently too late and simply as a
social palliative – or even as a deceptive ploy (e.g.,
Winthrop, 1997). To a great extent these conservation-
development actions have been planned, supervised,
executed and evaluated within an intellectual frame-
work constructed by biologists, conservationists, natu-
ralists, resource managers and economists from the in-
dustrialized world (Meyer, 1992a, 1992b, 1995, 1996,
1997a, 1997b, 1999; Ghimire and Pimbert, 1997; Place,
1998, p. 232; Wedel, 1998; Decker et al., 2001). Admit-
tedly, the social sciences are not invisible to – or totally
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1997; Primack, 1998). Formulated by scores of world-
renowned biologists, ecologists and conservationists,
these “environmental bibles” make it explicitly clear
that there is a basic need to take into account social
factors, to understand and evaluate social phenomena,
and even to carry out studies in the social sciences.

Perhaps in the future social scientists will routinely
be included from the beginning among the strategic
teams of editors and authors who conceptualize,
write and publish these important documents. At that
point, one might expect to find a conceptual change
in the environmental bibles: instead of referring to
“scientific” studies as the foundation, with ancillary
help from the social sciences, possibly the social
sciences will be accepted within the inner sanctum of
scientific studies. But again, these details of names,
credits, and social acceptability among scientists and
their disciplines are not the fundamental problem, they
are merely symptoms.

The central concern is that biological conservation,
notwithstanding its “natural science” charisma and no-
ble intentions, is a social–political activity, and as such
it must be perceived, planned, executed and evaluated
within this context (Clark, 2000; Reading and Miller,
2000). To ignore or negate this fact is to invite disas-
ter; natural scientists are not trained to identify or un-
derstand political and social processes, much less how
to develop effective means to deal with them (Brulle,
2000, pp. 191–192). Not considering this reality in-
volves the same basic attitude as that which operated
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he social sciences are seen in recent publication
re fundamental to academics and decision-make
roviding guidelines for environmental conservat
e.g.,Heywood, 1995; Mangel et al., 1996; Noss et

rained in the biological sciences. Among the audience were p
f other gender, cultures, and specialist academic disciplines.
8 A claim that specialists from different disciplines work toget

airly seamlessly was made by one anonymous reviewer of this p
hile heartily congratulating the reviewer for his important acc

lishments, in the author’s experience – as in the experience
umber of close colleagues, from other disciplines – true inte
iplinarity (viz. the efficient and effective interacting and comm
ication of specialists from a variety of disciplines) is akin to o
oble human goals such as liberty, equity, freedom, etc. – it is m
iscussed, but very rarely achieved. Hence, it is hardly some
bout which to be complacent.
9 Social sciences,excepting macro-level economics have been
errepresented in conservation and development initiatives.
hen a simple (and expectable) response – “W
ot understand what you are saying” – was misin
reted and transformed into a glorified, formalized,
graphic appellate for an entire region.

There have been attempts to draw the attention o
logists and conservationists to some of the more s

ng syndromes in conservation activities that are so
i.e., not dealt with, or even considered, under nor
iological investigation), and to signal how these

ikely to have negative impacts on the desired g
f biological conservation (e.g.,Frazier, 1994; Clark
000; Reading and Miller, 2000). However, these cr

iques are often met with not only a lack of understa
ng of the central issues, but a lack of interest or
reciation in addressing them. As several authors
escribed (e.g.,Meffe and Viederman, 1995; Clar
000; Reading and Miller, 2000; Decker et al., 20),

t is not easy for many biologists and conservation
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to confer professional priority on “soft” social issues,
or careful policy development. Not surprisingly, these
conceptual and epistemological deficiencies and disci-
plinary biases have lead to severe criticisms of the en-
vironmental movement (e.g.,Bookchin, 1994; Dowie,
1995; Vandermeer and Perfecto, 1995; Ghimire and
Pimbert, 1997; Reading and Miller, 2000; Decker et
al., 2001). When considering the history, status, and
future of conservation initiatives, including biosphere
reserves, it is essential to understand the social context
in which these are imbedded, particularly the agents
most directly involved with the initiatives.

4. NGOs as agents of environmental
conservation and community development in
the PoMoNeLiAGlo

With occult – but powerful – factors impinging on
societies and their environments, there is an urgent
need, first to identify and understand these tremendous
forces, and then to develop and implement mechanisms
that balance or neutralize their negative and unwanted
impacts. Among the various factors at work in the
PoMoNeLiAGlo, that seemingly compensate for the
impacts of the voracious multinational corporations, in-
satiable consumers, and other manifestations of neolib-
eralization and globalization, are “benevolent” actions
directed at protecting the environment and empower-
ing communities, of which the creation of biosphere
r de-
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dustrialized north” (e.g., in much of Mexico and the
Yucat́an Peninsula) bilateral accords between “north-
ern” and “southern” NGOs are commonplace. As men-
tioned above, it is imperative to appreciate that these
sorts of activities – even though they may be labeled
as “conservation” or “environmental protection” – fall
within the general realm of development. The mech-
anisms for transferring information, funds and other
resources, the personal, social, and political links that
are involved in establishing and maintaining the in-
terrelations between donors and recipients, and many
of the general concepts, attitudes and procedures are
shared between conservation/environmental projects
and other initiatives focused on issues such as ed-
ucation, food security, gender relations and health
(e.g., Friedmann and Rangan, 1993; Pye-Smith et
al., 1994; Smith, 1994; Lean, 1995; Caldecott, 1996;
Ghimire and Pimbert, 1997; Margoluis and Salafsky,
1998).

There are numerous descriptions of the explosive
growth of NGOs in Latin America over the past few
decades (e.g.,Clark, 1990, p. 46 ff.; Dewar, 1995;
Meyer, 1999; Markowitz, 2001). In part, this is be-
cause these organizations have several benefits over
governmental agencies, particularly greater adminis-
trative flexibility and responsiveness, as well as rela-
tively lower costs in administration, negotiation and
monitoring (Meyer, 1992a, 1992b, 1995, 1996, 1997a,
1997b, 1999). There are many accounts of NGOs –
notablysmall grassroots organizations (or “grassroots
s ble
s hird
W 5
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c rs of
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eserves, biological conservation, and community
elopment are major components. Among the so
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ty building, civil society building, democracy deve
pment, institution building, and women’s rights a
ell-being, among others, are aspects that are rout
entral to the stated objectives; other goals include
ng endangered species, protecting environments –
inely through the establishment of biosphere rese
and managing for the maintenance of “ecosystem
ices” (e.g.,Friedmann and Rangan, 1993; Pye-Sm
t al., 1994; Smith, 1994; Dewar, 1995; Dowie, 19
ean, 1995; Caldecott, 1996; Daily, 1997; Ghim
nd Pimbert, 1997; Margoluis and Salafsky, 19
rulle, 2000). Routinely these initiatives involve no
overnmental organizations (NGOs). Outside the
upport organizations” = GSOs) – providing invalua
ervices to marginalized people, especially in the T
orld (e.g.,Breslin, 1987; Smith, 1994; Lean, 199);
GOs have been called the “building blocks of dem

acy” and “incubators for alternatives for people w
raditionally lack alternatives” (Richy-Vance, 1993).
GOs are often categorized as not-for-profit, so Me
haracterizes them as producers of public goods (P
ommodities that can be shared by many membe
ociety, theoretically without resource depletion or
ial competition. More often than not, as Meyer
lains, Latin American NGOs are producers of in
ational public goods (PIPG), providing services
romote environmental protection, education, he
nd other aspects of human well-being. The serv
nd products are utilized not only by the citizens

he communities in which the NGOs exist and
rate, but on a broader, global level. A key role
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PIPGs is the provision of information related to these
activities.

Routinely, the activities of implementing NGOs are
supported through a form of “foreign aid,” in which
resources (equipment, funds, information, concepts,
socio-political contacts, etc.) are “donated” (or at least
facilitated) by organizations in the “North,” to orga-
nizations based in the “South.” Although the budgets
for conservation projects may be modest in compari-
son to the more conventional types of foreign aid, the
processes involved are comparable, if not identical.

5. Donors and NGOs in the PoMoNeLiAGlo

The attitudes and positions of individuals in re-
gard to integrating social–political considerations to-
gether with biological conservation and environmen-
tal protection warrant evaluation, whether the actors
be biologists, conservations, or environmentalists on
the one hand, or anthropologists, community work-
ers, or sociologists on the other. However, there is
an equally profound issue that needs to be under-
stood: the role of key institutions. Recent descrip-
tions of the “environmental movement,” particularly in
Canada and the USA, have evaluated the behaviors,
function, and effects of those organizations that are
ideally positioned to promote fundamental improve-
ments in environmental policies and social conditions.
Many of these accounts portray a situation very differ-
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gies of seeking and nurturing political and financial
alliances with government agencies and private corpo-
rations, even when many of these (potential) donors
have checkered social and environmental records (e.g.,
Pell, 1990; Dewar, 1995; Dowie, 1995). Some authors
have described the policies of “mainstream environ-
mental organizations” as a “sell out” (Dore inPlace,
1998, p. 231). Not surprisingly, descriptions of how
private corporations “influence” (viz. manage and ma-
nipulate) environmental groups are not uncommon:
Pell (1990)argued that corporate money buys access
to environmental groups, insider networks, and thus
to agendas of both NGOs and government agencies;
the persistent presence – if not dominance – of cor-
porate officers on the boards of NGOs, or in other
leadership positions, is another manifestation of this
tendency.

Dewar (1995)gave a detailed account of the envi-
ronmental movement, viewed from Canada, describ-
ing the roles of government, private corporations, and
NGOs. She found that the maze of interrelationships
was so complex that it was a major challenge to tease
apart specific links, and uncover who was truly respon-
sible for what. She concluded that many organizations
classified as NGOs are really “PGOs” (“private gov-
ernmental organizations”) or “GOPs” (“governmental
organizations privatized”) simply because these orga-
nizations are funded – and directly influenced – by
governments. In some cases, she found that so-called
“non-governmental” organizations functioned as ex-
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rful organizations. Because NGOs represent ag
f change, it is imperative to understand these var
omplexities.

One of the most fundamental points is that NG
ust develop means to acquire and access reso
ith which they can operate and implement their

ivities: they must find donors for support. As a con
uence, many (if not most) NGOs are driven by t
elationship with donors, past, present or potential,
his is one of the most severe criticisms. Countless s
es (e.g.,Wright, 1990; Meyer, 1992a, 1992b, 19
996, 1997a, 1997b, 1999; Dewar, 1995; Dowie, 1
truhsaker, 1998; Brulle, 2000) have provided detaile
xplanations on how donors direct the agendas,
rities, programs and institutional development of
ecipients. In many cases, NGOs have adopted s
s

tensions of certain government initiatives (often r
resenting the interests of only a few people in g
ernment), but without the bureaucracy, account
ity and checks and balances of government. “NG
heavily dependent on government funding may h
sacrificed some of the inherent advantages of b
NGO – their independence, their credibility, and th
objectivity.” (Fox, 1987, p. 13, cited inMeyer, 1996
p. 456).10

10 To these concerns must be added the fast-growing trend in
countries, for governments to contract out certain functions tha
until recently, been the sole responsibility of the state, not only g
but mandating the private sector to take on roles that were prev
the bailiwick of governments. As a result, lines of distinction betw
government and private sector are often blurred, and accounta
and responsibility are lost (or hidden) in new, untried levels of
reaucracy.



320 J. Frazier / Landscape and Urban Planning 74 (2006) 313–333

6. NGOs that serve as donors in the
PoMoNeLiAGlo

Many NGOs in the “North” serve as donors for
supporting activities and organizations in the Third
World, and it is important to understand how they func-
tion and how effective they are in their own right, be-
fore considering the recipients.Clark (1990), Brulle
(1994, 1995a, 1995b, 1995c, 1996, 2000)andBrulle
and Brown (1997)provided detailed analyses of the en-
vironmental movement, particularly in the USA, with
a special focus on the NGOs specializing in this field.
Brulle (1994, 1995a, 2000)explains that the environ-
mental movement offers the potential as a major polit-
ical and social factor to empower society and produce
an improved social order.

Although there has been a clear evolution of the
movement and its key agents (Brulle, 1996), numer-
ous authors (e.g.,Clark, 1990; Isbister, 1993;Meyer,
1992a, 1992b, 1995, 1996, 1997a, 1997b, 1999; Brulle,
1995c, 2000; Dewar, 1995; Dowie, 1995; Wedel, 1998)
have explained that despite the dominant beliefs, NGOs
are frequently top-down and non-participatory in func-
tion. Brulle (1995c, 2000)concludes that in structure
and function many of the more powerful environmental
NGOs are oligarchic – not democratic or even “repre-
sentative.” Nepotism and favoritism are usual (Clark,
1990, p. 59; Brulle, 1995c, 2000; Dewar, 1995; Dowie,
1995): “[t]hey are subject to favoritism and particular-
ism” (Meyer, 1997b, p. 132). This theme is empha-
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tal movement in Canada and the USA11 is that de-
spite enjoying generous political and financial sup-
port, it is irrelevant – not pertinent to the needs
of society (Bookchin, 1994; Dewar, 1995; Dowie,
1995).

Like Dowie (1995),Brulle (1995c, 2000)argues that
the environmental movement in the USA has failed in
many respects – that between rhetoric and concrete ac-
tion there is a deep chasm. Brulle extends the investi-
gation deeper into the social causes, identifying the so-
cialization process, with concomitant deep cultural and
economic roots, as a primary cause of environmental
problems. As Brulle explains, profound social change
will be required to resolve fundamental environmen-
tal problems, so to be effective, NGOs must provide
true leadership roles, not just platitudes and socially
agreeable images. But, instead of dealing with the ma-
jor issues at hand, and addressing the root problems,
many of the more powerful U.S.-based conservation
organizations are described as having taken on the cus-
toms of their socio-political superiors: in addition to
consolidating their own social and political power, the
compulsion to establish and maintain a socially agree-
able image has become paramount, even if the basic
objectives in environmental protection and biological
conservation are never met, or are actually contradicted
(Miller et al., 1994; Dowie, 1995).

In their desperate drive to win respectability and
access to power, mainstream leaders of environmen-
tal NGOs politely pursue a course of accommodation
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is book, arguing that the conservation, or prese

ion, movement was primarily for white men, an e
ist club characterized by being “genteel, white
ery polite,” “safe, respectable, very polite” (p.
his is consistent with the detailed analysis ofBrulle

2000). Not only is this structure contradictory to wh
ost NGOs preach (thus, hypocritical), but it is
fficient in terms of developing and making the m
ut of the personnel in the organization (Clark, 1990
. 58).

The strategy to court power and social accepta
ty has been given such priority that many NG
ave not only lost, but in some instances they h
ast aside or even suppressed, an awareness of
ental social and grassroots problems – even th

hese issues are basic to conservation issues.
f the most profound criticisms of the environm
-

nd capitulation with “elected” officials, regulato
nd even polluters and wildlife traffickers. This
ost reflexive insistence on compromise has “pus
once-effective movement to the brink of irrelevan

Dowie, 1995, p. 6; see alsoBookchin, 1994).12 To

11 The continued reference in this paper to NGOs in Canada
he USA as examples is because of the relatively large body
ormation that exists on these organizations from these coun
his does not mean that similar problems do not exist elsew
ut rather that there is little or no systematic information. Inde
escription of fundamental administrative, management, and e
roblems in World Wide Fund for Nature, India (Rai, 2001) makes

his point very clear.
12 This infatuation with compromise and patronization, with res
ng superficiality, and the courting of irrelevance, was driven hom
he former Director of Program Development of a well-establis
.S.-based conservation organization, which prides itself with

ng programs in scores of nations. In reviewing a manuscrip
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consolidate power and out-compete other NGO com-
petitors for donations and access to power, some NGOs
have adopted strategies that are more in line with the
cutthroat corporate world, than with charitable orga-
nizations espousing ethics, democracy and other no-
ble humanitarian goals (Thornton and Currey, 1991;
Dewar, 1995; Dowie, 1995). Conflict of interest, will-
ful blindness about contradictory situations, misrepre-
sentation, nepotism and favoritism, manipulation, col-
lusion, and conspiracy are a few of the characteristics
that flow throughDewar’s (1995)detailed account. One
of her most disturbing conclusions is that certain envi-
ronmental NGOs have been adept players in using “a
cloak of green” to promote policies that are in the best
interests of transnational corporations, particularly the
globalization of trade. The result has been the fortify-
ing of transnational corporations with the concomitant
debilitation of sovereign governments: routinely this is
in direct opposition to local environmental needs.

In declaring that the environmental movement in the
USA is “courting irrelevance,”Dowie (1995)offered
three fundamental causes: a naı̈ve (or convenient) re-
liance on authority and good faith in the government; a
hegemonic drive to concentrate power, despite alienat-
ing and undermining the grassroots of their own move-
ment; and the incapacity (or lack of desire) to estimate
“the fury of their antagonists.” He acknowledged that
the air, water and land “. . . are certainly in better shape
than they would have been had the movement never ex-
isted,” providing examples of true leadership by certain
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compromising in battle; and less gentlemanly in their
day-to-day dealings with adversaries.”

Since institutions are primary agents of change, a
tremendous responsibility for resolving root environ-
mental issues lies with the environmental NGOs. How-
ever, numerous authors (e.g.,Bookchin, 1994; Dowie,
1995; Brulle, 1995c, 2000) argue that in the main pro-
tagonists and organizations in the USA are not address-
ing the fundamental issues. These authors demonstrate
that in many instances, the measures taken are cos-
metic, short-sighted, or even self-serving. Certainly,
Dewar’s (1995)description painted an extremely trou-
blesome image of both donor and recipient NGOs,
where deception and manipulation were portrayed as
the norms for consolidating power, but transparency
and democratic procedures were unusual, to say noth-
ing of the dissonance between the stated objectives
– noble and altruistic – and the actual behavior, best
described as crass self-interest under the guise of
charity.

7. Recipient NGOs in the PoMoNeLiAGlo

How does the situation regarding NGOs – partic-
ularly those in the USA and Canada – relate to the
people in the Third World, such as those whose an-
cestors responded “ma t’aan, ku y u’ub a t’aan” half
a millennium ago? Just as corporations are multina-
tional, extending tentacles over the world, exploiting
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. x) was adamant that the environment “. . . would be

n far better condition had environmental leaders b
older; more diverse in class, race, and gender;

nimal conservation they censored the terms Third World as “
uated and pejorative” and “Likewise, ‘peasants’ is offensive”.
ifficult to imagine in what language people like this communi
hen they leave their plush offices in the USA. Will they disb

he Third World Academy of Science and the Third World Netwo
ill they discredit some of the most forthright defenders of the p

nts, biodiversity and environment of the Third World, authors (
hiva, 1992, 1993) who happen to have been born and live in
hird World, a term to which they constantly refer? What of the

itions for protection of the environment and indigenous denize
he Fourth World – too often regarded as inferior to peasants
odley, 1988, 1990)? This is to say nothing of the fact that anyo
ho understands the etymology of the phrase Third World wil
reciate that the term is in fact a socio-political satire (Isbister, 1993
. 14)!
esources and impacting social and political decisi
onservation and other development activities are
orted and guided in a Newtonian fashion: they
nate from where there is an abundance of materi
ources and information to where there is a scarci
hese elements.13 As mentioned earlier, biological co

13 It is important to clarify that although nowadays it is commo
ssumed that the North is the source of information, initiative

nnovation in the environmental movement, the history of envi
entalism is rich and diverse, easily predating the Christian er
ncompassing a wide diversity of cultures and lands (Grove, 1995),

ncluding Mexico (Simonian, 1995). Hence, the flow of resourc
rom donor to recipient is dictated more by contemporary discre
ies in financial resources and technical information, rather than
uperior grasp of the problems and appropriate measures for th

ution, or some deep-rooted cultural difference between donor
ecipients.Grove (1995)provides a detailed analysis of environm
al imperialism.
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servation and environmental protection ventures regu-
larly share the same basic characteristics with activities
categorized as “development,” “foreign aid” and “insti-
tution building.” When this flow of resources, informa-
tion and political contacts is influenced – or driven –
by much larger social, political and economic forces,
the best of intentions may not be adequate to insure
that the actions will really be effective, and beneficial
to the majority of people in the recipient society. This
is the case with any sort of activity which falls under
the category of “development,” “foreign aid,” or “insti-
tution building,” as shown by a large and diverse liter-
ature (e.g.,Cochrane, 1979; Blase, 1986; Clark, 1990;
Cernea, 1991; Isbister, 1993; Dewar, 1995; Dowie,
1995; Wedel, 1998; Meyer, 1999).

Northern-based NGOs, just like the Northern-based
trans-nationals that tower above them, have tremen-
dous impact on the planet’s environment and rural so-
cieties by influencing the ways in which diverse peo-
ple and institutions around the world interact with their
environs. This is not only because of the direct actions
taken by these NGOs, but is also due to the ways in
which they influence – consciously or unconsciously
– their sister organizations in the Second and Third
World.

Often, the controlling influence of donors is not to-
tally intended, but results from inadequate procedures.
For example, the issue of how “aid” is directed to re-
cipients is critical. To make possible, and facilitate,
the transfer of resources and information, a target for
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other words, the activities, concepts and priorities of
the importer may or may not be pertinent to the needs
and expectations of the society in which they live. The
problems that the agent, or NGO, identifies and ac-
tions that they promote may or may not be congruous
with the majority of society (Frazier, 1994). Myriad
studies (e.g.,Clark, 1990, p. 5; Meyer, 1992a, 1992b,
1995, 1996, 1997a, 1997b, 1999; Dewar, 1995) have
described how NGOs in the Third World are normally
driven by the demands of donors, not necessarily rel-
evant to the societies in which the recipients exist and
work.

In large “foreign aid” activities, this phenomenon
can take on remarkable proportions, with donors dic-
tating totally irrelevant, even counterproductive, prior-
ities (Wedel, 1998). Indeed, the actions and policies
of donors can disrupt and destroy justifiable institu-
tions serving clientele in the recipient country (Meyer,
1992a; Wedel, 1998). BothMeyer (1992a)andWedel
(1998)argue that it is not rare for institutions irrele-
vant to the needs of society to be specifically created
because of the demands and influence of donors. These
authors explain in great detail that it is normal for the
recipient in these transactions to represent the elite,14

and not necessarily the “grassroots” or even the major-
ity of the so-called recipient society. Agents are often
driven by what looks good or proper to them, or what
makes them feel important, criteria that may be con-
tradictory to the needs of the recipient society (Scott,
1998).
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eception must be identified and incorporated in
cheme. Obviously, it is much simpler – and adm
stratively much more effective – to focus the po
f reception, rather than to try to direct resource
iverse, dispersed, heterogeneous members of a
ty. How is a focal point of this nature identified a
elected? There must be a modicum of commun
ion and confidence between the exporter (donor)
he importer (recipient). The recipient must speak
onor ’s language, must be sufficiently sensitive to
onor ’s culture to gain and maintain their confiden
ith these criteria, the recipient can assure a flow

esources and information (Clark, 1990, p. 55; Frazier
994).

However, these criteria to establish and mainta
ond of confidence between donor and recipient n
ot take into account the details of how the late
elated to the society in which they are immersed
In the end, recipient NGOs are responsible o
o their donors, and not to the general public (Clark,
990, p. 46 ff.); “externally funded NGOs in de
eloping countries are primarily serving the int
ational donor community rather than the dom

ic beneficiary” (Meyer, 1992b, p. 1123). The prob
em is especially grave when powerful donors, pu
ng primarily development agendas for financial
olitical reasons (e.g., World Bank, USAID, CID
ave redirected priorities and actions in conse

ion and development programs – especially in
hird World (Isbister, 1993; Dewar, 1995; Struhsak
998).

14 The elite in the recipient society are not necessarily just pe
rom the highest socio-economic classes, but can be people wh
dopted what they consider to be a higher culture, such as th

oreign schooling and/or contacts.



J. Frazier / Landscape and Urban Planning 74 (2006) 313–333 323

There is nothing new or unique about the way that
NGOs behave while acting as brokers of resources, and
diverse examples of similar anomalous relationships
with other sorts of agents abound. Half a millennium
ago certain Maya elites in Yucatán became adept at
building alliances with the Spanish Conquistadors, at
the cost of other Maya groups and the common Maya
people; indeed, some “Maya Conquistadors” may have
been far more severe to Maya than were their Iberian
allies (Restall, 1998). Another case in point, albeit
extreme, comes from the shores of Venezuela. A lo-
cal NGO, well connected to northern counterparts, ar-
ranged the staged filming of a dolphin kill in order to
create a high visibility, national scandal and thereby
attract support from foreign sponsors in the activist
conservation community (Salvatierra, 1995a, 1995b).
Accounts of recent fiascoes in Central Europe where
billions of dollars in “foreign aid” yielded results coun-
terproductive to the stated goals, detrimental to the re-
cipients as well as to the donors (Wedel, 1998), drive
even farther home the point that simply transferring
and receiving resources does not necessarily solve so-
cial and environmental problems – not infrequently, it
aggravates them!

Given the basic faults that have been identified in the
more powerful environmental and conservation orga-
nizations in Canada and the USA (e.g.,Dewar, 1995;
Dowie, 1995, Brulle, 2000), it should be no surprise
to find recipient NGOs in other countries that are ir-
relevant to their own societies. Because the structure,
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heart of the issue is a change in attitudes, self respect,
self esteem, dignity, identity, autonomy, independence,
outside respect, creating a space for participation and
change, and self-determination (Richy-Vance, 1993,
p. 123).

External agents often play a critical role in facilitat-
ing empowerment of marginalized communities, im-
plementation of conservation plans, and effective en-
vironmental protection and community development.
These agents can be local, and need not necessarily
be international or national. “But the danger in de-
pending on external agents is that grassroots struggles
for livelihood may become mere exemplars of larger
societal processes that have become ideolized [sic].”
(Friedmann and Rangan, 1993, p. 18). Moreover, it is a
major challenge for most donor organizations to sacri-
fice the brandishing of their image and other fast track
measures of success in favor of small-scale, inconspic-
uous improvements of marginalized peoples who have
no political or financial power with which to reward the
donor.

8. Demystifying NGOs in the PoMoNeLiAGlo

NGOs can provide invaluable, even unique, ser-
vices. But, the myth that NGOs always represent the
grassroots has been severely challenged: as a rule the
people they provide services for are those who have
access to political and financial resources. BothMeyer
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unction, priorities and behavior of recipient NGOs
outinely influenced, or even directed, by their don
t is more than likely that the recipients will acquire,
e directed to adopt, the same characteristics as
atrons, the donors. If there are fundamental lacun

he social organization and function of the donor o
izations, one can expect little better in the recipi
ho will be encouraged to emulate their socio-polit

superiors”.
The exception to the generality of donors driv

gendas is found when there is a clear understan
f priorities and processes. When the objectives
onor are to listen, learn and then help try to streng
recipient, with developmentand dignity, agendas ar
ore likely to be relevant to solving the issues at h

Breslin, 1987; Smith, 1994). “[W]hile transfer of tech
ology and infusion of capital may produce grow

hey do not necessarily foster development.” At
1992a, 1992b, 1995, 1996, 1997a, 1997b, 1999)and
edel (1998)explain that it is usual for local elite

o benefit most from the programs of NGOs and “
ign aid.” In challenging the dogma surrounding th
rganizations, Meyer is very clear in her descrip
f not-for-profit NGOs, explaining that they “have t
eputation of reaching the poor and of promoting lo
articipation because of their small size and polit

ndependence; and they are considered to be low
nd innovative”, but “[t]here may be more mystiq

han substantive advantages in these reputed char
stics of NGOs” (1992, pp. 1118–1119).Dowie (1995)
epeatedly explains that although there is dedica
assion and vitality in the roots of the environme
ovement, neither political power nor “real mone

outinely reach the lower levels: “most funding is
honed off by international NGOs and southern pro
ionals before it hits the grass [grassroots organiza
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and groups]” (Meyer, 1995, p. 1278).15 Clark (1990,
p. 46 ff.)comes to similar conclusions, based on NGOs
all around the world. Indeed, tribal people – the so-
called “Fourth World” – have routinely been victims of
development and “foreign aid” initiatives carried out
by both governments and NGOs, even if these organi-
zations are from the Third World (Bodley, 1988, 1990;
Johnston, 1994).

Meyer (1995, p. 1279)reported that specialists
“lament the proliferation of such illegitimate, oppor-
tunistic NGOs.” She goes on to explain “While the
vocabulary of entrepreneurship, with its profit-seeking
capitalists, is little used in the NGO literature, a
recognition of the dynamic entrepreneurial nature of
the response to funding for environmental protection
is critical.” Because of the way the major NGOs have
operated, by monopolizing political power, social
contacts, media coverage, and financial support,
environmentalism has remained narrowly defined.
Although the politically powerful NGOs can take
credit for many of the environmental accomplish-
ments, they must also share the blame for diverse
environmental setbacks – a responsibility that is very
rarely honored (Dowie, 1995). Clark (1990, p. 46
ff.) also explains that it is usual for NGOs to focus
on self-promotion and fundraising, with little effort
in objective evaluation or learning from experience:
there are numerous accounts of dissonance between
perceived/projected success and true performance.
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1994). Moreover, there is a constant risk that the crite-
ria, scales and measures used will depend on who is in
control and what their interests are (Lélé and Norgaard,
1996); measures and criteria of success are subject to
political pressures, and often are changed to accommo-
date modified agendas (Struhsaker, 1998).

This is not to say that there are not NGOs or
even some donors who shine brilliantly with their
clarity of purpose and integrity (e.g.,Breslin, 1987;
Thornton and Currey, 1991; Friedmann and Rangan,
1993; Richy-Vance, 1993; Meyer, 1995), but this de-
pends on fundamental objectives of the organization,
and it is not uncommon for establishments catego-
rized as “not-for-profit” and “charitable” to have agen-
das very different from their publicly stated objectives
(Miller et al., 1994; Dewar, 1995).

As Clark (1990, p. 50 ff.)andMeyer (1997a, pp.
1127–1128)explain, NGOs are both political and eco-
nomic entities, and it is difficult to separate the eco-
nomics from the politics.Markowitz (2001)explained
the risks and challenges to doing ethnographies of
NGOs, and the fact that this requires working within
a web of relationships that are inherently unstable, as
well as using “multilocal research strategies,” because
of the strength of the transnational processes involved.
There is also a problem in assuming residential and in-
stitutional stability of the organization or people under
review when in fact no such stability exists.

After a series of detailed studies,Meyer (1997b,
p. 133)concluded that often the reputation of NGOs
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Clark, 1990). Markowitz (2001)explained that ther
s a remarkable paucity of anthropological informat
n this arena; tellingly, she suggests that this may b
art, because most research is donor-driven.

The issue of evaluation is yet another Pandora’s
o begin with, objective assessments of conserva
nd development work are not easy to find. Even s
as been well established that there is no single re

or measuring success in NGOs, conservation and
unity development: each case must be treated

idually (e.g.,Richy-Vance, 1993; Pye-Smith et a

15 Indeed, the term astro-turf organizations is now used to
o those institutions that purport to represent the grassroots
arginalized members of society), but use this as a cynical dece

o garner power, respect and resources for their elite officers.
as been overstated and “[t]hey are not a panace
annot replace government.” She went on (p. 143
arn that “participation may be merely perfunctory
ntrenched local interests maintain control of mos
oming benefits.” Hence, “[s]kepticism is in order
onors begin another round of institution building”
34). Other authors have come to similar conclusi

he complexity of understanding NGOs and the m
tems on their agendas is daunting (Markowitz, 2001).
s Richy-Vance (1993, p. 28)explained, “NGO” is an
nwieldy term that defines a vast diversity of organ

ions, based on what they arenot.
Analyses of NGOs, conservation, and developm

ctivities are replete with commentaries, from indi
o very detailed, about the issues discussed abo
he social and environmental dangers are enorm
e.g.,Clark, 1990; Thornton and Currey, 1991; Mey
992b, 1995; Dewar, 1995; Dowie, 1995; Wedel, 19
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Brulle, 2000). The concentration of resources and in-
formation, even if the amount is not particularly sig-
nificant to the exporting/donor organization, may rep-
resent an incomparable treasure to the recipient. With
this, the imbalance in resources and disparity in eco-
nomic, social and political influence is exacerbated in
the region where the importation is made. Empires in
the Third World can be quickly built and fortified with
relatively small amounts of money and other resources.
The impacts on the local society, and by consequence,
the effects on the local environment can be devastat-
ing (Meyer, 1992a, 1992b, 1995, 1996, 1997a, 1997b,
1999; Korten, 1995; Wedel, 1998).

In this respect the allegory of Ferdinand Marcos
and Manuel Noriega as political giants –cum mon-
sters – should be perfectly clear: they were created and
nurtured by targeted “foreign aid” and “development”
projects from U.S. donors who were driving political
agendas. The careers of these two social pariahs led to
enormous social and environmental costs, born not only
by their respective homelands, but by many other peo-
ple and areas under their sway. There is a great deal that
these two historic figures can teach us about biological
conservation, development and “foreign aid,” and their
histories stand as poignant metaphors from which con-
servation biologists and field anthropologists should
learn about the social processes that routinely drive bi-
ological conservation, development and “foreign aid”
(Frazier, 1994).
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with villagers, fishers, students, other professors and
researchers, state and federal governmental agencies,
NGOs and other members of society, has convinced me
that numerous descriptions of conservation and devel-
opment activities in other parts of the world are very
relevant to the Yucatán Peninsula.

During the last decade, as elsewhere in Latin Amer-
ica (Meyer, 1992a, 1992b, 1995, 1996, 1997a, 1997b,
1999; Richy-Vance, 1993; Markowitz, 2001), there has
been a rapid proliferation of NGOs in Yucatán; they
come in multiple sizes and forms, representing a di-
versity of interests, with environmental and social is-
sues central to most of them. Some of these NGOs are
intimately linked to larger institutions (particularly in
the U.S. and Mexico City); others have been created
to meet the agendas of international donors such as
the UNDP (Hartaśanchez, 1997), while still others are
small and seem to have developed from self-defined
needs to address specific issues in a restricted geo-
graphic area.

This growth of NGOs in Yucatán, especially since
the end of the 1980s, has been accompanied by an in-
creasing inflow of money, technology, information and
other resources, allegedly to help the local people and
to protect their environment. In some cases “partner-
ships” have been forged between donors and recipient
NGOs, in which one importer has exclusive rights to
an exporter’s resources (e.g., Pronatura, Peninsula Yu-
cat́an and The Nature Conservancy, J. Quiroz, pers.
commun.), or at least an established pattern of sup-
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. Environmentalism, NGOs and political
cology in the Yucatán

Focusing on the We-Do-Not-Understand-Wh
ou-Are-Saying Peninsula, there appear to be no s

es (anthropological, economical, sociological, etc
ither the indigenous NGOs, or the role of large,

ernal organizations as donors and exporters to th
ion. Nonetheless, it is remarkable that descript
f conservation, development, “foreign aid” and
titution building from other regions (as summari
bove) strike notes of recognition for various peo

amiliar with conservation and development activi
n the Peninsula. At a personal level, nearly e
ears working in the Centro de Investigaciones y
studios Avanzados, INP, Ḿerida, Mexico, as a re
earcher/professor/conservation biologist, interac
ort (e.g., Ducks Unlimited, Mexico [DUMAC] an
he U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service; and several sm
rganizations and the regional UNDP office). As
ected, this has resulted in the concentration o
ources and power in some local organizations. Fo
ng the example of their more powerful northern r

odels,16 many local organizations strive for politic
ndorsement, which produces intense competition
on-cooperation between local NGOs (cf.Clark, 1990
. 56). Frequently, the small, indigenous grassroot
anizations have been trampled to the bottom o

16 This is not to imply that complex, self-serving political man
ers, intense socio-political competition, non-cooperation (ev
overed with a mantle of cordiality), and internecine combat are
o the Yucat́an, or are there only because of foreign agencies; am
exicans, the level ofgrilla in Yucat́an is renown.Markowitz (2001
. 43)knowingly questioned: How do we find a compass for sor
ut the myriad internecine rivalries that characterize the NGO w
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heap by those that have access to greater power, polit-
ical connections or media coverage.

Agendas are also set by outside organizations.
For example, organizers of DUMAC’s regional train-
ing program “Reserva” were eager to evaluate their
progress after nearly a decade of courses, and in order
to enhance interactions and exchanges they planned to
hold an intensive workshop with representation from
various generations of students. However, the major
funding agency did not consider this a priority; instead,
the course organizers were instructed to modify the pe-
riodicity of the course, as well as the number of students
per course. While it could be argued that the result is
advantageous, the process was very much one of the
outside donor driving the local agenda.

Accounts of abuse of resources for personal gain,
along with blatant favoritism, are rife in local NGOs
in the Yucatan, but it is extraordinary to hear of even
token demands for accountability, much less sanctions.
In several cases, it was clear that both local leadership,
as well as overseas agencies, were simply turning a
blind eye to base mismanagement, if not corruption.
One local NGO, with direct personal links to people in
influential positions in government, established a local
reputation for officialized nepotism.

Following the models of powerful First World
NGOs, programs are ordinarily reported as raving suc-
cesses, while mistakes and failures never occur, or so it
would appear (cf.Clark, 1990, p. 46). Success is rou-
tinely measured in terms of the quantity of resources re-
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the global conservation and development brotherhood
is as charismatic symbols of romantic, bygone Classic
times: images of Maya ancestors, their glyphs, tem-
ples, gods, and icons adorn the publications of many
Yucatecan NGOs, but there is little effective communi-
cation between decision makers and other members of
the empowered sectors of society on the one hand and
the living Maya on the other – a situation that is little
different from that which existed between the Mayan
ancestors and the Spanish conquistadors.

Given the way in which “foreign aid” routinely
works, with donors driving agendas in the recipient
countries (Meyer, 1992a, 1992b, 1995, 1996, 1997a,
1997b, 1999; Struhsaker, 1998; Wedel, 1998), given
the way in which many powerful NGOs in Canada
and the U.S. are structured and function, with au-
tocratic, non-democratic procedures and focused on
political and financial gain (Brulle, 1995c, 2000;
Dewar, 1995; Dowie, 1995), it should not be surpris-
ing that the less powerful organizations on the We-
Do-Not-Understand-What-You-Are-Saying Peninsula
simply follow suit.

Hence, although there have been no detailed stud-
ies of the NGO phenomenon in Yucatán, the patterns
of institutional structure, development, organization,
administration and interactions mirror what has been
documented elsewhere. What is clearly missing is an
independent, honest assessment of how these organi-
zations are actually affecting the social situation and
environment in the Yucatán.
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eived and controlled by the organization, the num
f political contacts and high-profile, media-focu
vents, with emphasis on short-term goals, rather

ong-term objectives. Obviously, this is inconsist
ith the recommended ways to measure success in
ervation and development activities (e.g.,Margoluis
nd Salafsky, 1998).

Remarkably, the role and participation of Yuca
aya, the “original” and numerically dominant inha

tants of the Peninsula, are inconspicuous in plann
xecution and evaluation of many of the projects
re devised and carried out, ostensibly for their ben

here is, however, no lack of people from Mexico C
or elsewhere such as Europe and the USA) in posi
f authority and power in local conservation NGOs
overnmental agencies. For all the knowledge, tr

ion, and geographic seniority that the Yucatec M
ay have, in the main their most consequential role
0. Conclusions and recommendations

The contributions that NGOs have made to e
onmental conservation and community developm
re many and varied. They “have helped force cha

n the way multilaterals [multinational corporation
o business and have increased their accounta

o stake holders” (Rich, 1994, cited inMeyer, 1997b
. 123). Donors have enhanced institutional inno

ion by making new ideas and resources availab
olitical entrepreneurs (Meyer, 1992a, p. 642). NGOs
ave great strength in their heterogeneity and fl
ility to change (Meyer, 1992b, p. 1119). They have
rovided “space” and mechanisms for participa
t the “forgotten end of the social scale,” enhanc

he development of civic responsibility and democr
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(Richy-Vance, 1993). Organizations of this nature can
respond to and nurture the emotional, spiritual and
religious17 needs, which are routinely ignored by
countless conservation and development initiatives, but
are known to be essential for community development
and environmental protection (Richy-Vance, 1993;
Smith, 1994; Lean, 1995; Elder, 2002). They have been
instrumental in providing much needed foundations for
self-respect, local pride and a sense of community and
place, through providing favorable conditions and ap-
propriate forms of support for local initiatives to take
root (Pye-Smith et al., 1994). And, despite his stinging
critique of the environmental movement in the U.S.,
Dowie (1995)does admit that NGOs have made im-
portant contributions. But, at the same time, it would
be näıve and irresponsible to pretend that everything is
perfect, and free of problems – to accept the myth about
NGOs being a panacea: “Ideology cannot be allowed
to blind us to the realities of existing environmental
struggles” (Friedmann and Rangan, 1993, p. 19).

“Several insightful anthropologists have shown that,
although aid agencies tend to promise neutral techni-
cal solutions, they nonetheless reflect political ideolo-
gies that have important unanticipated consequences
for recipients” (Wedel, 1998, p. 10; see alsoWright,
1990). Moreover, there are serious criticisms that con-
servation biology and science itself cannot be held up
as positivist, totally neutral and value-free (Norton,
1988; Nader, 1996), despite the fact that the practi-
tioners of these disciplines typically evade the issue
o m,
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more carefully conceived and executed small grass-
roots programs in the Yucatán Peninsula have basic
problems (Hartaśanchez, 1997) – this is to say noth-
ing of those NGOs that are perpetually in the media,
constantly claiming myriad and incredible accomplish-
ments. On what basis can one simply assume that these
complex problems will somehow disappear?

Admittedly, the allocation of benefits and provision
of environmental IPGs (international public goods)
cannot realistically be expected to be either optimal
or fair – indeed, there are no clear mechanisms to eval-
uate “fairness” (Meyer, 1995, p. 1286). However, as
Dowie (1995)andBrulle (2000)explained, to be rele-
vant, environmentalism must embody justice, with rep-
resentation and participation of the masses. Clearly, if
the scientists and scientific procedures involved in en-
vironmental work are to have broad acceptance, they
must relate with social realities and values (Lélé and
Norgaard, 1996). Accounts of reserves being set up
without adequate involvement of local people, and the
ensuing conundrum of social, political, and environ-
mental problems, are well known; but there are many
other, less obvious, areas where the actions of NGOs
can result in serious setbacks, both socially and envi-
ronmentally.

To a great extent, these issues were identified
decades ago. Although there is an extensive literature
on diverse aspects of institution building and the re-
sponsibilities of institutions, much of it available for
more than 25 years (seeLélé and Norgaard, 1996,
p d.
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998). It cannot just be assumed that the environm

al movement, conservation activities, and commu
evelopment in Yucatán (or anywhere else), just b
ause they are appealing and well presented, are
lly meeting their stated objectives – nor indeed

heir objectives are realistic or acceptable to the c
unities being directly impacted. Nor is it respons

o ignore institutional problems and pretend that t
ill just go away, or somehow magically get better o

ime. For example, there are indications that even

17 Although much of literature available in the West focuses on
ionships between Christianity and the environment, it is essen
nderstand that every religion has some position on the issue o
onmental quality (Anon., 1986, 2001), and non-Christian religion
uch as Buddhism (e.g.,Batchelor and Brown, 1992; Darlingto
998) and Islam (e.g.,Agwan, 1997; Kula, 2001) also have environ
ental movements and environmental ethics.
. 363), it is consistently underutilized – if not ignore
f this is true in the well-endowed world of intern
ional development projects, it is even more so for
ess politically and financially attractive world of b
ogical conservation. Clearly, serious conservation

ust make better use of the extensive literature on
elopment, particularly as it applies to NGOs.

At the root of this dilemma is a much more po
erous issue. Rarely have environmentalists “c

enged the fundamental canons of western civi
ion or the economic orthodoxy of welfare capi
sm – the ecologically destructive system that g
he nation’s resources away to any corporation
he desire and technology to develop them” (Dowie,
995, p. 28). Economic growth is simply accepte
early on the same rank as gravity, by most pe

n the PoMoNeLiAGlo, or Post-Exuberant Age,
pite the fact that this clearly is a fantasy and c
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tradicts the fundaments of long-term access to ba-
sic resources (Frazier, 1997; Czech, 2000). In the
same light, the global impact of commoditization has
had immense and devastating effects on diverse envi-
ronments (Manno, 2000). Several authors who have
dared to explore the roots of contemporary problems
(e.g., Clark, 1990, p. 150 ff.; Brulle, 1995c, 2000;
Vandermeer and Perfecto, 1995; Adam, 1998; Czech,
2000; Manno, 2000) call for a new pragmatism, with
not only structural adjustments, but also structural
transformations to redefine development activities.
Lélé and Norgaard (1996)point out the fundamental
– and hypocritical – problem of conservationists rely-
ing on technologies that are “unsustainable,” andCzech
(2000)explains why the cannons of contemporary eco-
nomic systems are at direct odds with environmental
protection. Certainly, the high fashions in conserva-
tion and development, such as “sustainable develop-
ment,” are more a political convenience – or a deceit
– than a boon (Frazier, 1997). Until there are funda-
mental changes in the way the dominant society func-
tions, the issues discussed herein will continue to be but
symptoms, subject to social and political “band aids” of
dubious long term benefit. Clearly, NGOs are in many
respects part of the dominant society, despite where
they may be headquartered. However, asBrulle (2000)
has explained, NGOs have the potential to take the lead
in providing societies with examples of real and last-
ing solutions to the complex social and environmental
problems posed by contemporary issues: the question
i

les
o hic
n ina-
t any
c nvi-
r mes
o eri-
c ; and
d storic
e plicit
a ayed
o the
P d
w iety
h how
t ling
w

There is an urgent need for greater involvement of
professionals trained in the identification, description
and evaluation of human social processes, political
structures, social interactions, communication, sym-
bolism, cultural matrices, and the sources of human
motivation that illuminate the questions of why peo-
ple do what they do. AsDurrenberger (1990, p. 82)
explained: “. . . these matters of allocation and distri-
bution effects – political maters – are often what an-
thropologists are most competent to talk about. . . It
is not that anthropologists or social scientists are the
only ones to have noticed this, but that it is part of our
subject mater, part of the data we try to understand
while it is not part of the subject matter of biologists.”
At one level, one could say that social scientists un-
derstand about the accelerators, steering wheels and
brakes of societies. But that simile is inadequate; they
are the scientists who understand the thrust systems,
gyro-stabilizers, orientation systems, range, useful life,
and costs of vehicles much, much more complex – and
far less predictable – than rockets.

This urgent need for social scientists to be more ac-
tive in biological conservation and environmental pro-
tection, particularly in the root problems of social or-
ganization and motivation, must overcome what has
been an unhealthy reticence – or perhaps taboo – for
social scientists to incorporate environmental issues as
priority matters for investigation (Beck, 1992, 1995):
a position that does no good for either the social sci-
ences or the environment on which societies depend.18
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f persistent imperialism. Not only is the geograp
ame a monument to cultural ignorance and dom

ion, but the contemporary situation indicates m
ases of imperialism in the developmental and e
onmental arenas. Libraries are replete with volu
n the cultural and economic conquest of the Am
as by European – and Amerindian conquistadors
iscourses on past and present effects of these hi
vents are endless. What are often missing are ex
nalyses of the ways in which these issues are pl
ut under contemporary systems, particularly in
eninsula. AsMarkowitz (2001)and others concerne
ith the interaction between environment and soc
ave lamented, there is a paucity of information on

he agents of change, particularly NGOs, are dea
ith these complex, interdisciplinary issues.
he investigations of anthropology and political ec
gy that are carried out in the Yucatán must contem
late major forces impacting resource availability
istribution. To understand these questions today, i
oMoNeLiAGlo, attention must be given to the in

utions involved at diverse levels: it is just not adequ
o know how much effort goes into planting amilpa
the local term for a cornfield) and how much it w
ield in a good year, or how many deer there ar
biosphere reserve and how many are killed for

al trade with nearby urban centers. There is dire

18 This is not to dismiss the many critical initiatives to prom
nvironmental protection that are undertaken by anthropolo
conomists, historians, literary experts, media specialists, po
cientists, sociologists, and other specialists in disciplines outs
he biological sciences. However, in this writer’s experience, the
till a fundamental lack of real integration of the various discipl
hat are brought to bear on the complex problem.
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to understand and evaluate those institutions that claim
special relevance to the issues of environmental conser-
vation and community development, particularly donor
and recipient NGOs. Social scientists must go “beyond
the traditional cultural ecology approaches” to incor-
porate the role of public policy processes and its actors
(Orbach and Johnson, 1988, p. 9). “What we need at
this critical juncture is an effort to transcend the im-
passe created by debates around abstracted and am-
biguous categories such as environment, development,
and sustainability and the romanticized notions of pop-
ular environmental action. In order to move beyond
the totalizing tendencies of grand structural theories,
we need to develop middle-range explanatory frame-
works that integrate global processes with local envi-
ronmental action and reveal the particular outcomes
experienced by peoples and communities living with
localities and regions” (Friedmann and Rangan, 1993,
p. 11). Furthermore, these studies must be disseminated
to international, multidisciplinary groups involved in
diverse aspects of these activities (e.g.,Faust and
Smardon, 2001).

Clearly, for this to be effective, other disciplines
must promote and support these initiatives: biologists,
conservationists, and ecologists (among others) must
recognize the limits of their work and comprehension,
and actively seek and promote cooperation with other
disciplines, particularly the social sciences not just talk
about it. Communications and interactions within con-
ventional discipline-bounded professional groupings
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test “their” taboos, shake “their” intellectual structure
so thatin collaboration a stronger edifice can be de-
signed and built.

At an individual level, people involved in the de-
velopment, maintenance, and evaluation of biosphere
reserves and other conservation initiatives need to pro-
mote and insist on full accountability from all actors,
particularly local and donor NGOs. This may create
very awkward situations, especially if the NGOs are
funding work, trips, research, student assistants, etc.
However, one can hardly expect to be taken seriously
by local communities and the people most effected by
conservation initiatives – no matter how ethical and
devoted one may be at an individual level – if one’s
activities are patronized by the same organization that
has acquired a reputation for manipulating local people,
while its officers enjoy a posh existence, pampered with
access to power and material resources. When such rep-
utations are unwarranted, there must be careful work to
debunk them; and when they are warranted, there must
be careful work to resolve the fundamental problems,
not just the institutional images.

There is a general pattern for the specialists most
concerned with biological conservation (anthropolo-
gists, biologists, community workers, conservationists,
development workers, ecologists, social workers, etc.)
to immerse themselves, with total dedication, at the
grassroots levels, in the trenches, and to ignore, neglect,
or avoid issues at higher organizational levels. Like it
or not, we are all part of the PoMoNeLiAGlo – post-
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ectly involved with biological conservation, but w
ew exceptions, these are designed and run by an
conservation biologists” on the one hand, or “natu
cientists” on the other. Specialists from the diffe
isciplines must “invade the professional space” o
ther disciplines; go to “their” meetings about biolo
al conservation, political ecology, cultural anthrop
gy, and let “them” know the relevance of “your” wo
ublish in “their” journals.19 Publicly debate “their
onclusions, illuminate “their” unspoken assumptio

19 One of the reviewers of this paper, a founding member o
ociety for Conservation Biology, a dedicated conservationis
odern, neo-liberal, age of globalization. Pretendin
e Gonzalo Guerrero among the Yucatec Maya w
nwanted impositions of the outside world could
eterred with wizardry will do little to help the peop
nd environments – the intended beneficiaries o

ntellectual efforts.
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América Latina. Programa de las Naciones Unidas para el Medio
Ambiente, Oficina Regional para Aḿerica Latina y el Caribe,
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