In Between the Commons: Insiders, Outsiders, and the Bowling Shirt Politics of Environmental Decision-Making

Caroline W. Lee

Department of Sociology

University of California, San Diego

c49lee@ucsd.edu

Abstract:  This paper investigates the extent to which particular communities determine place-based solutions to conservation challenges that are anything but local.  While resource management literatures focus on balancing the interests of states against those of local communities, this study focuses on how sensitivity to local concern is negotiated in situ by intermediary agencies and organizations attempting federal policy implementation at the local level.  Stakeholders in two community-based conservation partnerships in the U.S. were interviewed on the parameters of their concern with interconnecting ecological and social communities. Acceptance of participation of "outside" players in implementing national policy varies at two sites dealing with complex multi-scale environmental issues.  Partnerships in each site often negotiate based on the perceived commitment or openness of organizations, regardless of interest or location within the communities in question.  Exploring how outside facilitators become legitimated as local stakeholders suggests how moral economies of place, region, and state inscribe and inform putatively transparent "local" decision-making.  

I.  Introduction: A Hidden Drama of Local Conservation in the United States?


The controversy surrounding the Wall Street Journal’s recent investigation of the Nature Conservancy has brought American land conservation traditions under an unaccustomed microscope.  Has private land conservation—that musty, uncontroversial, but persistent background activity of contemporary environmentalism—become too aggressive and interest-driven as land values have soared and the stakes have been raised?  Among the accusations directed towards conservation professionals are that public and private interests have gotten too cozy, large nonprofit organizations have become too adept at manipulating state and federal bureaucrats, too many compromises with developers and highway departments have been made by all parties for very little public gain, and—worst of all—that elderly landowners have been taken advantage of by unscrupulous easement seekers. 


Whatever changes result from the fallout, the controversy highlights what conservation professionals working at the community level have long known: the painstaking sensitivity of dialogues about the appropriate use of landscape and the belonging of particular animals, people, and traditions there.  These dialogues are particularly vibrant in states such as South Carolina and New Hampshire with land use infrastructure and property rights traditions dating to the 17th century.  As the head of a land trust employed by the state resource department in a rural county in South Carolina avows: 

Conservation easements are legal documents, and they have far-reaching implications.  They involve people, family, their money, and their land.  I can’t think of anything that would get much more complicated unless we threw a little religion in there with it.  And probably sometimes we do!
 

Notwithstanding his joke, the moral and ethical dimensions of conservation management in the United States have received relatively little attention from researchers more concerned with imbalanced interventions in the developing world or environmental justice movements at home.  While standard orthodoxies of common resource management trumpet community-based approaches as essential to long-term efficacy and sustainability, researchers typically assume that local-level conservation in the U.S. proceeds in reasonably predictable democratic fashion (measuring quantitative trends in conservation indicators such as interest groups or population density, e.g.) or erupts in thorny episodes of contention that are extraordinary for a particular issue or site (case studies of water wars or spotted owl skirmishes, e.g.).  The vast majority of research on local participation focuses on destabilizing or hindering social and economic factors that prevent environmental project implementation in developing countries (Bastian and Bastian 1996; Bowles and Prickett 2001; Cooke and Kothari 2001; Dolsak 2003; Gibson 1999).  Local participation in the U.S. is generally thought to be a more tractable and economically salutary affair, implemented along well-recognized principles of good governance, such as consultative environmental impact review processes or town-meeting-style forums (Beatley and Manning 1997; Daily and Ellison 2002; Thomas 2003; Weber 2003).  Of course, even the lowest profile negotiations for conservation at the community level involve historical contexts and local concerns no less complex or authentic than those of peasant communities, and working out why some areas in the U.S. are targeted for tremendous investments from the state and from regional and national NGOs while others are relatively neglected is not simply a matter of resource mapping or compatibility of interests.  

In fact, exploring those sites where public-private conservation has managed quietly to succeed despite formidable obstacles—bringing together bird hunters and bird watchers, and involving non-local interests and global ecological paradigms in “home rule” states steeped in property rights rhetoric—can reveal interesting paradoxes of civility and fellowship in U.S. communities.  Equally important, such research investigates those occasions when pre-existing perceptions of place identity intersect with concrete decisions regarding the extent to which places can be actively shaped, preserved, recreated, or destroyed by locally-brokered interventions.  For students of environmental resource management, such research forces a reexamination of the power dynamics in local-state politics, contesting the notion that participatory planning models can be tweaked or honed as local contingencies require, and contributing to developing critiques of local participation (Cooke and Kothari 2001; Gibson 1999).  For students of place and space, such research brings abstract conversations down to the concrete level of particular national, regional, and local scales of decision-making, contesting teleological notions such as the declining significance of place while suggesting that spaces are not as nebulous and places are not as fixed as they occasionally seem in this developing literature. (Gieryn 2000)  

II.  Study Design and Methodology: How to Capture Intermediate Scales in Unique Places

In order to reexamine the power imbalance between local communities and outside organizations in U.S. localities, this paper explores the comparative success of two resource protection partnerships formed in response to the North American Waterfowl Management Plan (NAWMP), a joint agreement between the U.S., Canada, and Mexico to protect habitats for migratory birds.  The product of a unique coalition of national environmental interest groups, state and federal resource departments, and local land trusts, these partnerships have endeavored to create community-level conservation projects around crucial watersheds on the transnational journeys of valued waterfowl.  Such “resource protection” commands extraordinary resources itself: strategic purchases and mitigations are sought to tip the balance of local areas from development to sustainable uses and to create stewardship programs of sufficient scope to maintain adequate habitat quality for the birds.  As its mandate indicates, however, the North American Waterfowl Management Plan allies ecosystem-based conservation efforts with strategies for creating ideal waterfowl habitat.  While resource protection partnerships provide exemplary cases of common resource institutions, they also represent compromises between sustaining dynamic ecosystems and producing sought-for species yields.  Through intensive interviews with 76 conservation stakeholders, this comparative case study parses how these compromises have become acceptable locally in coastal communities in New Hampshire and South Carolina. 

Stakeholders and decision-makers were identified through official membership in the partnership (10-15 partners per site), affiliation with the partnerships, and local conservation directories and networks, in addition to snowball sampling, which produced many of the same names.  While total saturation of the population was not reached, this sample represents a substantial portion of the population of organizations and entities involved in conservation decision-making in each area.  Stakeholders and decision-makers interviewed were challenged to reflect on their participation in conservation planning.  Interview questions addressed cooperative strategies and compromises reached in planning and implementation as well as lessons learned and applied from previous planning processes.  In order to anticipate the broader implications of programs focused on particular local environments, this paper focuses on a set of questions regarding interviewees’ descriptions of the role of “outside” groups: those whose mission extended beyond focus area boundaries.  

At the coastal New Hampshire site, 22 regional, state, and local stakeholders were interviewed.  At the larger coastal South Carolina site, 30 regional, state, and local stakeholders were interviewed.  Of these, 26 could be considered “outside” state and regional partners, while 27 were focused exclusively on the local region and participated in the planning process in official or unofficial capacities.  In addition, 9 national-level decision-makers of stakeholder organizations operating at the local level were interviewed.  In order to compare the limits of cross-boundary cooperation in both cases and the reasons offered for these difficulties, I interviewed project stakeholders on which partners and what areas they considered including, in addition to having interviewed another 18 conservation stakeholders in local and adjacent regions regarding their participation in similar or related efforts and their perspectives on the parameters of their exclusion from the partnerships under study.

A. Choice of Federal Policy: Why Waterfowl?


As perpetual transients, migratory birds and the resource management policies they engender are important for understanding the implications of place and scale in political process.
  Treaties protecting migratory birds have been the source of inflammatory debates over federalism and states’ rights.  In a 1920 decision on the matter, Oliver Wendell Holmes found against the State of Missouri: “The whole foundation of the State's rights is the presence within their jurisdiction of birds that yesterday had not arrived, tomorrow may be in another State and in a week a thousand miles away” (State of Missouri v. Holland, U.S. Game Warden 1920).  Waterfowl require the maintenance of interconnected ecosystems along transnational flyways for their survival, but the coastal areas the birds favor are also densely populated and increasingly desirable, and real estate values on the coast of the Eastern United States have climbed steadily since the 1970s.  Since the birds require substantially large undeveloped areas, the NAWMP tries to supercede ineffective scattering of smaller conserved areas along the entire flyway by concentrating interconnected purchases within critical watersheds at the “landscape” scale and allowing the remaining areas in between to be developed to capacity.  Such “focus areas” usually range from 200,000 to 300,000 acres in total size, and are determined by geological watershed boundaries.  As a result, the NAWMP links communities by the interconnection of their water resources rather than political jurisdiction or regional affiliation, and prioritizes such areas in relation to adjacent ones relatively arbitrarily since the policy focus is maintenance of the larger flyway—the birds are frequently just as important to tourist economies outside focus area boundaries.  The potential of communities inside and outside designated boundaries to embrace or reject these schemes of organization creates an excellent opportunity for research on the real and imagined potential of regional interconnections.  

B. Choice of Sites: Why South Carolina and New Hampshire?

South Carolina and New Hampshire are, in many ways, exceptional states on the east coast and within their regions.  Their major ports, Portsmouth and Charleston, were linked in the Atlantic trade, but their similarities after the early 1800s might seem to be relegated to their current status as early primary states.  Nevertheless, both New Hampshire and South Carolina—the proud lands of “Live Free or Die” and “Don’t Tread on Me”, respectively—have similarly low levels of acceptance of state involvement and regulation.
  Nevertheless, substantial and comprehensive conservation has occurred in both states, and has actually had far-reaching effects on property in private hands.  These two states, seemingly unlikely candidates for scale-bridging efforts, are therefore ideal sites for understanding the potential of environmental negotiations to cross boundaries of concern.  
III.  The Neglected In Between?

A. Global Environmental Concern and Studies of the Local: Conceptualizing Intermediate Scales and Interconnections between Adjacent Places 

Sociological theorists frequently use scale-based categories to refer to political, economic, and social processes, though they are rarely explicit about doing so.  World systems, globalization, and localization define boundaries or their transgression without taking the construction of these categories into account; when picturing the local milieu of the anthropologist, we envision collective traditions and subaltern cultures, while economic globalization calls up the specter of McDonalds on every street corner, playfully superimposed by commercial video editing.  A few analysts have pointed out the extent to which the connections among these scales elude easy definition.  Anna Tsing states: “We know the dichotomy between the global blob and local detail isn’t helping us.  We long to find cultural specificity and contingency within the blob, but we can’t figure out how to find it without, once again, picking out locality” (2000: 120).  In an essay on scaling and power, Sandra Braman suggests that the answer to this difficulty might be resolved by the concept of “interpenetration”:

Although the term interdependence refers to mutual interactions among different actors and processes (Rosenau, 1984, used the term cascading interdependence to refer to the multiplying mutual dependencies of nation-states), interpenetration refers to ways in which different actors and processes have become a part of each other (1996: 22). 

Certainly, exploring discourses of scale facilitates the consideration of interactions and networks.  Anna Tsing’s “Inside the Economy of Appearances” challenges social researchers to be attentive to the fact that they and their subjects bring scale into being in the context of “multiple divergent claims about scales.”
  Tsing asserts that this happens through narratives regarding these interconnections:

A project that makes us imagine globality in order to see how it might succeed is one kind of “scale-making project”; similarly, projects that make us imagine locality, or the space of regions or nations, in order to see their success are also scale-making projects.  The scales they conjure come into being in part through the contingent articulations into which they are pushed or stumble (2000: 119).

Large “landscape-scale” environmental projects imposed by states or international NGOs are often condemned in common resource management literature as insufficiently attentive to the moral economies of local areas; Peter Vandergeest and Nancy Peluso argue that intervention in the form of conservation regimes constitutes “internal territorialization”—the use of “spatial strategies” to establish “control over natural resources and the people who use them” (1995: 389).  But this criticism of scale-conjuring in resource claims focuses almost exclusively on imbalanced resource relationships in colonialist regimes or developing countries (Grove 1993; King 1995; Peluso 1996).  Moral economies within indigenous communities are presumed to have developed over long periods of time and to have the most appropriate “landscape relations” (Peluso 1996: 512; see also King 1995 on long-term ecological management).  Students of resource problems have attempted to plumb the evolution processes of formal and informal collective institutions for the most effective solutions to scarcity and degradation (McEvoy 1986; Ostrom 1990). 

However, these battling perspectives on the merit and efficacy of resource jurisdiction at various scales largely ignore the scale-based judgments that condition the terms of such debates, in addition to avoiding the fact that “shared moral economy is itself a contingent historical creation” (Sivaramakrishnan 1995: 23).  Why and how does a particular decision-making community come to define itself or its members as local?  Why does national environmental protection for migratory birds take place at the “landscape” level?  How do realities of implementation dictate these decisions?  Why don’t similar moral economies of local land use traditions exist in the developed world?  Most importantly, is the same disequilibrium of local and state power at work?  Can local communities impose their own sort of territorialization?  Through an examination of the ways in which practitioners take into account their own relationships to place and region in deducing ecological and social responsibility, this research intends to add needed perspective to theorists’ own unexamined moral economies of resource relationships and locality.  

B.  Community versus Market and State: Creating Spaces for Compromise and Incorporation in Local Communities

Generally speaking, the language of compromise in American culture connotes unsatisfactory dissonance or provisional concession.  This normative understanding is unfortunate, because it presumes a desirable resolution of heterodox positions (see “discrepant engagement” in Mackey 1993 and “discordant harmonies” in Botkin 1990).  Researchers in different fields tend to view compromises as disappointing for two reasons related to their critical perspectives.  First, scholars of urban development and collective action have tended to view regional politics in terms of episodic mobilization or challengers and insurgents, often focusing on ad hoc oppositional campaigns instead of long-term interest group negotiation within official channels (Logan and Molotch 1987; McAdam et al. 2001).  The charged term “incorporation,” frequently used to describe the latter category of activity, epitomizes the perils assumed to accompany this ultimate stage of movement access; researchers and activists frequently presume that bureaucratization and political imperatives will gradually diminish and denature galvanizing ideals (Reed 1999).  On the other hand, these theorists’ pessimism is countered by optimism on the part of new social movement researchers and environmentalists regarding the goals of environmental justice, sustainability, local empowerment, and biodiversity (Bullard 1990; Capek 1993; Fung and Wright 2001).  These concepts encode loaded expectations regarding maximal levels of social and environmental harmony, but are rarely deconstructed as thoroughly as the exploitative notion of edenic Nature they were supposed to replace (Cronon 1991).  

In fact, as Cronon has demonstrated, interventions in complex ecosystems necessarily require compromises in balancing the needs of competing species and competing social communities, and the ethical dimensions of such judgments are anything but clean-cut.  As Adam Sheingate points out in a comparative study of agricultural policy, land use policy doesn’t yield an easy matrix of competing or cooperating interests and institutions: “the literature on institutions and interest group power—particularly as it is applied to agriculture—is mixed in its conclusions… This diversity of opinion reveals that the relationship between institutions, interest group power, and policy capacity remains unclear” (2001: 12-13).  Taking this complexity into account means recognizing local stakeholders’ own perspectives on “unlikely alliances” among groups with opposing interests and vastly differing levels of power and legitimacy.  In the case of the watersheds studied here, the management of highly valued waterfowl and unwanted invasive species require innumerable decisions regarding whose and which nature to protect with what resources.  Advocates of biodiversity might dismiss the tipping of ecosystem management towards waterfowl at the expense of songbird species as a crass concession towards the hunting industry; however, this would ignore the substantial common ground that birders and hunters have found in cooperative conservation management efforts—and especially the grassroots support of conservation from politically conservative locals that the involvement of hunting groups can engender. 

Finally, the articulation of regional interrelationships based on contiguity is frequently left out of discussions of the “boundary work” of place and community.  Tania Li confidently asserts, “Most often, community is counterposed to market and state, and these are therefore the relevant relational categories that situate, and that must be examined together with, community” (2001: 157).  When viewed over time, the long-term  “tradition of political learning” (Skocpol 1982: 278) of local decision making in respect to simultaneous social processes and adjacent areas describes a culture of land use planning not usually explored in research on episodic decision making or common resource management institutions.  The proposed research investigates the extent to which a particular community determines place-based solutions to conservation challenges that are anything but local. 

IV.  Interview Data and Analysis: Leaving the Bowling Shirt: The Role of Outside Partners in Negotiating Conservation Compromises

This analysis of interview data must start from the recognition that a twenty page paper can’t possibly reflect the depth and diversity of responses of seventy-plus interviews of an hour or more.  As a result, my analysis is oriented towards suggesting recurring issues and opportunities for investigating the intersection of local places and intermediate scales that the prior literature review suggests have been difficult for researchers to find.  

A.  Denaturing Power: How Outside Environmental Interest Groups Become Neutral Local Partners

One of the most intriguing findings from interviews in both cases revolved around the extent to which partnership institutions formed to implement the NAWMP look different in process and implementation in each site, despite the fact that each partnership site had the same five national conservation partners.  In fact, stakeholders reported experiencing so much flexibility in constructing local partnership structures that many were often curious about how partnerships work at other sites, what partners called each other, who was included, and how often they met.  Interestingly, this flexibility in local partnership construction allowed for the potential exclusion of local groups.  This significantly complicates the idealized portrayal of institutionalized participation structures as effective counters to the dominant influence of outside NGOs in literature on nonprofits in common resource management (Keohane and Ostrom 1995; Thomas 2001, 2003; Tober 1989).  Additionally, partners demonstrated very little regard for the scientific basis of their organization, particularly as these created boundaries of contraint in terms of available funding that didn’t map on the realities of land use in a particular place.  Many lamented the oversight of critical parcels outside a watershed boundary, while an official of an environmental agency confesses: “When the word watershed is used, no one knows what you’re talking about most of the time.  I think the main reason it exists is for the psychological component of saying we’re all connected” (Interview transcript, August 2003).  Partnership members saw their mission as extending beyond these boundaries because of their broad-based mission.  

In the South Carolina case, “Task Force” members were restricted to those most capable of contributing to the project, which practically meant a tight-knit group of state and federal agencies and national organizations, in addition to two very well-funded, high capacity local organizations.  Those local organizations interested in participating but without substantial resources were prohibited from joining, but were welcome to attend partnership meetings.  Partnership leaders suggested that these organizations had a tendency to attend a few meetings and then lose interest—not surprising since such groups were excluded from playing an active role.  How then, did the partnership in South Carolina retain local legitimacy?  Partnership members repeatedly invoked the importance of having an independent local landowner as chair of the Task Force, in order to avoid the appearance of state control.  

In the New Hampshire “Resource Protection Partnership,” by contrast, every effort was made to empower “Community Partners”—any local group was welcome to join as a Community Partner in any capacity, and early local outreach efforts in individual communities were heralded as a major factor in the development of the partnership.  Community Partners were distinguished from “Principal Partners,” but this distinction was made with local landowners as well, who were also excluded from meetings of Principal Partners—a significant difference from the South Carolina case.  Instead of a volunteer landowner chair, the New Hampshire partnership has a paid “Coordinator,” an independent part-time employee with former experience at a major state nonprofit.  This exclusion of official Community Partners from meetings where decision-making takes place might ultimately have the same effect as the provisional policy of inclusion in South Carolina, as a monthly Community Partner meeting I attended had single-digit attendance.  

Why are these distinctions of title and organizational format significant?  Although the titular flexibility of partnership styles and formats vary, the integration of intermediary organizations and government agencies with implementation power are relatively fixed.  At both sites, Principal Partners and Task Force members insist that their special status within the partnership derives from their neutrality and ability to supercede organizational barriers.  One national organizational representative’s homespun metaphor for the partners’ success was repeatedly invoked in partner interviews: “We leave our bowling shirts at the door.” (Interview transcripts, September 2003)  This meant that state officials, national organizations, and state organizations focused on a single goal regardless of affiliation.  Such cooperation was facilitated by the often palpable lack of differences in background of partner representatives across agencies and organizations, often familiar with each other as former coworkers and alumnae, if not veterans of earlier and coexisting partnerships.  The confidential dealings of like-minded powerful players with personal relationships might just as easily be characterized as an “old boys” network.  

B. Problems of Proximity and Perspective: Engaging in Local Politics While Avoiding “Handholding”

But the construction of interest groups and agencies as neutral local partners was also facilitated by perceptions of local groups as hindered and even corrupted by local interests themselves. These complaints sometimes related to the power politics of adjacent towns and counties, as when the head of a conservation organization explained the local concept of “bowing up,” puffing his chest out like the gamecock mascot of USC.  This, he explained, was how people in his rural county responded to the intrusions of those in the urbanized county to the south; they “stepped to” (Interview transcript, November 2003).  In New Hampshire, the local politics of place-based differences were based on a much smaller scale—adjoining towns that might be within five miles of each other but saw their character and inhabitants as drastically different.  A regional federal official explains the benefits and liabilities of proximity to local resources: 

“The closer you are to where the action is, the more you’re going to know the problem.  But the too close you are, the more potential you’re going to be influenced by petty nonsense, you know.  This local town has more pull, therefore they’re getting more, you know”  (Interview transcript, September 2003).

Partners must avoid too much incorporation in any community in order to deal with rivalries within focus areas.  Local partners were aware of these complaints about their limited interest in attempts to interact beyond the local level, and did confess to provincialism, usually somewhat guiltily, as when the coordinator of an outreach program for small scale organizations in New Hampshire admitted:

I know I shouldn’t say this, but at a conference on Saturday, some woman from [western Massachusetts] was talking about her community, and I was just thinking, “Why should I care?” (Interview transcript, August 2003).

More frequently, however, local participants are framed as having interests insufficiently attentive to the barrier-free cooperation of major partners within the partnership.  Rather than seeing their role as facilitating federal policy implementation at a local site, partners view such facilitation as difficult and costly.  One partner framed the issue in language many others used as well: “Almost nobody has time and energy to do a lot of local handholding”  (Interview transcript, August 2003).  Handholding might take the form of providing needed capacity, as when one outreach coordinator to local towns in New Hampshire said, “I always ask where the conservation commission keeps their records.  If they say, ‘They’re under Sally’s bed,’ I know we’re in trouble” (Interview transcript, September 2003).  But many times, this handholding takes the form of deducing gingerly which partnership member will be most likely to appeal to a particular landowner; partners never approach a landowner through more than one representative, although multiple partners may be involved in the final deal.  Locals want conservation of particular sites for different reasons than partners interested in parcels that form part of a larger system, regardless of small-scale interests framed by a representative of an environmental agency as “somebody in town likes it because it’s next to somebody’s house, and they want to walk their dog” (Interview transcript, October 2003).  

Most of the perceptions of locals as hindered by their limited viewpoints revolved around a different problem, however.  In both focus areas, particular local municipalities that had been successful in appropriating funds for conservation had suffered stagnation in such projects since processes to deduce scientific rationales for spending funds on particular properties had met with little success.  Both had received help from national and state organizations in creating plans for prioritizing sites, but abandoned these when they experienced significant difficulty actually spending the funds they had raised on small properties in pursuit of abstractions such as the “protection” of town/county character or integrity.  This frustrated partners who saw each property as part of a larger, long-term process in local places of gradually acquiring properties of limited significance.  Fascinatingly, the urgency of an abstract idea (rural character) diminished at ground level (buying an actual farm) in these cases, despite the fact that effective local grassroots efforts are so often based on palpable, ground-level threats (stop the mall/save the bog) rather than abstractions (growth impacts the environment)?  While state and national nonprofits have little difficulty identifying and purchasing specific strategically important or “too-good-to-pass-up” properties, towns with more intimate knowledge of their available most-valued landscapes, even when endowed with the necessary transaction tools and assisted by capacity-sharing organizations, are less able to accomplish the relatively simple work of purchasing such properties once funds are appropriated.  Communities’ difficulties moving from a single-resource-based model of episodic action (“Save the Bay” or “Save Loons”) to more comprehensive, but small-scale land use decision-making reveal major tensions in locally-sensitive conservation structures.  Ironically, organizations explicitly focused on particular environmental issues or resources such as ducks have little problem extending that mission to encompass properties not directly benefiting their own cause.  

C. Priorities and Focus: Consequences of Regional Orientations

But where are the limits of these broader-based concerns?  As stated earlier, partners repeatedly bemoan the oversight of what they perceive as equally important sites outside the focus area.  The success of the South Carolina partnership shows the diverse effects of focus area designations on adjacent sites most dramatically.  While relatively unknown nationally, this partnership has been repeatedly held up as exemplary to those in the conservation community.  By way of comparison, over 160,000 acres have been conserved by the partnership within the 350,000 acre focus area in South Carolina, while in the New Hampshire site (seen as a success in its own right), 6500 acres of the 270,000 acre focus area have been conserved.  Nevertheless, the South Carolina site’s success has created new issues, as the conservation of land within the focus area raised the value of land just outside focus area boundaries and has led to development along its fringes.  In addition, the success of the focus area, which led to the creation of similar focus areas up and down the South Carolina coast, has not been replicated at these other sites, where getting partnerships off the ground and assembling significant acreage has proved far tougher. 

Later adopters of resource protection may logically have lesser capacity or be disadvantaged by the recognition and resources already devoted by major players to ostensibly similar sites in the same region.  But the same partner representatives who created the successes in the first site are also involved at the other sites as well—one partner pointed out that these newer partnerships were “the same people eating lunch in a different place.” (Interview transcript, November 2003)  Partners have recognized this problem as a matter of insufficient attention to a local context; the leader of a large regional organization not involved in the partnership is quoted as saying, “If we have five focus areas, we’re not focusing!” (Interview transcript, November 2003).  These difficulties suggest even greater ramifications for the role played by state and third sector institutions in prioritizing particular regions and sites since this may inadvertently damage the prospects of adjoining areas for equitable attention.
Even partners involved with efforts to link conservation express annoyance at obvious regional resource relationships that get overlooked.  The dismay of a conservation official at a reserve in New Hampshire is instructive: a neighboring reserve in an adjoining state actually shares the same watershed, and brought a group of visitors interested in conservation to the New Hampshire reserve, but the interviewee only found out about this after the fact, despite his efforts to share information and network with this reserve in the past.  This paucity of informal interaction is not for lack of information sharing and networking projects, including a gulf-wide multi-state organization and membership in a “sister reserve” program linking reserves internationally.  Such data suggest that participation in partnerships might create the same sort of fatigue locals evince about networking at a different scale.  

D. Looking In Between: Implications for Further Research

Contemporary planning wisdom asserts that landscape-based approaches are the ideal way to integrate community needs with those of ecosystem health.  Regional planning has become increasingly sophisticated with GIS mapping systems that can model economic and ecological interdependence.  But while the science of sustainable development becomes increasingly refined and the logic of maximal local participation becomes commonplace in policy provisions, the location of social capital in places under examination is “almost invisible” (Ostrom 1990).  Just as physical and biological designations of areas of conservation concern (view corridors versus watersheds, for example) are arbitrarily constructed boundaries based on aesthetic or scientific articulations of social value, considerations of “legitimate” local needs must define boundaries of exclusion as well, however much sense these designations of authentic community may make to included participants.  The analysis in this paper of channels into local decision-making and barriers to more thorough consideration of ecological interconnection suggest plenty of space in between the global and local for further exploration of dialogues about the legitimacy of belonging.   

V. Conclusion: Creating Contexts for Cultures of Place 
This consideration of the politics of outsider participation in local communities highlights the importance of land use politics to local identity—a uniquely constructed “culture of place” based on scaled relationships that, while recognized in vernacular tradition, has only recently been promoted as a legitimate topic for sociological researchers (Gieryn 2000).  More concretely, this research is intended to encourage environmental decision-makers and students of environmental politics to focus less on the dilemma of compromise than on the particular constellation or pattern of similar compromises likely to be produced as a result of land use planning and policy by actors with similar frames of reference.  For students of local participation, the extent to which land use decision making affects not just future land use management, but also the ongoing culture of the decision-making community in these cases suggests a new area of strategic consideration.  
The study of the special valuation of belonging and localism in terms of particularity
 suggests difficulties in isolating “appropriate” micro- and macro-level scales of analysis.  This is to be expected in a project concerned with the revelations and obfuscations of various discourses of scale.  I am indeed arguing that land use planning is irreducible to related forms of local planning, such as school board politics.  The culture of place can’t simply be subsumed within “local” or “community” culture, since in many ways it is constitutive of these very concepts.  Conversely, the consideration of local “input” or environmental “externalities” as complicating factors in clearly articulated regimes tends to diminish complicated realities of mutual interdependency.  However, place-based discussion always privileges a particular larger world scheme, and this prioritization of scales and processes in place-oriented negotiation is integrated in varying conservation strategies and embodied in particular actors.  As people, issues, and species come to represent particular articulations of scale, such cultural assumptions are invested with dimensions of power or supercession that are visible in land use priorities and decision-making.  
The cooperation and incorporation of diverse groups in planning is concrete evidence that groups don’t simply act according to their interests, but according to similar views about place and dimensionality.  How we deduce these social practices of scale-making and connection can give us larger insight into problems of integration and responsibility that plague international environmental decisions and policy.  In other words, the flexibility of the concepts of scale and place allows for an exploration of sense-making as well as coalition-building.  The places created and sustained in these conservation projects reveal particular interpretations of social problems, as well as more subtle, but deeply-felt compromises.  As sites that recognize and call attention to sociological processes of imagination, while at the same time trying to supercede these processes by denying their practice in a particular place, these refuges become sacred, but acutely discordant with other places by virtue of their necessity.
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� Interview transcript, November 2003.


� Ecologically, the implications of scale orientations—and designations such as “landscape level”—are subjects of considerable concern in habitat restoration science as well (Parker 1997; Peterson and Parker 1998; Scott et al. 2001).


� While state mottoes on license plates and Revolutionary War flags may be merely symbolic, other evidence of public awareness of these orientations (including tax policies), such as the Free State movement’s choice of New Hampshire as a site for mass migration of libertarians and their active advertising campaigns in South Carolina (http://www.freestateproject.org/index.jsp), demonstrate the profile of arguments against state involvement in these places.  Controversies over state resource claims in both sites date to the pre-Revolutionary era (Jacoby 2001).


� This emphasis on scale construction and scale-based claims differentiates the reflexive use of scale employed here from earlier sociological and anthropological analytics of scale (Barth 1978).


� Less particularistic social processes in which regional belonging is given special value include the macrobiotic food movement (in which regionally-grown food wherever the consumer lives is thought to have greater nutritional and social benefits), or the—somewhat similar—French appreciation of terroir (a relationship between unique regional characteristics and subtle qualities of taste in wine, cheese, and other specialty food products).






