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Abstract
Payments for Ecosystem Services (PES) reforestation projects hold the potential to
meet social and environmental goals. This thesis investigates whether the pursuit of
reforestation and development objectives through PES can contribute to
environmental justice. Two PES community forestry projects in Timor-Leste were
selected to study how notions of justice have been integrated along the course of
implementation, and how this has affected local engagement. A grounded approach
was taken to ensure a power-sensitive and socially-informed understanding of the
PES conformations and outcomes. Furthermore, notions of justice were empirically
analysed in order to gain insights in the different perspectives between stakeholders
groups, at various moments in time. The data were gathered during two field trips,
36 semi-structured interviews, two focus groups and elaborate document analysis,
covering ten years of project activities. The findings show that the integration of
notions of justice within these two projects largely depends on (1) the project
management’s awareness of the different interpretations that stakeholders involved
in the project hold on justice; (2) the distribution of power; and, (3) the position given
to justice in relation to environmental and economic aims. Moreover, the outcomes
illustrate that local engagement was triggered by the justice elements that most
directly affected participants’ daily practices. These elements specifically gave rise to
new spaces for local engagement. In addition, the incorporation of notions of justice
from different stakeholders groups, the empowerment of local actors, and the active
facilitation of engagement were important stimuli for enhancing reforestation
outcomes and local engagement. This thesis demonstrates how the integration of
various notions of justice can create pathways to more effective reforestation, local
engagement and project co-creation. Moreover, the results show that an open
approach to PES provides opportunities for project adaptation and hybridization
which can overcome the capitalistic contradictions of its payments-based nature, and
can trigger potentially emancipatory approaches that set path towards environmental
justice.
Key words: Payments for Ecosystem Services (PES), environmental justice,
reforestation, local engagement, Timor-Leste
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1. Introduction
In this thesis, two reforestation projects in Timor-Leste are studied in terms of their
implementation processes, local engagement outcomes and contribution to
environmental justice.
Reforestation gained global momentum in the 21st century. In this era of the
Anthropocene, forests are increasingly recognised as a nature-based solution for
meeting many sustainable development challenges (FAO and UNEP, 2020).
Furthermore, reforestation can simultaneously contribute to poverty alleviation,
environmental restoration and climate mitigation. In tropical countries, reforestation
holds the potential to meet smallholders’ needs whilst restoring forests and
sequestering carbon (Carter and Gronow, 2005; Sunderlin, 2005; Roshetko, 2007).
However, simultaneously tackling environmental and development issues through
reforestation is not straightforward.
Reforestation projects are surrounded by complex dynamics. The many stakeholder
groups involved in or affected by reforestation have a large diversity of values, needs
and interests which are hard to reconcile. Moreover, underlying politics,
characterised by the unequal distribution of power, influence the selection of
conservation and development goals and constrain the equitable representation of
stakeholder groups. Besides, every context is different and asks for context-specific
approaches. In addition, reforestation efforts require long-term engagement. As a
result, reforestation projects often lead to unsustainable outcomes and the
marginalisation of local communities in the global south.
Yet, local engagement is paramount for achieving lasting environmental outcomes.
Local communities manage at least 17% of the carbon stored in forests (Rights and
Resources Initiative, 2015) and some of the most ecologically intact forests and
biodiversity hotspots on Earth (Garnett et al., 2018). A growing body of literature
shares evidence on the effectiveness of local and indigenous communities as forest
stewards (Webb, 2020). Despite the fact that local communities are highly reliant on
forests, and vulnerable to environmental change, their interests, values and
knowledge often remain excluded (FAO and UNEP, 2020). Furthermore, the
marginalisation of local communities often leaves farmers with no other choice than
resorting to subsistence agriculture, which is together with large-scale commercial
agriculture, the main driver of deforestation and forest degradation worldwide (FAO
and UNEP, 2020). For these reasons, sound interaction and collaboration with people
living within forests has profound implications for reforestation and environmental
management.

1.1

Reforestation in Timor-Leste

In Timor-Leste, Asia’s youngest country, these complex reforestation dynamics are
very vivid. They challenge the country’s reforestation efforts as well as the many
people depending on the forests. Confronted by high poverty rates, severe
environmental degradation and climate change, the Small Island Development State
faces multiple sustainable development challenges. Deforestation is putting extra
pressure on the environment. The country lost around 50-70% of its original forest
cover, and only 6% of the primary forest has remained intact (Messer, 2019).
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Even though the Portuguese and Indonesian legacies can be blamed for much of the
deforestation and land degradation, the environment has also been affected by the
Timorese and after Timor-Leste gained independence in 2002. Timorese are highly
reliant on forest resources for sustaining their livelihood. Nearly 70% of the
population is rural and 90% of the rural poor depend on subsistence agriculture
(FAOSTAT, 2020). The rapidly growing Timorese population increases demand for
land, fuel wood and timber (Bond et al., 2020). Moreover, a lack livelihood
diversification opportunities drives Timorese farmers towards more agricultural
activities (GoTL, 2014). In 2008, FAO estimated the deforestation rates in TL at 1.1%
per year, four times the global average rate.
Since independence, the government of Timor-Leste, international aid institutions
and Timor-based international NGOs have been engaging with reforestation in the
country. However, a lack of financial resources for follow-up and management of the
newly planted trees hampers the effectiveness of these projects (Lasco and Cardinoza,
2007). Besides these efforts, two community forestry projects were established about
a decade ago: With One Seed (WOS) and Halo Verde Timor (HVT). These projects
integrated annual payments to farmers for planting trees on their private land. They
are therefore nominated as Payments for Ecosystem Services (PES) projects and
represent the case studies of this research.

1.2

Payments for Ecosystem Services (PES)

Over the past 20 years, Payments for Ecosystem Services (PES) and other marketbased tools have become a mainstream approach to environmental management in
the global south (Shapiro-Garza et al., 2019). PES aim to restore nature through
payments to ecosystem service providers for adopting well-defined environmental
practices. PES are further defined by the assumed voluntary nature of participation
and the conditionality of transfers based on performance (Wunder, 2005; Wunder,
2015). When talking about PES reforestation projects, the ecosystem service referred
to is often carbon sequestration and biodiversity protection.
PES have been applied in heterogenous ways and taken various shapes. Therein,
much contention exists on the balance between environmental effectiveness,
economic efficiency and justice. There is a prevailing focus on efficiency and
effectiveness, which risks overlooking who wins and who loses from these
interventions, and whose natures are actually being managed (Bremen et al., 2014).
PES scholars and practitioners have explored the many challenges and opportunities
concerning PES and their promises to simultaneously tackle environmental and
development goals (Muradian et al., 2013; Shapiro-Garza et al., 2019; Upton, 2019;
McElwee et al., 2019). Therein, the diversity of perspectives, practices and power
continuously and unpredictably challenge the structure and implementation of PESbased interventions at various levels (Cleaver, 2002; Shapiro-Garza et al., 2019). This
inevitably gives rise to persistent dilemmas regarding the scheme’s institutional
organisation as well as its relation to broader socio-ecological dynamics in and
beyond the intervention’s area (Van Hecken et al., 2015a; Van Hecken et al., 2015b).
Furthermore, practice and research show that reforestation projects do not
adequately take into account the high complexity and multifaceted realities of forests.
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PES schemes have been analysed in diverging academic ways, which have not always
been sufficiently socially- and politically-informed (Van Hecken et al., 2015b). The
risk of such framing is not only that it narrows down the potential application of PES,
but also that it creates misperceptions on PES epistemologies, thereby hampering the
development of socially-just and sustainable environmental governance (Van Hecken
et al., 2015a). Whilst sceptics argue against the harmful capitalistic nature of PES
(Fletcher & Büscher, 2019), other scholars see some cautious potential in the
adaptive nature of PES schemes and the surfaces of engagement these programmes
may simultaneously create (Shapiro-Garza et al., 2019).
As PES application gains ground in the global south, these scholars advocate for more
nuanced analyses of PES interventions to explore and reshape PES opportunities.
They also call for more documentation on how PES projects land on location and
interact with local socio-environmental systems (Shapiro-Garza et al., 2019; Upton,
2019; McElwee et al., 2020). This thesis aims to contribute to that call by thoroughly
studying how two PES reforestation projects in Timor-Leste integrated development
goals alongside environmental objectives and financial payments, and how this has
affected the projects’ outcomes.

1.3

Research objective

This thesis intends to generate well-informed insight into the praxis of PES projects,
and into the implications of PES for environmental justice. More specifically, the goal
is to better understand the influence of notions of justice within PES reforestation
projects on implementation and local engagement. Therefore, the research focuses on
(1) how PES projects have integrated notions of justice, (2) how the projects have
changed (notions of justice) along the course of implementation, and (3) how these
processes relate to local engagement. Furthermore, this thesis aims to draw lessons
on how PES projects are being reshaped during implementation, and which
opportunities this brings for both project management and local actors to co-produce
PES projects. As such, this thesis is designed as a contribution to critical discussions
on the potential of sustainable, effective and just PES projects, and to disclose
pathways for co-shaping PES in practice.

Case studies
In order to better understand the actual impact of project implementation onto PES
conformations, outcomes and local engagement, two PES case studies in Timor-Leste
were selected. With One Seed (WOS) and Halo Verde Timor (HVT) are the first and
only PES projects in the country. They aim to reforest rural areas, while contributing
to the socio-economic development of local communities. WOS and HVT transfer an
annual financial payment to farmers for growing trees on their private land. The
ecosystem being paid for is carbon sequestration. The projects are similar to the
extent that they operate in rural areas in Timor-Leste, have been (co-)established by
non-governmental organisations, and started off as small-scale initiatives. However,
the projects differ in their mission. WOS focuses on social and economic participation
whilst HVT prioritises reforestation and carbon sequestration. This has resulted in,
amongst others, different interpretations of notions of justice. Inevitably, this has also
led to different project outcomes, different types of local engagement and different
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implications for environmental justice. These aspects are described in the empirical
chapters and in the discussion chapter of this thesis.

Research Question
To meet the objective of this thesis, the following research question was formulated:
How did notions of justice of two PES projects in Timor-Leste change during
implementation and influence local engagement?
Three sub-questions were designed to answer the main question. These will be
introduced in 2.6, after explaining their reasoning and conceptualisation in
forthcoming chapter 2.

1.4

Thesis outline

Chapter 2 explains the theoretical and conceptual framework of this thesis. Using a
political ecology lens, a power-sensitive and socially-informed approach is given for
better understanding PES implementation. The framework for empirically analysing
justice and identifying local spaces for engagement is presented as well.
Chapter 3 outlines the methodology that was adopted for taking a grounded approach
to the two case studies. Besides introducing the two case studies and contexts, the
mixed-methods, data analysis and limitations are described.
In chapter 4, the empirical analysis begins by introducing the justice-blueprints of
both PES projects. The chapter describes how With One Seed (WOS) and Halo Verde
Timor (HVT) have integrated elements of justice in the first years of implementation.
The analysis shows the implications of WOS’ emphasis on social and economic
participation, and of HVT’s focus on reforestation and carbon sequestration.
Furthermore, the chapter includes justice perspectives from local stakeholders.
Chapter 5 elaborates on how notions of justice from WOS and HVT have changed
during implementation. Here, it becomes clear that the project designs have changed
but the underlying approach has not. The chapter also reflects how changes have
evolved and whether these changes have or have not created surfaces for local
engagement. In the conclusion it is suggested why WOS’ approach facilitated more
local engagement than HVT’s approach.
Chapter 6 uses insights from the research and related scientific literature to discuss
the complexity and bias of pursuing justice through PES, the opportunities for coshaping PES implementation, and the overall influence of power in shaping PES
design. Moreover, the bypassing of unequal power relations and a more bottom-up
approach to PES are considered. In addition, the validity, reliability and replicability
are reflected upon, and a number of recommendations for future research are given.
In chapter 7 this thesis is concluded by recapitulating the answer to the main
research question and by linking the research findings to the potential of PES for
addressing sustainable reforestation and community development in the global south.
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2. Conceptual framework
This chapter explains the conceptual framework that guided this research. The
framework builds on the theoretical school of Political Ecology (PE) which considers
the international and local dynamics influencing PES design, application and
outcomes. Therein, special attention is given to the political nature of environmental
governance and the subsequent implications for inequality and injustice this causes
for less powerful actors. Both structure and agency are taken into account to connect
the global and local dynamics that shape PES implementation. The following subchapters explain the theoretical assumptions behind this global-to-local-to-global
reasoning, describe diverging academic perspectives on PES, discuss the links
between PES and justice, and present the framework and concepts used for designing
a well-grounded approach to better understand the conformations and outcomes of
two PES projects in Timor-Leste.
More concretely, in sub-chapter 2.1, I define political ecology and outline PES debates
from two dominant, opposing camps. Then, I introduce a third camp, which is gaining
ground within PES scholarship and practice. This third camp inspired the design for
this thesis’ theoretical framework, which is presented in 2.2. Next, in 2.3, I elaborate
on the theoretical links between justice and PES. In 2.4, I present the empirical
justice analysis, which characterises the analysis of the two Timorese PES projects
of this thesis, through the concept ‘notions of justice’. In 2.5, I explain how the
concept ‘spaces for engagement’ helps to identify how project changes evolved and
how project changes can be co-produced. In 2.6, I derive the sub-questions from the
theoretical insights and conceptualisation. Finally, in 2.7, I conclude with the
implications of this conceptual framework for this research.

2.1

Towards a socio-political analysis of Payments for Ecosystem
Services

Political Ecology (PE) is a broad school of thought which studies environmental
change by considering human-environmental relations on multiple levels. This
academic field emerged in the 1970s and 1980s, when scholars were studying access
to and control over environmental resources, as well as the processes causing
environmental problems such as land degradation, soil erosion and deforestation in
less developed countries (Watts and Peet, 2004). Since then, political ecologists argue
that environmental problems are social in origin and primarily influenced by
surrounding political and economic forces (Robbins, 2012; Walker, 2012).
Even though PE embodies heterogenous approaches and perspectives, there are
certain elements common to PE scholarship. PE scholars look at the political and
economic processes that generate and/or exacerbate problems, and the roles, interest
and interactions of different actors therein. They also link environmental change to
social and economic inequalities that reinforce the unequal distribution of costs and
benefits (Bryant and Bailey, 1997). As such, PE scholars are characterised by a
political commitment to social justice and political change (Bridge et al., 2015).
Furthermore, PE scholars do not only aim to explain social and environmental
processes. They also explore and construct alternatives which are more sustainable
(Robbins, 2012). That is why PE research tends to focus on more structural causes
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of issues at stake, rather than on the symptoms (ibid.). In the case of PES projects,
this would mean not only looking at the projects and their outcomes, but putting the
projects’ manifestations in a broader context of shifting power relations,
environmental governance, neoliberalism and international development aid.
Besides the common PE aspiration to re-politicize and de-fetishize nature, the broad
characterisation of political ecology has left space for scholars from different and
similar disciplines to oppose each other. Especially in the field of PES, PE scholars
have heterogenous ideas about the role of payments in nature conservation (Van
Hecken et al., 2015a; Van Hecken et al., 2015b). Until recently, this debate was
dominated by PES sceptics who criticise PES for being a neoliberal tool that
commodifies nature and paradoxically uses capitalistic structures as the origin of
and solution to environmental problems (Büscher et al., 2012; McAfee, 1999; Goméz
Baggethun et al., 2010; Brockington, 2011). Furthermore, these scholars warn that
such commodification of nature risks crowding-out non-market values and
motivations for environmental conservation (Fletcher and Büscher, 2017; Milne and
Adams; 2012; Muradian et al., 2013). Fletcher and Büscher (2017) go even further
and reject the PES schemes altogether, irrespective of how they play out on location.
They claim that the neoliberal nature of PES hides a highly contradictory capitalistic
agenda that will always constrain social and environmental justice. In addition to
these socio-political concerns, there is much documentation from different parts of
the world that highlights the challenges and negative impacts of PES, thereby largely
blaming the externally imposed financial structures (Upton, 2019).
Then, a second large camp of PES literature was written by environmental economists.
Even though this scholarship is not part of the PE school, it is worth mentioning the
environmental economist approach to PES in this section because it prevailed during
the rise of PES in the early 2000s. This group can be considered as pro-PES and
depicts PES as a promising tool for economically efficient environmental management
(Pagiola et al., 2002; Ferraro and Simpson, 2002). They argue that PES schemes fail
to meet their goals due to an unwillingness or incapacity to act on economically-led
institutional design (Ezzine-de-Blas et al., 2016; Wunder et al., 2018) or on
scientifically grounded understandings of the functioning of ecosystems (Naeem et
al., 2015). They suggest that PES outcomes can be improved by refining existing
models. Depending on their conviction, these authors refine PES models through a
continued focus on economic efficiency, or through the integration of other criteria
such as equity, justice and environmental sustainability (Farley and Constanza, 2010;
Muradian et al., 2010; Pascual et al., 2010; Corbera et al., 2007).
These two opposite camps have one thing in common; they realise that PES in
practice nearly always deviate from the assumptions that underpin the initial marketideal PES model (Shapiro-Garza et al., 2019). Whereas the pro-PES camp proposes –
often superseded – actions to redirect implementation towards economic efficiency,
contra-PES scholars reject PES as ‘a Trojan horse’ for environmental management
(Shapiro-Garza et al., 2019: 7; Büscher et al., 2012; McAfee, 2012; Sikor and Newell,
2014). Such contra-PES assumptions risk producing unwarranted dogmas which
disregard the local manifestations of PES (Upton, 2019; Van Hecken et al., 2015b).
These sceptic views also tend to overlook the different ways in which PES yield
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resistance or support at various scales, and the multi-level socio-political dynamics
that shape these processes (Van Hecken et al., 2015b). Corbera (2015) argues for
avoiding grand generalisations about PES and market-based conservation (in)justices,
and advocates for more nuance based PES analysis. This is where a third strand of
PES scholarship comes in, and where the theoretical discussion moves back to PE.
Over the past decade, a growing group of PE scholars is exploring the dynamics that
cause PES in practice to deviate from the initial PES logic (Hendrickson and Corbera,
2015; McElwee et al., 2014; Milne and Adams, 2012; Osborne and Shapiro-Garza,
2018; Shapiro-Garza, 2013; Van Hecken et al., 2015b; VonHedemann and Osborne,
2016). They approach PES in various and hybrid ways and consider PES as a
potentially valuable tool for nature conservation and sustainable development.
Moreover, they argue that PES are not always dominated by an ideology of
‘neoliberalisation of nature’ (Dempsey and Robertson, 2012). Shapiro-Garza et al.
(2019) build on this emerging approach. They point towards a conceptual gap in both
pro-, and contra-PES analyses. Shapiro-Garza et al. (2019) argue that, even though
PES mediate between international structural trajectories and are largely influenced
by capitalism, PES are also influenced by the agency of the local actors involved.
Consequently, PES become adapted – to different extents – to the local contexts in
which they operate to fit other ontologies and purposes (Shapiro-Garza et al., 2019).
It is through this adaptation that PES designs hybridise and transform (ibid.)
Therefore, Shapiro-Garza et al. (2019) propose a theoretical framework for studying
individual PES initiatives in a more grounded and inclusive manner. They call for a
more critical approach to the social and power relations that surround and are
inherent to PES implementation, and to look beyond the market-inspired nature of
the instrument (Farley and Constanza, 2010; Muradian et al., 2010; Van Hecken et
al., 2015a; Van Hecken et al., 2015b).
This third camp does not intend to dismiss the abovementioned PE criticism on PES.
On the contrary, they recognise the concern that PES can lead to nature
commodification because PES are based on a commodification of nature ideology.
They also acknowledge there are many implementation challenges for PES. However,
they argue that the interpretation of PES as a neoliberal evil, a priori deemed to fail
effective, just and sustainable environmental management, is problematic (Van
Hecken et al., 2018). Such a contra-PES approach tends to overlook how dynamics
can give rise to increased local agency and certain particularities that actually shape
and reshape PES implementation and outcomes in non-neoliberal ways (ibid.). A
narrow approach to the form, shape and dynamics of PES veils the potential of
designing an alternative development model for environmental justice and local
empowerment. Therefore, this camp calls for more nuanced perspectives on PES that
integrate structure and agency, a call which also resonates with PES sceptics
(Fletcher and Büscher, 2019; Büscher, 2012; McAfee and Shapiro, 2010), and looking
beyond the neoliberal doctrine. Weak social and political conceptualisations of PES
limit understanding and hence the application of this tool for environmental
conservation. It risks overseeing the opportunities PES might bring, and concealing
the impacts PES might have (had), thereby hampering the development of effective
and sustainable environmental governance tools (Van Hecken et al., 2015a).
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2.2

The structure-agency interplay shaping PES implementation

As introduced in the foregoing sub-chapter, Shapiro-Garza et al. (2019) created a
framework for analysing individual PES interventions in a more nuanced manner. In
this way, the social and political relations surrounding PES can be taken into account
and the analysis can move beyond the market-inspired nature of PES. The authors
propose to approach PES application as the result of the interplay between
institutional and power structures on the one hand, and locally grounded, value
informed agency on the other hand (Shapiro-Garza et al., 2019). They suggest that
PES implementation is shaped by the dynamics between project structure, contextual
development pathways and situated agency from the actors most involved or affected
by the projects (depicted in Figure 1). This focus on the fundamentally social and
political nature of PES, instead of focusing on technical, economic and scientific
matters, is a typical PE characteristic.

Project
Structure

Development
Pathways

Situated Agency

Following the framework from Shapiro-Garza, PES
implementation processes and outcomes are
better understood by considering the interplay
between project structure, development pathways
and situated agency. The project structure can be
studied in various ways. Following the problem
description in chapter 1, this thesis studies the
social elements of the project structure.

The so-called development pathways represent
the socio-natural contexts which continuously
develop over time through historically and
culturally shaped practices (Cleaver, 2012). These development pathways are also
influenced by government policies, markets and environmental change (Bastiaensen
et al., 2015; Berbés-Blázquez et al., 2016; Wegner, 2016). These pathways embody
dominating rules, norms and livelihood practices on location. Development pathways
for example include how human-nature relations are framed and defined; how
hierarchies of power determine what natural elements are more valuable than others;
and what ecological outcomes can be delivered and achieved (Hausknost et al., 2017).
Therefore, these pre-existing yet continuously evolving structures inevitably influence
the varying desirability and application of PES, as well as their outcomes
(Bastiaensen et al., 2015; Wegner, 2016; Van Hecken et al., 2019). However, ShapiroGarza et al. continue to explain that structure alone does not sufficiently account for
the many deviations from the initial economically-oriented model of PES. The situated
agency also influences how local actors act on the projects and subsequently codefines PES outcomes (Van Hecken et al., 2018).
Figure 1 Framework for better understanding
PES in practice (based on Shapiro-Garza et al.,
2019)

In this framework, local actors are not considered as mere passive recipients of topdown PES interventions (Castree, 2006). Instead, local communities are agents which
mutually constitute globally led processes (Briant, 1992). Hence, local actors possess
agency through which they may be able to institute, shape, and domesticate PES to
their desired ends (Upton, 2019). Through this situated agency, they have the
capacity to adapt PES interventions to local norms, values and relations to nature
(Van Hecken et al., 2018). As such, people are considered to – consciously or
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unconsciously – possess the agency for influencing project strategies in their own
ways (Cleaver, 2012). A floor is given to the often marginalised agency of the actors
affected by a PES intervention (Shapiro-Garza et al., 2019). This focus on inequality
is another PE characteristic of this framework.
Better understanding the PES variations is relevant for development and
environmental practices, and especially for PES. Because the structure-agency
interplay is considered as the driver for the variation in PES designs, dynamics and
outcomes, it is valuable to research PES implementation and outcomes through this
framework (Kolinjivadi et al., 2017; Shapiro-Garza, 2013a; Van Hecken et al., 2015;
Vatn, 2010). Focusing on how initiatives play out on the ground can bring insights
on how and why the theory and rationale underlying PES shape, or fail to shape, the
desired dynamics, conformations and outcomes. It can account for why PES tend to
materialise differently than envisioned, something PES critics have faulted but not
yet explained (Shapiro-Garza et al., 2019). Furthermore, this more detailed and
nuanced analysis of local agency, with consideration of the wider structural
constraints, can play a role in ‘escaping the neoliberal performative’ (Kolinjivadi et al.,
2019), especially where this allows for local actors to suggest alternative PES
ontologies (Van Hecken et al., 2018). The search for more sustainable and just
alternatives to addressing environmental change is another typical element of PE.

2.3

The inextricable link between PES and justice

PES is amenable to justice analysis because it sets up relationships between
stakeholders and intervenes with people’s life as well as nature-society relations.
Following the PE reasoning, disregarding justice risks reinforcing the unequal
distribution of costs and benefits that flow from the social and economic inequalities
which go together with environmental change. As PES schemes tend to arise in
distant realities from where they were designed, dilemmas evolve regarding the
schemes’ institutional organisation and its relation to broader socio-ecological
dynamics in and beyond the intervention’s area (Van Hecken et al., 2015a; Van
Hecken et al., 2015b).
The PES project structure affects the distribution of benefits and responsibilities
amongst stakeholders, as well how actors can participate in decision-making (Sikor
et al., 2014). Therefore, ecosystem service governance typically incorporates features
of justice, such as voluntary participation (ibid.). However, justice-relevant elements
go beyond those elements explicitly dedicated to bringing about justice and avoiding
injustice. They extend to the design features of the projects, because these influence
the distribution of benefits, participation and recognition (ibid.).
Next, Pascual et al. (2014) argue there is a problem with the prevailing narrow focus
on economic efficiency, which overlooks the trade-offs between efficiency, equity and
ecological outcomes. Sikor et al. (2014) agree and add that a certain amount of
common agreement about the objectives of environmental management and the ways
to achieve these is needed, as well as recognition of the local context and practices.
Furthermore, incorporating justice is not only about the fact that justice fulfils a
crucial role in PES design, implementation and evaluation. It is also about
acknowledging that many different perspectives on notions of justice exist. These
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notions are influenced by the variegated actors involved in and affected by the project,
who have their own, context-based beliefs, values and needs.
In the global South, environmental practices and politics are informed by diverging
views on justice (Sikor 2013, Schlosberg, 2009; Martinez-Alier, 2003; Walker, 2012).
Yet, norms of justice are seldomly scrutinized. This is problematic because notions
of justice are not universal. On the contrary, there are often tensions between
dominant notions of justice and those of local stakeholders (Sikor et al., 2014).
Stakeholders have different views on what the benefits and costs are of policies
(Forsyth and Sikor, 2013). Yet, the dominant notions of justice largely define how
physical factors such as forests are defined and understood, which suggests a certain
distribution of benefits and recognition of the local context (Sikor et al., 2014).
Interactions between different notions are a major social dynamic influencing the
nature and outcomes of ecosystem governance (ibid.). Hence, it is crucial to avoid
narrow and normative definitions of justice. Such definitions risk silencing questions
about whose services are distributed and who is benefitting from this. Similarly,
narrow definitions give limited attention to what is being allocated to who, and whose
values and agendas are being represented. A narrow or normative justice approach
also risks overseeing the different notions on justice that exist. Therefore, the
challenge of (PES) interventions lies in finding ways to achieve objectives of multiple
stakeholders together, following Amartya Sen’s more inclusive and deliberate vision
for justice (2009). Such an approach acknowledges that there is no uniform way to
establish norms of justice. Rather, justice is a process that never becomes perfect
(Walker, 2012).

2.4

Analysing notions of justice to better understand PES in
practice

Notions of justice are “normative judgements about how things ought to be” (Walker,
2012: 75). Once actors’ notions of justice are understood, their reaction to an
intervention can be better comprehended. Notions of justice are often contextual and
experiential in the sense that they depend on the particular political and historical
setting and on the kind of resources and responsibilities to be shared (He & Sikor,
2015). As such, attention to notions of justice can account for why local actors tend
to participate and why others do not. These premises led several authors to compare
the underlying notions of justice of an intervention with the notions of justice of local
authority and participants to understand PES dynamics and critically interrogate
those (e.g. Sikor et al., 2014; He & Sikor, 2015; Forsyth & Sikor, 2013).
He & Sikor (2015) write that including justice in the scope of analysis helps to better
understand outcomes of PES projects. Similarly, Fisher et al. 2018 explain that
attention to people’s ideas about justice, and experiences of (in)justice, in conjunction
with historical and institutional analyses, allows for a fuller understanding of the
reactions of local people to carbon forestry projects and the outcomes of these projects.
Moreover, the attitude of stakeholders towards the environment is likely to be
influenced by their perception on the legitimacy and fairness of PES policy (Pascual
et al., 2010; Muradian et al., 2013). Scholars working on the links between carbon
forestry and justice argue that people’s reactions on interventions are related to the
interventions’ outcomes (Fisher et al., 2018). Hence, the compatibility between
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different ideas of justice, or the lack thereof, is a central social dynamic for PES in
practice (He & Sikor, 2015). These dynamics explain why projects succeed in some
places and fail in other places (ibid.).

Framework for analysing notions of justice
Sikor et al. (2014) developed a simple conceptual framework for studying notions of
justice. This framework provides tools to empirically study how elements of justice
are considered by (different) stakeholder(s). Three factors of justice are put forward:
subjects, dimensions and criteria (see Figure 2). These help to understand notions
from different stakeholders, and to describe what notions of justice characterise a
project. The empirical approach recognizes the plurality of justice and how various
stakeholders have different views on what is morally right (Martin et al., 2013b).
Applying this framework to the study of PES projects also discloses the alternative
imaginaries that participants give to their involvement, and the ways in which these
challenge the neoliberal milieu from which PES evolved and were promoted. As such,
a floor is given to alternative ways of being in and knowing nature (Upton, 2019), and
to construct more environmentally just hybridizations of PES. The following
paragraphs conceptualise subjects, dimensions and criteria of justice. These
concepts guide the data analysis of this thesis.

Dimensions
Access,
Distribution,
participation,
recognition

C
h
a
r
a

Subjects
individuals,
groups,
generations,
institutions

Criteria
Equality,
needs, merit

Figure 2 Conceptual framework for characterising notions of justice (Sikor 2014 et al., based on Sikor 2013)

First, subjects refer to the kind of stakeholders considered to possess rights or bear
responsibilities, have a role in decision-making or deserve recognition. This also
implies who does not. Examples are NGOs, local communities, the environment and
future generations (Sikor et al., 2014).
Second, the dimensions of justice emphasize concerns about distribution,
participation and recognition (Schlosberg, 2007; Fraser, 2009). The first dimension,
distribution, is about access and the assignment of rights and responsibilities among
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stakeholders (Sikor et al., 2014). It considers who is included and excluded, how
participants can choose to become enrolled, and in what way they can choose not to
participate. Generally, equitable access is limited for PES as we see that farmers often
need private property (Upton, 2019). Distribution also analyses whether benefits are
equally distributed and what this equal distribution looks like. Next, the second
dimension is participation. This is often referred to as ‘procedural justice’, and directs
attention to the roles of different stakeholders in decision making (Sikor et al., 2014).
Questions are raised on what PES terms can be locally modified and what terms are
fixed from higher levels. The third dimension, recognition, is about acknowledging
people’s distinct identities and histories and eliminating forms of cultural domination
of some groups over others (Sikor et al., 2014). Here, the (lack of) respect for social
and cultural differences is considered, such as who is being valued and whether there
is space for different visions on the environment or on desirable environmental
management (Sikor et al., 2014; Walker, 2012).
Finally, the criteria of justice refer to the decisions that guide the relationships
between subjects for particular dimensions of justice (Sikor et al., 2014). For example,
the distribution of financial resources among participants can be equal, needs based,
depend on merit, or work towards empowerment.

2.5

Spaces for co-shaping PES implementation

As explained in 2.2, structural forces such as neoliberalism and unequal power
relations are constrained in their influence on the grounded practice and ultimate
outcomes of PES. This is because these structural forces become challenged by locally
situated agency and local institutions during PES implementation. In order to better
understand and make use of how local agency can reshape PES implementation, it
is valuable to learn more about how these structural limitations play out in practice.
It is especially interesting to observe where such limitations provide openings for local
engagement. The identification of these structural constrains discloses power gaps.
Through these openings, project management and local stakeholders can find ways
to hybridise, adapt and transform PES projects to better fit the local context (Cleaver,
2012) and potentially shape alternative PES pathways for sustainable development
and environmental conservation. It is through these openings in power relations that
so-called spaces for engagement can evolve and ‘cracks in PES’ neoliberal façade’ can
be identified (Shapiro-Garza et al., 2019: 12). Multiple studies described how PES
moved local stakeholder groups to access new spaces for participation and
recognition (Martin et al., 2014; Shapiro-Garza, 2013) or new sources of funding to
invest in individual or community development (Loft et al., 2017; Murtinho and Hayes,
2017).
New spaces for engagement (SFE) flow from the inevitable confluence of events and
actions that dynamically evolve during project implementation (Shapiro-Garza et al.,
2019). Shapiro-Garza et al. (2019) explained how SFE tend to arise around three
common PES elements that are necessarily part of any PES intervention: the
valuation of nature and creation of financial incentives; the formation of institutions
and rules; and the consideration of equity and benefit-sharing in the distribution of
incentives. The authors describe how these elements provide the greatest opportunity
for articulation with the development pathways on location. These elements also gave
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most potential to trigger engagement through the situated agency of the actors most
involved and affected by the intervention.
It is through SFE that project changes can be triggered. Consequently, better
understanding the rise of such SFE can provide practitioners with tools to influence
and reshape project implementation. It also creates opportunities to better align
projects with local context and agency, and to co-shape projects more purposefully
along implementation. Then, the constellation of actors involved can, to a greater or
lesser degree, co-produce the conceptualization and grounded conformation of PES
initiatives. Such co-production provides opportunities for local actors to advance
their own needs and values (Upton, 2019). Furthermore, it may reshape PES in ways
that value alternative, non-capitalistic approaches to being in and knowing nature
(ibid.). Hence, better understanding the rise of SFE creates opportunities to contest,
reshape and co-produce PES projects more consciously and collaboratively during
implementation, whilst allowing for local interpretation (Shapiro-Garza et al., 2019).
To conclude, this thesis aims to better understand how two PES projects in TimorLeste changed during implementation. Moreover, the goal is to identify around which
PES elements new SFE emerged during the implementation of the two case studies,
and whether these facilitated project co-production. Therefore, a backward reasoning
is followed that firstly identifies project changes (through the analysis of changing
notions of justice), and then links these to the SFE from which they evolved. In that
way, it is possible to stay open for the different PES elements that give rise to SFE
and to validate whether SFE emerge around the three PES elements suggested by
Shapiro-Garza et al. (2019), or if they arise through other PES elements as well. At
the same time, it is considered when the new SFE resulted in more local engagement,
and when they remained stuck at higher levels of engagement.

2.6

Formulating the research sub-questions

This sub-chapter summarises the insights from this conceptual framework to derive
the sub-questions for answering the main research question ‘How did notions of
justice of two PES projects in Timor-Leste change during implementation and
influence local engagement?’.
First of all, in this thesis, a better understanding of PES conformation and outcomes
is obtained through the consideration of implementation processes from two
individual PES projects. Therein, project implementation is considered as a dynamic
interplay between project structure and the contextual development pathways and
situated agency on location. By consequence, the implementation process influences
the PES outcomes. Second, the focus lies on the notions of justice on the two PES
projects. The goal of this thesis is not to judge whether the projects meet certain
justice dimensions. Instead, the intention is to interpret around what elements of
justice both PES projects were structured and how this influenced project
implementation. The changing notions of justice during project implementation thus
serve as variables for better understanding how implementation caused the projects
to adapt to the local context, how the projects incorporated interests and needs of
local actors, and what elements of justice enhanced local engagement.
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An empirical justice framework is used to understand how the projects integrated
notions of justice in their design, and to collect justice perspectives from different
stakeholders on the project structure. From here, project changes are scrutinized to
explain how and by whom they were triggered in order to identify what spaces for
engagement arose. Next, a consideration follows of whether the spaces for
engagement also enhanced local engagement. Finally, insights on notions of justice,
project implementation and spaces for engagement are linked and discussed to draw
conclusions on how the approach of the two PES projects influenced local
engagement and, more broadly, environmental justice. This reasoning led to the
following three sub-questions:
1. What subjects, dimensions and criteria of justice can be identified at the
beginning of With One Seed (WOS) and Halo Verde Timor (HVT)?
Through this question, the projects’ initial justice design – hereafter referred to as
their ‘justice-blueprint’ – is studied. The justice-blueprints of WOS and HVT create a
sort of baseline from where the project implementation and subsequent changes can
be analysed. The blueprint is formed by aggregating the notions of justice from the
projects’ founders and managers, as these were the stakeholders creating the projects’
initial structure. Where possible, notions from staff, participants and local authority
are shared. These notions of justice from local stakeholders serve to illustrate when
and why projects’ notions of justice were accepted, renounced and resisted.
2. How did subjects, dimensions and criteria of justice of WOS and HVT change
during project implementation?
Thereafter, an analysis follows of how the justice-blueprint from WOS and HVT
changed during implementation. Also here, the notions of justice from project
managers serve to reconstruct how the projects evolved during implementation. In
addition, notions of justice from staff, participants and local authority are questioned
to better understand how changes rose and how the PES projects manifested on
location. The notions from local stakeholders as well as the project outcomes help
interpreting how local participants engaged with the projects over time.
3. What spaces for engagement emerge during implementation of WOS and HVT,
and how did local actors engage with these spaces?
Finally, the insights from the previous sub-questions are used to scrutinise the
project changes from WOS and HVT. Then, through these insights, the rise of new
spaces for engagement are identified, as well as through which PES elements they
arose. After that, it is considered whether spaces for engagement triggered local
engagement, and whether patterns of co-production evolved. The findings that follow
from these three sub-questions provide a nuanced answer to this thesis’ main
question.

2.7

Conclusion

In this chapter, a theoretical lens was developed which starts by zooming out and
observing the broader socio-political structures surrounding environmental change.
Then, the lens zooms in to focus on the local context and agents, and how these
interact with the manifestations of these multi-level socio-political and environmental
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processes. Herein, political ecology (PE) facilitates a bigger picture for studying the
politicised nature of socio-environmental issues, as well as its tendency to reinforce
social inequalities. As such, PE provides a comprehensive view on causal processes
and suitable solutions for enhancing sustainable reforestation and rural community
development.
In practical terms, PE incites valuable reasoning processes for studying how two
approximate and thematically similar projects developed and landed in Timor-Leste
over time. It helps to better understand how human interaction with the environment
is influenced by unequal power relations, multi-level institutional processes and
social constructions. The framework explained that a strong social and political
understanding are therein key for analysing the role of power, agency and
environmental justice in interaction with PES institutions and their outcomes.
The focus on structure and agency helps to perceive the dynamics that influence PES
project implementation and to better understand PES hybridization. It generates
insights on how to attune the design and implementation of PES mechanisms to the
power geographies at play, in collaboration with the various agents involved. From
here, opportunities for re-shaping and co-shaping PES projects can be identified that
enhance environmental effectiveness as well as justice for divergent social groups.
PES criticism has tended to portray PES as neoliberal tools for nature
commodification with adverse justice implications. These concerns are rightly raised.
However, more hopeful geographies of PES are possible and therefore important to
research and discuss. The question is in what form and until what extent can they
be claimed and reframed by local actors to protect their own values, interests and
conceptions of environmental justice.
More practically, this framework helps gaining insights on how an internationally
created environmental market and financial instrument can be used to channel funds
to local initiatives in the global south in such a way that it benefits both global and
local interests. Furthermore, this framework explores how PES initiatives can be
redesigned in ways that better fit the local socio-political context and respond to a
myriad of needs and values, thereby contributing to environmental justice. Studying
PES interventions from the dynamics between the design, context and agency
provides insights on how implementation changes over time, how local actors
influence the outcomes of the intervention, and how local engagement can be
enhanced. Understanding the rise of spaces for engagement provides lessons on how
to co-produce or co-steer these implementation processes more consciously,
inclusively and adaptively.
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3. Methodology
The methodological approach of this research is explained in this chpater. In the first
subchapter, the grounded, empirical research design is clarified. Then, the two
Timorese case studies are geographically and contextually situated. In the third
subchapter, a description follows of the mixed-methods that were applied through a
combination of field- and desk research. Finally, after explaining how the data were
collected and analysed, the limitations of this method are elucidated.

3.1

Research design

The aim of this research is to better understand dynamics between the design,
implementation and outcomes of two PES projects in Timor-Leste. At the same time,
the correlation between project implementation, local engagement and environmental
justice is being explored. This is therefore an explorative research, which requires a
profound study of both projects. That is why a case study, which applies data- and
method triangulation on location, is a suitable research design. Rosenberg and Yates
(2007: 447) define case studies as “methodologically flexible approaches to research
design that focus on a particular case (…) and are known (…) for their thorough
investigation of real-life situations’’.
There are two PES-projects in Timor-Leste. I decided to study both projects
simultaneously because their context is comparable and the projects started around
the same time. However, they are guided by different missions and adopted diverse
strategies. This is the reason why the empirical chapters were given a comparative
structure and successively discuss the projects per sub-question, instead of
separately presenting one project per chapter. This structure makes similarities and
differences more visible, as well as the dynamics that shaped the project outcomes.
Following the theoretical foundation of this thesis, a grounded approach was taken
to enable a power-sensitive and socially-informed analysis of PES in practice. This
grounded approach facilitates a profound study of individual PES cases which
‘welcomes surprise, tolerates coexistence, and cares for the new, providing a
welcoming environment for the objects of our thought’ (Gibson-Graham, 2008: 619).
A grounded approach allows for, on the one hand, considering the unique political
context and development histories on location, and on the other, for making specific
observations and engaging in dialogue with the actors involved. Next, empirical
analysis is an essential part of this grounded approach. Empirically collected data
can provide concrete insights on how local actors adopt, contest and reshape PES in
order to better match these with their local socio-environmental conditions and
objectives. Furthermore, socially embedded inequities and power relations, as well as
their influence on institutional change, become better visible through critical
empirical analysis (Berbés-Blázquez et al., 2016; Van Hecken et al., 2015b). Also,
empirical analysis allows to question and discover what justice means for different
actors (Sikor et al., 2014), thereby decreasing the probability of reflecting my western
and personal (subconscious) notions of justice on these two cases.

3.2

Research cases

The two case studies of this thesis are the Timorese PES projects With One Seed
(WOS) and Halo Verde Timor (HVT). In the following paragraphs, Timor-Leste and the
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project areas are geographically and contextually situated. A background is given to
Timor-Leste and touches upon the country’s historical, social, political and
environmental aspects that are relevant for this thesis. Thereafter, both cases are
introduced by their mission, context and main numerical outcomes by 2019.

Map 1 shows the location of Timor-Leste,
or East Timor, in South East Asia. The
country shares an island with the
Indonesian province West-Timor.

Map 1 Geographical location of East Timor or Timor-Leste
(Encyclopaedia Britannica, 2019).

Map 2 illustrates the Democratic Republic of Timor-Leste, and how it is divided into
13 districts or municipalities. Dili – encircled in black – is the capital and the
country’s largest city. It was also my home base during this thesis. The orange
triangle in the east indicates Baguia, the operational centre of WOS. During the field
visits, I stayed there. The orange arrows point towards the areas the project is
currently expanding to. Then, the two blue circles in the middle of the country show
the operational centres of HVT: Laclubar and Soibada. During the field visits, I stayed
in Laclubar. The blue arrows illustrate the project’s current expansion.

With One Seed
Halo Verde Timor
Expansion (2019)
Capital: Dili

Map 2 Location and expansion of PES projects in Timor-Leste (Modified from: GoTL, 2006)
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Timor-Leste
The Democratic Republic of Timor-Leste became independent in 2002, after nearly
500 years of Portuguese colonisation (-1974), and 24 turbulent years of Indonesian
occupation (1975-1999). This history rooted many of the poverty and environmental
challenges the country faces today. Timor-Leste counts 1.3 million people who live
over an area of 15.000 km² (DGE, 2018). It is a low-income country in which 42% of
the population lives under the national poverty line (GoTL, 2018). Furthermore, there
is little economic diversification and a high reliance on public expenditure policies
and programmes (ibid.). Nearly 70% of the Timorese population is rural (FAOSTAT,
2020), and 90% of the rural poor depend on agriculture. As such, subsistence farmers
are the largest group of landholders in Timor-Leste. Moreover, as a Small Island
Development State, Timor-Leste lies at the forefront of climate change. Because of
the near total dependence on their land, and lack of resources to adapt to climate
change, Timorese are vulnerable to the changing climatic conditions and to
environmental degradation.
Deforestation has been putting extra pressure on the environment. The Portuguese
depleted most of the high-quality sandalwood (Messer, 2019) and the Indonesian
occupation destroyed much forest area, either for export or for security reasons
against Timorese freedom fighters (Miyazawa, 2013). It is estimated that forests
declined by 200.000 ha between 1972 and 1999, or 30% of dense and sparse forest
cover (Sundland et al., 2001). However, not only Indonesian and Portuguese legacies
can be blamed for land degradation and deforestation in Timor-Leste. Between 2001
and 2019, Timor-Leste lost approximately 27 300 ha of forest (Global Forest Watch,
2020). Forest products have always been a primary resource for the Timorese and
serve a.o. for energy, cooking, house construction, medical purposes, food and fodder
(Bond et al., 2020). The average Timorese family uses 24kg of forest products for
cooking per day (Anda, 2013). Nature also embodies cultural norms and sacred
values, which keeps the vivid connection between Timorese and their ancestors alive.
Furthermore, the rapidly growing population and a lack of opportunities for livelihood
diversification have increased demand for land, fuel wood and timber and have driven
Timorese farmers into more agricultural activities (GoTL, 2014). In 2008, FAO
estimated the deforestation rates in TL at 1.1% per year, four times the global average
rate.
Since 2000, the government of Timor-Leste, international aid institutions and Timorbased international NGOs have been engaged with reforestation in Timor-Leste.
Remexio and CARE for example implemented the Community-Based Natural
Resource Management for Carbon Sequestration in East Timor Project (CBNRM-ET)
in Laclubar between 2002 and 2005 (Cardinoza, 2005), the EU launched the Global
Climate Change Alliance programme which developed climate-sensitive agroforestry
initiatives across various municipalities between 2013 and 2018 (EC, 2018), UNDP
supported the plantation of 42 000 trees across 21 villages in 2 municipalities (UNDP,
2018), and Timorese president Guterres launched the One Community, One Tree
programme in 2019 and committed to plant over one million trees to address land
degradation and climate change in his country (CI, 2020). However, these projects
face difficulties to secure long-term financial resources and to follow-up on the newly
planted trees (Lasco and Cardinoza, 2007), which hampers the reforestation
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effectiveness. Besides these efforts, PES projects With One Seed (WOS) and Halo
Verde Timor (HVT), the research cases of this thesis, were initialised about a decade
ago.

Case studies
WOS and HVT share the following common PES elements: they work through
voluntary participation; they have a clear definition of the targeted ecosystem services;
and they transfer conditional payments. Besides that, they have several features that
are more unique to PES: they started off as explorative initiatives by actors who had
no prior experience with forestry or development projects; they obtained carbon
financing during later stages of implementation; they integrated a range of nonmarket commitments that go beyond reforestation and target community
development; they circumvented state and international aid involvement; and they
are largely led by Timorese NGO’s. In comparison to traditional development and
reforestation projects, these unique features have enabled WOS and HVT to take a
more explorative and creative approach to their project design during implementation.
As such, the two Timorese projects provide an idiosyncratic PES approach with
interesting features for studying notions of justice, local engagement and the
combination of environmental conservation and rural development.
The projects have certain elements in common: they plant trees by taking a
community reforestation, carbon farming approach; they started with an Australian
NGO and remained non-government led over the past ten years; they are co-led by a
Timorese country manager and predominantly implemented by Timorese field staff;
they planned to engage for at least 25-30 years on location; they are both growing
and expanding to other sub-districts, and started to collaborate with other
organisations in the country, such as Oxfam and the European Union. Even though
the vision and assumptions on the role of payments within the projects seem similar,
WOS and HVT represent different missions and adopted project-unique strategies.
With One Seed
With One Seed (WOS) was established in 2009 with the mission of
encouraging the social inclusion of marginalised people by building their
social and economic participation (XpandFoundation, 2014). That is why
the programme focuses on both reforestation and community
development. The programme’s innovation comes from annual incentive
payments are given directly to subsistence farmers who grow and manage trees on
their land for a minimal duration of 30 years. This is made possible through selling
the sequestered carbon from the newly planted trees on the voluntary carbon market.
With One Seed received carbon certification from the prestigious Gold Standard
Foundation. Through this carbon market approach, WOS searches to realise longterm objectives and to ensure a sustainable impact (XpandFoundation, 2014). On the
long-term, With One Seed strives to develop models for social enterprises which build
local economies through the incorporation of environmentally sustainable practices.
(XpandFoundation, 2014).
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Picture 1 Baguia center (Source: Author, taken in 2019)

WOS operates from the remote administrative post Baguia, in the east of the country.
Even though it is only 166 kms from the capital, the trip takes about 7 bumpy hours
which lead into the mountainous areas of Timor-Leste. The more land inwards, the
poorer the road conditions. Baguia counts about 14.000 people, who live dispersed
over an area of 22.000 ha. The average household size is 5.4 and the median age is
19.5 (DGE, 2015). The landscape in Baguia is characterised by remnant forests
alongside agricultural and rice production areas (Bouma & Kobryn, 2004). Because
upland agriculture has low productivity, the majority of the population supplements
their incomes with the exploitation of forest resources. These forest materials are
used for energy, house construction, medical purposes, food and fodder (DRTL, 2011).
Steep slopes, changing climatic conditions and unsustainable farming and grazing
practices put pressure on the environment. Land degradation, soil erosion and water
scarcity increasingly challenge the local population. Rural Baucau is amongst the
two poorest districts in Timor-Leste, with 70% of the residents living in the lowest
living standards (Gold Standard – WOS, 2019). The daily income in places like Baguia
is estimated at 0.80$ per person. Official unemployment rates are under 5%. However,
this number is misleading as subsistence farming is considered as employed and
occupies over 60% of the adult population. Given the poor infrastructure and limited
market access, local people do not have many income-generating opportunities. In
Baguia, 47% of the population is illiterate and only 70% of the Timorese children
complete primary school (Gold standard – WOS, 2019). Only 40% has adequate
access to water and sanitation.
When situating Baguia's context, With One Seed mainly emphasises the after-effects
of a decades-long independence struggle from Indonesia, the dominant role of
agriculture in people’s everyday life, large poverty rates, poor health, low education
levels and very short school careers. Destroyed infrastructure, a dislocated
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population and damaged natural environment are some of the legacies of war and
occupation (XpandFoundation, 2014). Besides With One Seed, Baguia barely
witnessed any other development initiatives.
By 2019, more than 850 subsistence farmers were directly participating in WOS,
benefiting about 4.250 people within Baguia. 200.000 trees were planted and
152.000 are under management, which removed 60.000 tonnes of carbon from the
global atmosphere (Gold Standard – WOS, 2019).
Halo Verde Timor
Halo Verde Timor (HVT) developed as a carbon offset reforestation
initiative in 2010. The project aims to restore deforested areas that
are owned and managed by subsistence farmers from administrative
posts Laclubar and Soibada (Ramos et al., 2020). At the same time, the project
pursues community empowerment by facilitating income diversification, ecosystem
restoration and the promotion of other livelihood activities. Participating farmers
receive an annual incentive for planting and managing trees on their land for at least
25 years. Until 2020, these payments were funded by donor support. After my field
work, HVT received carbon certification through the Plan Vivo Standard, which
channels more sustainable financial support for the farmers’ tree planting efforts.

Picture 2 The market in the center of Laclubar (Source: Author, taken in 2019)

Laclubar and Soibada are situated in central Timor-Leste, on 111 kms from the
capital, Dili. Due to road improvements in 2019, the connectivity of these
administrative posts has become much better. HVT’s office is located in Dili. From
there, it takes about four hours to travel to the project area. The area is characterized
by steep slopes, with gradients up to 40% in Laclubar, and 23% in Soibada (Bond et
al., 2020), which makes land susceptible to landslides and erosion. The population
is estimated at 15.300 people, with an average household size of 6.8 and median age
of 18 (DGE, 2015). Compared to the national per capita income and with an average
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daily income of $2.6, households in this region are poor. (Millar and Bond, 2018).
Like anywhere else in Timor-Leste, the people depend on firewood and timber for
cooking and construction. In general, the farmers grow subsistence and cash crops.
Shifting cultivation is a common practice, preparing the land for annual crop planting,
but degrading land in the long run. In this area, non-timber forest products such as
palm wine, honey and coffee are important livelihood streams (Millar and Bond, 2018).
However, most of these products are sold locally. Even though road conditions
recently improved, markets remain difficult to access for local people. Therefore,
income diversification is a real challenge. Over time, local institutions and collectives
were established around crop production, sewing and savings. Unfortunately, besides
the Maubere Mountain Coffee group, most of them disappeared due to
mismanagement or a lack of resources (ibid.). People from Laclubar have seen many
development projects passing by. Since 2000, more than 10 organisations, ranging
from large organisations such as the FAO and the WFP, to local NGOs such as the
Alola Foundation, launched a variety of initiatives related to food, agriculture,
sanitation, water and livestock management (Register of Batara, 2017). Hence, people
from Laclubar were more familiar with development projects than people from Baguia.
In 2003, 2007 and 2009 various reforestation initiatives were also launched
(Interview 34-Raebia).
By 2019, 115 households were directly participating in HVT, benefiting more than
800 individuals in Laclubar and Soibada (Ramos et al., 2020). Approximately 220.000
trees were planted, with a survival rate of 50% (Ramos & Millar, 2019). Nearly 75 ha
is under management and 18.015 tons of carbon have been stored thus far (Ramos
& Sarmento, 2020).

3.3

Research methods

Political ecology holds a methodological commitment to in-depth direct observation
involving qualitative research, often complemented by quantitative methods and/or
document analysis (Robbins, 2012). I pursued such mixed methods and data
triangulation approach, which consisted of field visits, participant observation,
interviews and document analysis. This method- and data triangulation allows for a
comprehensive understanding of the research topic and can diminish biased
interpretations (Maxwell, 2005).

Field visits and participant observation
I organised two field visits to both project areas. In total, I spent 12 days in Baguia,
the operational centre of WOS, and ten days in Laclubar, the operational centre of
HVT. Because I visited both areas twice, I would was able to gain initial impressions
during the first visit and later process these impressions and adjust my approach
after or during the second visit. The first visit was therefore more explorative. It
enabled me to test my research questions and to figure out how I was planning to
gather data; to become more acquainted with the context; to introduce myself on
location and to build some local trust. After that visit, I reflected on whether I missed
certain things and adjusted questions where necessary to make my data collection
more relevant. Besides, the security of having a second field visit was comforting for
dealing with unexpected events, delays and missed chances, which tend to occur
regularly in this field.
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Then, the hospitality I received on both project locations allowed me to take an
ethnographic approach and to conduct participant observation. I was rarely alone in
Baguia and Laclubar. A day usually consisted of visiting project areas with project
management, field staff and/or an interpreter; consuming highly sugared coffees with
interviewees; and sharing meals with project management, the interpreter and their
families. Next to that, the participant observation made me more aware of how foreign
I was to the local context and people. I did not only notice how distant ‘our realities’
are, but also how significantly WOS and HVT, which are so close to one another, vary.
This made me more conscious of the importance of context-specific approaches and
the necessity of co-produced efforts. It also reminded me of my always-limited
understanding of the local realities. Furthermore, the impressions generated through
participant observation formed a great supplement to the interviews and document
analysis. This triangulation of observation, interviews and reading can contribute to
a more accurate and complete understanding of the research topic (Maxwell, 2005).

Semi-structured interviews
I designed semi-structured interviews because they allow for a good preparation
before conducting an interview, whilst leaving space for remaining open towards
possible side-tracks and additional information during the interview.
I decided not to distribute surveys, even though this could have given me access to
more respondents. I made this decision because during the first visit I noticed that
the questions I raised were not always common topics or considerations for the
interviewees. Initially, I considered designing surveys for farmers to collect
information on quantitative matters such as the amount of land they possess, the
number of trees they planted, the number of trees that survived, the amount of
income they derive from the project in comparison to other income streams, and the
amount of trainings they attended. I would also have included questions on
qualitative matters such as whether farmers look differently at trees and the
environment after several years of participation, and whether they noticed
environmental changes. However, during interviews I noticed that the majority did
not know how much land they possessed, that financial questions can be more
sensitive, that the tree survival rate is not always certain and that questions about
trees and the (changing) environment often needed extra explanation in order to be
well understood. Hence, I decided it was more interesting and informative to conduct
my interviews interactively. Simultaneously, this would decrease the risk of
misunderstood questions, or at least I would be aware of biased answers because I
was there. Furthermore, I noticed that body language is an important language and
significantly complements (unspoken) words. I could obviously gain more information
about my explorative and descriptive research questions through interviews than
through surveys, because interviews allowed me to ask ‘why’ and ‘how’ questions. I
gained many insights during these interviews, which helped me seeing with different
pairs of eyes during participant observation and to put impressions more into their
cultural and contextual perspective.
In order to meet this thesis’ objective of better understanding the dynamics between
project design, implementation and local engagement, I selected four key stakeholder
groups for the interviews; (1) project founders and project managers, (2) project staff
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& coordinators, (3) project participants & non-participants, and (4) local authorities
and village heads. In addition, I tried to organise several interviews with international
and national partners and experts that were related to the projects, thereby regarding
these stakeholders as non-essential yet insightful sources of information. Table 1
shows the objectives of the interviews per stakeholder group. Based on these
objectives, I designed an interview outline tailored to each stakeholder group, and
formulated the research questions. Besides several quantitative questions on
respondents’ background, the data collected during these interviews was mostly
qualitative.
Table 1 Interview objective per stakeholder group

Stakeholder
Project Founders &
Management

Project Staff &
Coordinators

Project
(non-)Participants

Local authority &
village heads

Partners & experts

objective of interview
Better understand:
- their view on project management;
- their attitude towards the local context and actors;
- how and why they started the project;
- how and why the project changed over time;
- how participation changed over time.
Better understand how they experience:
- project implementation and outcomes;
- farmer participation over time;
- their project roles and responsibilities.
Better understand:
- how they experience the project;
- how they experience their (non-)participation with the project;
- how they experience local environmental change;
- how they experience forest trees and planting forest trees;
- their reason for (non-)participation;
- their challenges, best practices and recommendations for the
project;
- what they learned from the project;
- whether they changed behaviour;
- how their daily practices, local institutional organisation and
relation to nature has been affected by the project.
Better understand:
- how they experience the project;
- whether they welcome the project and consider it as a benefit for
the local population;
- how they experience local participation with the project;
- how they experience local environmental change;
- how they collaborate with the project managers and staff;
- whether they/the government had confrontations with the project.
- Grasp their understanding of and perspectives on the projects’
activities;
- become more aware of the discourses and politics surrounding the
projects.

Before interviews were conducted, I sat down with the interpreters to make sure we
were on the same page for the interview outline. I explained my research and we
discussed the (translation of) my interview questions. When project staff contacted
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the farmers about the interviews, they told them I wanted to know more about their
experience with the project. During interviews, I always gave a short introduction in
the national language Tetun, thereby telling more about my study and the goal of this
research, explaining what will I do with the information collected from the interviewee,
and asking permission to write answers down. I decided not to record the interviews,
partly to make conversations with farmers more comfortable and partly because I
expected to have sufficient time to write down answers while the interpreter was
translating. Later on the same day, I always attempted to transfer my notes to a Word
document whilst replenishing them where necessary.
As for the sampling, I applied purposeful sampling because cultural norms and
insufficient local language proficiency did not allow me for going to the project area
by myself and approaching people through snowball sampling. Therefore, I prepared
a list of what kind of respondents I preferred talking to and shared this list with my
contact persons from WOS and HVT. Besides that, I made use of my own network for
contacting the targeted partners and experts. Table 2 shows the criteria that were
selected and the sample size that was targeted.
Table 2 Targeted sample size & criteria

WOS

HVT

Project founders & mgmt.

2: Australian & Timorese
founder and managers of
WOS

Project staff
Project participants

2: field staff
15: +/- 10 participants that
represent a combination of
female & male, recent & old,
young & old, more active
and less active farmers, +/5 non-participants that
either have no interest of
withdrew from the project
3: Sub-district
administrator of Baguia,
village/hamlet heads
5, representatives of:
- Oxfam TL – partner of WOS
- WVTL and RAEBIA – partners of HVT
- EU Delegation to Timor-Leste, GIZ and GOPA – working
on reforestation and partnering with WOS & HVT
- Secretary State for the Environment – relevant
government department.

Local authority & chiefs

Partners & Experts

4: Australian founder of
HVT, current CEO, project
manager and researcher of
HVT
2: field staff
15: +/- 10 participants that
represent a combination of
female & male, new & old,
young & old, more active
and less active farmers, +/5 non-participants that
either have no interest of
withdrew from the project
3: Sub-district
administrator of Laclubar,
village/hamlet heads

During the field visits, it became apparent that the projects could not easily link me
to non-participants and that there was almost no youth involved in the projects. It
was also challenging to find as many women as men for the interviews, due to the
cultural habit that puts men forward as the spokesperson. Yet, both WOS and HVT
made real efforts and helped me to interview both men and women of different ages
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and from different villages, who participated in the project to various extents. I
therefore avoided focusing too much on meeting all of my pre-set criteria. Instead, I
attempted to focus on reaching a certain point of information saturation, especially
with regards to the stakeholder group or project participants.
As such, a total of 36 interviews were held in Timor-Leste between August and
September 2019. In March 2020, one additional interview was conducted via Skype
with HVT’s founder and former-CEO. Below, Table 3 gives an overview of the number
of people I interviewed per stakeholder group. Please note that some staff and local
authority also participated with the projects, which is why several numbers in the
table overlap. A more detailed overview of the interviewees can be found in the
Appendix : interview database.
Table 3 Overview of interview respondents per stakeholder group

Project founders & mgmt.
Project staff
Project participants
Local authority & chiefs
Partners & Experts
Total

WOS
2
2
11
2

HVT
3
3
11
2
6
36

Focus groups
As a great complement to the interviews and participant observation, I attended two
focus groups organised by HVT and WOS. For HVT, this focus group was organised
in Laclubar on 6/9/2019, and was attended by approximately 45 people. It served to
bring participants, local village heads and women together and to inform them about
the activities of HVT, to listen to their challenges and to answer their questions. At
the same time, the gathering was organised to provide women groups with
microcredit loans for starting a local business. It was interesting to see the dynamics
at this meeting and to experience how project staff presented the project, how farmers
communicated questions and challenges to project management, how women shared
their experiences on the initialisation of a local business.
Then, on 7/10/2019 ,WOS organised a focus group in Dili which was attended by 14
representatives of project partners, government departments and other organisations
working in Timor-Leste in the field of reforestation. The purpose was to share WOS’
updates, exchange best practices and discuss challenges. This more political
gathering was valuable to assess whether the local action and representation of WOS
was in line with WOS’ representation at higher levels.

Document analysis
Since there were not many secondary data available on the research contexts or
projects, method triangulation was particularly relevant for this research.
Timor-Leste is generally characterised by a lack of data and a large information gap.
It was therefore not surprising that there were not many secondary data publicly
available on my research context or the projects. Luckily, WOS and HVT gave me
access to valuable project documents during the field visits. Through these
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documents, I gained important insights on project outcomes at different moments in
time, on WOS/HVT’s perspective on the context and on WOS/HVT’s approach
towards project implementation. This allowed me to compare and complement the
findings and interpretations that I derived through my methodological triangulation
and primary data collection, with the data from the project documents.
From WOS, the most valuable reports I received were a year report of 2014
(XpandFoundation, 2014), a performance certification audit report of 2017 and the
most recent project document they submitted to the Gold Standard. Furthermore, I
was allowed access to certain internal and/or confidential documents, which gave,
amongst others, an overview of the community forestry network, the devolved
management structure, business plan models and the project’s long-term vision.
For HVT, I could trace back project design documents and year reports (Ramos et al.,
2020; Ramos and Sarmento, 2020) on their blogsite until 2016. Then, during field
research, the project manager and one of the researchers provided me with very
useful internal documents and data. These for example entailed the service
agreement between the implementing partners, the Memorandum of Understanding
between HVT and the Secretary State of Environment (which acknowledged farmers’
rights of their trees); the guidelines and terms of references for farmer groups and the
project steering committee; examples of farmers’ tree planting-plan (Plan Vivo); and
the prospects that were locally distributed for recruiting new farmers. Moreover, the
Australian researchers working with HVT conducted household surveys in 2017
(Bond and Millar, 2018) and 2019, and wrote two articles on the project’s benefits
and challenges of community reforestation and carbon forestry (Bond et al., 2020;
Ramos and Millar, 2019). Millar shared these documents with me, which came in
very handy to cross-check and further ground my primary data. It also made me
realise that my data could be an important complement to their research, as they did
not study local engagement outcomes in relation to the project’s design and
implementation processes over time, and did not question yet how participants
experience the project, consider local environmental change and look at forest trees.

3.4

Data analysis

I took two steps for coding and analysing my data. The first step was taken during
field research, to make my collected data more legible and comparable, and to make
sure I was getting a clear picture of both PES projects. During the interviews, I noticed
different realities, perspectives and interpretations. Interviewees had diverging ideas
about their environment, different experiences with the project on location, and
sometimes various interpretations of my questions. At that time, I thought I was being
flexible and smart by adapting my questions to the interviewee and the flow of the
conversation. However, upon data analysis after the first field visit, I noticed I had
slightly changed my questions almost every time. Therefore, in order to maintain my
adaptive interview approach whilst guaranteeing that my findings would be relevant,
I created the following six (colour) codes for structuring my data during the field
research: background, environmental, economic, social, change & recommendations
and other. After an interview, I wrote the answers down in a word file and structured
them according to these codes. In this way, the answers to slightly different questions
became comparable again and remained relevant. Then, I created an Excel file to
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aggregate the data from the interviews per project. Table 4 illustrates how the data
aggregation file in Excel was given shape. Per stakeholder group and per interviewee,
I listed the codes and inserted the information related to that code. The right column
gives examples of what topics were included per code.
Table 4 Data analysis step 1: Fieldcodes for categorising data collected from interviews

Stakeholder
group
Interviewee x

Code

Example of code-specific topics

Background

Years of participation, reason and motivation for
participation, household composition, (other)
responsibilities
Number of trees planted and survival rate,
including agroforestry, perspective on forest trees,
observed environmental changes during lifetime
and during project, environmental challenges
Project income vs total income, money expenditure,
participation in financial cooperatives, local
economic opportunities & challenges
Trainings and farmer meetings attended,
perspective on project inclusion and exclusion,
participation with cooperatives and project
decision-making, reasons for non-participation,
local trust in project, project collaboration with local
institutions, local socio-political history
Behavioural changes, project engagement, future
project vision, project appreciation and
recommendations
Depending on the interviewees’ role, this section
would include information related to the start of
project, views and practices of project
management, staff responsibilities, role of local
authority, partnerships beyond the local level

Picture
Environmental

Economic

Social

Change &
recommendations
Other

Furthermore, by aggregating the data according to these six codes, I could categorise
my findings during field research with an open perspective, thereby keeping causes,
consequences, and sub-concepts open until I would move into the data processing
phase after all data were collected. This was valuable because, following my grounded
approach, I had not pre-defined whether I was going to use the sub-concepts ‘notions
of justice’ and ‘spaces for engagement’. Instead, I first focused on better
understanding the project implementation, changes and local engagement of WOS
and HVT. Then, after field research, I was going to define suitable sub-concepts.
The second step was taken after field research, to interpret my findings in a more
structured and overarching way. After deciding that the sub-concepts ‘notions of
justice’ and ‘spaces for engagement’ were suitable and interesting for meeting my
research objective and describing my research findings, I applied a more
interpretative manner of coding. I designed new codes, following the theoretical key
elements of the sub-concepts, and structured my data per project in a Word
document. Table 5 illustrates how that Word document was shaped and filled in

28

accordingly. This Word document helped me to extract the relevant information for
answering my research questions and laid the basis for writing the empirical chapters
of this thesis
Table 5 Data analysis step 2: Codes for analysing data after field research, per project

1. Initial
a.
b.
c.

notions of justice at the start of the project
Subjects
Criteria
Dimensions
i. Access
ii. Distribution
iii. Participation
iv. Recognition
2. Notions of justice after 2014
a. Subjects
b. Criteria
c. Dimensions
i. Access
ii. Distribution
iii. Participation
iv. Recognition
3. Local engagement & local behavioural change
4. Spaces for engagement
a. Top-down
b. Bottom-up
c. Co-produced
d. The valuation of nature and creation of financial incentives
e. The distribution of incentives and negotiations and considerations of
equity and benefit-sharing
f. The formation of rules and institutions

3.5

Limitations

The abovementioned method- and data triangulation allows for a comprehensive
understanding of the research context, the projects and the stakeholders involved or
affected by the project, whilst diminishing ambiguous interpretations. Yet, certain
matters are out of my control and risk limiting both data collection and data
interpretation.
As for the data collection, I expected that local customs, the relative isolation of the
research areas, local languages and my positionality could form barriers. The
combination of a strong local culture and my foreign appearance did not allow me to
explore the field by myself and self-select or self-approach interviewees. Instead, I
was dependent on the projects’ arrangements. Even though I discussed my preferred
sampling criteria with project staff before the interviews were organised, their
selection of interviewees can be biased towards more active and/or positive project
participants. In addition, the local flow of time and the regular occurrence of events
required me to let go of time-efficiency or fixation on a certain number of specific
interviewees.

29

This links to the relative isolation of the case study areas. The time, resources and
people that I needed to visit the project locations did not allow me to visit the field
impulsively, easily or for a long period of time. Therefore, organising the field trips
was more challenging than I expected and the days in the field were limited.
Next, local dialects and a limited understanding of Tetun made me dependent on
interpreters. Through translation, information can get lost and/or twisted. I tried to
decrease this risk by being physically present during the interviews and by becoming
more acquainted with the local language. This helped to capture sensitive topics and
to decrease the loss of valuable information in translation. The benefit of the
interpreters was that they were local and therefore set respondents more at ease for
the interviews.
Then, my positionality as a western, white researcher is likely to influence data
collection. Prior to my research, I noticed that foreign and European people are often
approached with a sense of diffidence and/or respect in rural Timor-Leste. The
somehow positive aspect of this positionality was being taken seriously as a
researcher. The awkward aspect was that merely my foreign appearance implied a
certain power position. I tried to decrease this aspect by always introducing myself
and the purpose of my research in Tetun, by comforting the interviewee by asking
questions about their family situation first, and by adopting open and respectful body
language towards the interviewees.
As for the data interpretation, I expected that cultural differences and my
positionality could form barriers. I tried to remain aware of the differences between
the Timorese culture and my own background, and how this could affect my
understanding of the local context and practices. Realising positionality is important
for rightly assessing and discussing research outcomes. Therefore, I often reflected
on how the local context is very different from my personal background and on my
position as a European, female Masters student.
By taking these limitations into account and by adopting a reflexive research
approach, I applied the methodology that was described in this chapter for studying
my research sub-questions. The findings and outcomes are presented in the following
two, empirical chapters.
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4. The justice-blueprint of WOS and HVT
This first empirical chapter describes around which notions of justice With One Seed
(WOS) and Halo Verde Timor (HVT) were structured in the beginning. This is
explained through the notions of justice that project founders and managers had at
the start of the projects.
This chapter clarifies how WOS and HVT interpreted subjects, dimensions and
criteria of justice in different ways: WOS built on a local initiative that sought to
improve local environmental conditions and community life, whilst HVT grew from
the idea to offset Australian energy whilst benefiting rural Timorese communities. At
the same time, notions of justice from other stakeholders, such as participating
farmers and local authority who were involved since the beginning stages of the
projects, are presented. These notions of justice from different stakeholders illustrate
where local notions of justice were aligned with and differed from the projects’ notions
of justice. In addition, certain project outcomes from the first couple of years are
included to show how notions of justice instrumentalised in the beginning and led to
more farmer participation and participatory local structures for WOS.
The outcomes of this chapter serve as a baseline for this research. They depict the
‘justice-blueprint’ of both projects and how the projects were initially received on
location. From here, project changes and local engagement are analysed in chapter
5.
Subchapter 4.1 describes what subjects, dimensions and criteria of justice
characterised WOS. Then, sub-chapter 4.2 portrays what notions of justice
structured HVT. The final sub-chapter 4.3 concludes and discusses the answer to
the research sub-question: ‘What subjects, dimensions and criteria of justice can be
identified in WOS and HVT at the beginning of the projects?’.
Most of the information from this chapter was generated from interviews and project
documents. The main interviewees were project founders and managers, staff, local
authority and early project participants. The most relevant project documents were
year reports and concept notes. (The references to the interviews in this chapter refer
to the number of the interview as listed in the Appendix : interview database, followed
by the role/function of the interviewee.)
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4.1

With One Seed (WOS): Notions of justice (2010-2014)

Picture 3 Landscape of Baguia (Picture taken by author during field visit in 2019)

Subjects: A Timorese-Australian community reforestation initiative for
Baguia
As explained in 2.4, the subjects of justice are those people mostly involved in and
affected by the project. WOS started as a local undertaking, with a small number of
stakeholder groups. It developed as a bottom-up initiative between José Tade
Gusmão and Andrew Mahar. Gusmão was a Timorese subsistence farmer from the
sub-district Baguia who started planting trees on his private property in 2008. He
did so on his own initiative, thereby encouraging his relatives and neighbours to do
the same. Mahar is a community organiser from Australia who has launched and
engaged with social enterprises in Australia and the Asia Pacific Region for years. The
former was concerned about the loss of trees and environmental deterioration in his
region. The latter was searching for pertinent means to increase the resilience of
Timorese livelihoods through planting trees. Both persons crossed paths in Baguia,
from where the community forestry programme WOS was born in 2010.
At the beginning, there were three main stakeholder groups: the xpandFoundation,
HoMusanIda and subsistence farmers and their families in sub-district Baguia. These
three groups operated on various levels. The xpandFoundation co-managed the
project at the national and international level. It is managed by Australians and
connected to a large network of a variety of partners. At the national and local level
HoMusanIda (HMI) managed the project. ‘Ho musan ida’, the Tetun translation of
‘with one seed’, is the locally established social enterprise of WOS, and is ran by
Timorese in Baguia. Then, subsistence farmers from Baguia, who reforest their land,
were recognised as local stakeholders. Remarkably, farmers’ families were also
included as project subjects. The intentionality of including the family and a more
integrated community approach is illustrated by the following quote:
“Regular paid work is the exception in subsistence communities like Baguia and
those who are able to find work are expected to use the income they earn to
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support their broader family. The importance of family can hardly be overstated in
terms of community, social and economic viability. The family provides the basic
social unit, and the family provides employment for parents and their children.
Family farming is the source of community economic viability including the
financial prospects for children’s education” (XpandFoundation, 2014: 4).

In these first years, WOS already decided to include another stakeholder group at the
international level. They looked for a partner on the voluntary carbon market.
Through carbon certification, WOS wished to enhance project self-sufficiency,
circumvent donor aid dependency and achieve long-term financial sustainability
(Interview 12: project director; Interview 13: country manager). To conclude, WOS
evolved as a local initiative, independent from the Timorese government and
international aid organisations. This gave the project a uniquely free position in the
world of international aid. WOS grabbed these chances with both hands and searched
to interpret the dimensions of justice in such a way these would best serve the people
from Baguia.

Dimensions: Working towards social and economic participation
Access
To incorporate the multiple justice aspects of access, the accessibility of WOS was
approached in different ways. First, I looked at who was theoretically included and
eligible for WOS. Then, I considered if farmers could decide for themselves whether
to join the project. Next, I questioned who was practically included and if farmers
from Baguia were actively and equitably approached for participation in WOS. In
addition, I scrutinised what development pathways constrained accessibility for WOS
participation. In the next paragraphs, I respectively respond to these points.
WOS aimed to be accessible to every subsistence farmer in Baguia and strived for
equal participation, regardless farmers’ abilities or location. Moreover, participants
were not required to plant a minimum amount of trees or own a minimal hectare of
land. Even though no one possesses a land tenure certificate, the land traditionally
belongs to people’s ancestors and everyone recognises what land belongs to which
family (Interview 13: country manager). Everyone in Baguia customarily owns their
land, no one was intentionally or technically excluded. Furthermore, participation
was voluntary from the beginning.
To stimulate equal chances for participation, WOS established the Baguia Tree
Cooperative, with a representative branch in all 10 sucos of the sub-district Baguia.
This structure was put in place because Baguia covers around 22.000 hectares; has
poor connection and infrastructure between the sucos; and is mostly travelled by foot.
Through the Cooperative, WOS attempted to include all sucos more directly and
decentralise the projects’ activities.
Even though WOS kept its project theoretically very accessible, there were several
contextual elements constraining the project’s accessibility. First, when the
community forestry initiative started, WOS noticed doubts and hesitations amongst
the farmers (Interview 12: project director; Interview 13: country manager; Interview
8: general coordinator). Interviews indicate how the local community was aware that
this new project was (co-)initialised by an Australian entity (Interview 3-4: farmer;
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Interview 8: general coordinator; Interview 10: sub-district administrator). Afflicted
by a recent history of foreign invasion and extortion, and largely unfamiliar with
foreign development interventions, people from Baguia feared that the Australian or
Timorese government would claim their trees, land or income in the future. One
farmer explained:
“Some people are suspicious. They think the Australian government will take over the
land and trees someday. There are too many benefits of the programme, as WOS gives
seedlings for free and participants receive incentives for planting the trees. It is not
logical for them, so they search for something behind it. (Interview 3: farmer)”

Second, farmers were not used to planting forest trees (Interview 1: farmer; Interview
13: country manager). Their ancestors were subsistence farmers, who planted no
other trees than fruit or vegetable trees. Hence, some farmers were not keen on
adopting a whole new practice (Interview 13: country manager). Third, given the
mountainous landscape and limited roads in this region, some areas remained hard
to access (especially during rainy season) and posed real challenges on tree
management and monitoring (Interview 8: general coordinator). Nevertheless, WOS
grew from 12 farmers in 2010 to 251 participants in 2014 (XpandFoundation, 2014).
Distribution

Figure 3 Four pillars of With One Seed

The dimension of distribution considers how costs and benefits were divided over the
project participants and the broader Baguia community. I explain the distribution of
benefits and costs through the objectives of WOS, as benefits and costs naturally flow
from the actions that were taken to achieve project objectives. WOS pursued four
commitments: creating sustainable environments, ending poverty and hunger,
facilitating education and training, and building multi-level partnerships. These
resulted in four core programme elements: reforestation and environmental
improvement (1), climate education and training (2), social and economic
participation (3), and building partnerships (4). The following four paragraphs assess
how the benefits related to these elements were relatively equally distributed amongst
the stakeholders of the project.
First, every participating farmer received free saplings and information to
grow trees on their private land. There were enough saplings to satisfy all
participants’ demand. Saplings were imported from a nearby district and
farmers were expected to come to the centre of Baguia to receive their
saplings. By 2014, WOS had constructed three village-based nurseries that could
propagate 20 000 seedlings a year. From then onwards, WOS did not import seedlings
anymore but produced them locally. This means that the same benefits were available
for all participants, albeit with more effort for those people living further away. By
2014, over 40.000 trees were planted and under management. 251 farmers were
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involved at that time with an average amount of 160 trees per farmer
(XpandFoundation, 2014). Hence, WOS managed to distribute the saplings relatively
equally amongst participating farmers.
Second, WOS envisioned a training programme that would build skills
and knowledge of tree farmers in the field of agroforestry and
permaculture. This ‘Master Tree Growers’ course was first given in 2014
and took shape as a 5-day programme in which approximately 15% of the
farmers participated. This programme gives farmers tools to manage the
natural forest they are creating. It also applies a ‘train the trainer’ model. This model
intends to enable farmers to pass the benefits of the knowledge they learned on to
other farmers, thereby diffusing knowledge across the community (Interview 12:
Project director). WOS does not only train participating farmers how to manage trees
and their natural environment. The project also worked to improve formal education
opportunities in Baguia. They for example complemented local school curricula with
an Environmental Education Week, which took students on a forest expedition and
taught them about the edible and medicinal plants they can find in the forest. By
2014 over 1100 students, teachers and other community members had participated
in this Week (XpandFoundation, 2014). This is a whole new practical experience for
the children, who are normally taught in a classroom, seated behind their desk and
following the book of their teacher (Interview 13: country manager). WOS also
launched a School Gardens Programmes, which motivated 35 schools of the subdistrict to manage school gardens (XpandFoundation, 2014). Furthermore, WOS
established a Village Learning Centre in Baguia to provide people access to internet
and educational resources.
The third WOS commitment is social and economic participation. As for
the distribution of social benefits, every participating farmer became a
member of the Baguia Tree Cooperative. As mentioned above, this
Cooperative served to equally represent the 10 sucos and their
participating farmers. As for the distribution of economic benefits, every farmer
received a fixed payment of 0.50 USD per tree per year. This payment was conditional
to the survival of the tree. It concerned a direct cash transfer at the end of the year,
which was distributed at the suco level. This means that every year WOS travelled to
each suco and distributed the farmers’ money. Here, WOS distinguishes itself from
other projects and institutions, which would distribute money at more centralised
levels and ask farmers to come to central administrative posts. In addition, after 30
years farmers would be allowed to harvest their trees – led by a rotation system to
avoid that all trees are cut at the same time – and sell the timber. As the trees were
pretty equally distributed, the economic benefits were distributed in an equitable
manner. Last but not least, WOS merely employed people living in Baguia as project
staff. Also this is remarkable; development organisations often strive to find local staff
but do not often succeed at composing a full local staff team. In 2014, WOS employed
11 people, all Timorese. As such, it was the biggest local employer next to the
government and schools (Interview 12: project director).
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As a fourth project element, WOS pursued multi-level partnerships.
The xpandFoundation has partnered with numerous individuals,
organisations and companies who provided important financial,
technical and social support in Australia and Timor-Leste. For
example, the Royal Botanical Gardens Melbourne organised the
Environmental Education Week in Baguia. In this way, WOS does not only hope to
support communities from Baguia, but to also educate youth in Australia about the
culture of their neighbouring country and the importance of sustainable
environmental management. More specifically, WOS wishes to build relationships
that “ensure the next generation understands their role and responsibilities as global
citizens. It is intended that these relationships build bridges between communities
and foster a sense of ‘we are all in this together’ ” (XpandFoundation, 2014: 22). This
element confirms once again the holistic community approach WOS searched to
establish.
Participation
With One Seed (WOS) developed as a local initiative and pursued a management
structure that could ensure bottom-up decision-making and rule-setting
(XpandFoundation, 2014). All interviewed project management and staff mentioned
that WOS with an (abstract) objective of planting trees, and was therefore open for
shaping implementation together with the farmers. They for example said:
“We were aware we did not know what we were doing in the beginning. (…) We were
trying to co-create this project with the Baguia community. Therefore, we were flexible
and open towards adapting the project to what was locally suitable and relevant. (…)
The only thing we expected from the farmers when suggesting new approaches, was to
give evidence of their suggested alternatives.” (Interview 12: project director)
“WOS started with no idea except for planting trees. But now we see a big progress.
This is because we learn by experience and work with the ideas from farmers.”
(Interview 8: general coordinator).

As such, WOS acknowledges the importance of planning with the village-based
communities and tried to develop the project as a cooperative endeavour. Initially,
HoMusanIda (HMI) held meetings with local stakeholder across Baguia to encourage
farmer contribution when shaping the project. Based on these consultations, project
features such as the calculations of income, conditions for payments and
consideration of most suitable trees, were defined.
As initial payments were donor-based, and as there were no other entities involved in
project development, WOS had limited strings attached when designing its
governance structure. Taking advantage of that position, WOS managed to keep its
decision-making very local. They adopted a triangular decision-making structure, led
by HMI, the xpandFoundation and the Baguia Tree Cooperative.
HMI was led by Leopoldina Guterres, the co-founder of WOS and the project’s country
manager, who is from and lives in Baguia. The office of HMI was located in the centre
of Baguia and staff worked from there. This is a peculiar feature in Timor-Leste, where
offices are generally not situated in rural and remote locations, but in the country’s
capital. As indicated before, staff members were Timorese and also living in Baguia.
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Furthermore, annual monitoring was done by local staff (XpandFoundation, 2014).
Then, xpandFoundation was governed from Australia. The co-founder and Project
Director of WOS was a member of the xpandFoundation. In his role, the project
director acted at the national and international level on behalf of WOS and took for
example action on getting governance structures in place, organising educational
programmes and facilitating local support.
Last but not least, the Baguia Tree Cooperative functioned to represent farmers. As
mentioned above, every farmer resided in this Cooperative. Furthermore, every suco
elected one suco coordinator to strengthen communication between farmers, the
Cooperative and HMI staff. This coordinator was locally well-known and appreciated,
and met on a regular basis with HMI staff, thereby welcomed to influence decisionmaking.
Recognition
WOS applied various strategies that demonstrate acknowledgment of and respect for
the identities and histories on location. They tried to implement strategies to restore
landscapes sustainably and achieve a set of environmental, social and economic
outcomes (XpandFoundation, 2014). Hence, the project did not just care about
reforestation, but actively worked to include elements that would serve the needs and
values of local communities. By result, WOS did not only provide means to plant trees
and increase the income of participating farmers. WOS also contributed to broader
community benefits by facilitating economic participation, education and regional
partnerships. For example, family employment also ensured women to maintain their
important roles in society and in education. Furthermore, WOS looked beyond local
issues and connected local challenges to bigger problems in Timor-Leste. Economic
security was for example not only enhanced to build local economies, but also to
avoid the migration of people into the cities, as to avoid the capitals’ problems of
homelessness, unemployment and overpopulation.
Then, planning and strategy development was undertaken in consultation with the
local communities, in line with how village-based communities function in TimorLeste. Next, besides stimulating the growth of forest trees, WOS tried to support the
way local communities worked with and thought about their environment. WOS for
example stimulated farmers to adopt agroforestry and permaculture practices in line
with how their grandparents used to farm. During the years of occupation, basic
knowledge about land care, growing crops and farming more broadly was lost
(Interview 12: project director; XpandFoundation, 2014). That is why WOS works on
restoring this knowledge. WOS often reminds farmers that 47 species natively grow
in the forest; food that their ancestors used to grow and eat (Interview 13: country
manager). In addition, WOS motivated people to include these healthy, free and native
foods in their diets again. Also, in a more implicit way, they discouraged farmers to
burn land and even raised awareness on the issues of buying cheap but highly
processed imported foods from Indonesia.
This focus on agroforestry combined medium- to long-term environmental needs with
everyday community needs, such as reduced soil erosion and increased wood
availability with food security and an additional income from selling seasonal crops.
Another example of WOS’ efforts to recognise Baguia’s context, is the focus on
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enhancing educational opportunities. Given the high illiteracy and low number of
children completing primary school, WOS directed a part of the education programme
towards schools. The improved formal educational opportunities for children,
complemented by increasing and secure family income, is a valuable element for
marginalised rural communities (xpandFoundation, 2014).
In other words, WOS facilitated practical information and experience mostly related
to agroforestry, permaculture and locally impactful technologies. The focus lied on
adaptation to climate variability, returning the forest of Baguia, moving away from
former practices of shifting cultivation, and gaining a better understanding of how to
manage the environment. Farmers were informed how to plant and manage trees in
a way that allowed for the co-production of knowledge and practices between trainers
and farmers. WOS minimised the inclusion of external experts, and when experts
were invited for trainings or certain technical project components, it was done in such
a way that these interacted with local farmers and that mutual learning was
stimulated. More generally, WOS pointed towards the local and universal value of
forests, in which the forest is presented as the livelihood of people and as trees for
the planet.

Criteria: Payments for merit, empowerment, participation and motivation
The criteria that guided WOS to provide payments to participating farmers were based
on merit, empowerment, participation and motivation. These criteria were influenced
by WOS’ more general pursuit of social and economic justice. As for merit, WOS
considers the financial incentives as an income for taking care of trees on a daily
basis. The following quote illustrates this rationale:
“If a subsistence farmer has to choose between planting a cash crop or planting
trees that may take 20 years to provide a financial return, the choice is obvious.
However, if we can make a cash crop from trees that sequester carbon, the
equation is quite different.” (Interview 12: project director)
The progress report of 2014 stated that the tree propagation and planting activities
of the project have showed farmers will care for and maintain newly planted trees if
there are immediate financial rewards as well as longer-term environmental benefits.
(xpandFoundation, 2014).

Then, another quote shows how WOS aims to empower farmers through the
payments:
“Putting an earned dollar in a person’s pocket empowers them to make decisions
for their own future. It is beyond charity and aid. It allows for innovation and
flexibility because it gives farmers space to do so. Farmers will always find ways
to decrease risk and increase benefits. If they see change or growth, they can make
a choice to achieve the outcome they want”. (Interview 12: project director)

Finally, the vision and mission of XpandFoundation capture the criteria of
participation. It is WOS’ vision to facilitate social and economic participation, and it
is the programme’s mission to ‘promote the social inclusion of disadvantaged people
that lead to local control of enterprises that have social, economic and environmental
objectives’ (XpandFoundation, 2014: 2). Besides, WOS considers the payments as a
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way of ensuring continued farmer participation. The project director formulated it as
follows:
“This incentive is not a gift. It is a way of ensuring community support, continuous
engagement from farmers for a longer period of time and that farmers want to
learn.” (Interview 12: project director)
When considering farmers’ criteria for the payments, the interviews demonstrate
these match with economic participation. Most farmers never had a yearly income
before. All interviewees attached value to the payment and referred to it as one of the
motivations for participation. Then, interviewees saw it as an income for their
children’s education and future (Interview 2, 3, 6, 7: farmers). Moreover, there were
not many other opportunities for farmers to earn a yearly income (Interview 12:
project director; Interview 13: country manager). In that sense, the payment also
empowered and motivated participating farmers. None of the farmers referred to the
payment as something they deserve. Hence, merit is not a criteria for farmers.

4.2

Halo Verde Timor (HVT): Notions of justice (2010-2014)

Picture 4 Landscape of Laclubar (Picture taken by author during field visit in 2019)

Subjects: An Australian carbon offset initiative for a Timorese community
Similar to WOS, Halo Verde Timor (HVT) consisted of few stakeholder groups in the
beginning. It was initiated by Skillset, an Australian not for profit training company
led by CEO Ben Bardon. Skillset arrived to Timor-Leste in 2008, searching to
creatively offset the energy of a newly built environmental skills centre in New South
Wales, Australia. Another motivation to engage with Timor-Leste was Skillset’s
pursuit to meaningfully connect a rich, Australian rural community with a less
affluent neighbouring, Timorese community. An exploration of possibilities led the
former-CEO to then-president of Timor-Leste José Ramos-Horta, who recommended
Skillset to support the sub-district of Laclubar. From here, HVT developed as a
carbon offset reforestation initiative in 2010. Back then, it was called ‘the Voluntary
Carbon Offset Project’.
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The project started with three main groups of subjects: Skillset, Friends of Laclubar,
and participating farmers from sub-district Laclubar. These groups were mostly
focused on the sub-district level. The first two stakeholder groups formed the project
management. Skillset is a not-for-profit training company from New South Wales and
Friends of Lalcubar is a registered charity in the same Australian south-eastern state.
Friends of Laclubar is managed by Australians and was established to support the
local community with wider fundraising activities. The CEO from Skillset designed
the Project together with Alexandre Sarmento, a Timorese born in this district and
with prior experience in the field of reforestation and development. He was appointed
as the Project’s reforestation manager (Interview 29: former-CEO). The third
stakeholder group were the project participants; farmers from Laclubar that were
motivated to plant trees. These local stakeholders were positioned as the providers of
carbon offsets in exchange for staged payments for their carbon (Millar and Ramos,
2019).
At that time, a fourth group of stakeholders was envisioned for the future:
“progressive companies and individuals aiming to tackle the twin issues of
development and carbon reduction through investments in carbon offsetting”
(Interview 29: former-CEO). Who or what institution that was going to be, was still to
be determined. In sum, HVT started as an independent initiative without further
government or international aid intervention. This gave the project relatively much
space to allocate its resources to the main subjects: farmers from Laclubar.
As the project was rapidly growing bigger, it would not have been financially viable
for Skillset to continue running HVT. Therefore, Skillset looked for another
organisation to manage the project. As of 2013, GTNT was called on board after
which Skillset withdrew from its management responsibilities in 2014 (Interview 29:
former-CEO; Interview 28: Researcher HVT). GTNT is an Australian not-for-profit
training organisation based in Darwin, Australia. The organisation searched to
rehabilitate the region, especially those areas affected by deforestation. It was led by
Kathryn Stenson who functioned as the project administrator and implementer. This
meant that as of 2013, more subjects were deciding upon the projects’ dimensions
and criteria of justice.

Dimensions: Working towards carbon sequestration and reforestation
Access
Access to HVT was scrutinised in the same way as for WOS; This paragraph
elucidates the initial eligibility criteria, the voluntary character of participation, HVT’s
approach towards finding participants and the contextual development pathways
that hindered project accessibility. To start, HVT was accessible for farmers whose
tenure complied to a set of loosely defined criteria, such as being located close to
water and having land denoted as private land. Farmers chose themselves whether
they wanted to participate. There were no predefined minimum or maximum amount
of trees farmers needed to grow. However, the project managers implicitly targeted
farmers who had the capacity to plant more trees (minimally 1000) and/or who had
been involved in a previous, small-scale tree farming initiative (Interview 27: project
manager, Interview 25: farmer; Interview 29: former-CEO).

40

As the former-CEO said, “it is not a perfectly equitable programme because it actually
favours those people who have smallholdings” (Interview 29: former-CEO). On the
other hand, the former-CEO thought of it as a sort of minimal economy of scale, as
farmers would have to donate their labour up front and commit to look after trees for
30 years. 30 years is a very long time horizon for subsistence farmers. Hence, in his
opinion, participation should be an integral part of the way they earn money and
deliver a worthwhile income. He said “Someone with a 1000 trees, would get 250 USD
a year, which would double the income for poor families. Yet it does not solve the
problem of haves and have nots.” (Interview 29: former-CEO).
Interestingly, none of the farmers who were interviewed and participated since 2011
thought HVT excluded people. When asked for the reasons people did not participate,
farmers answered non-participants were free to choose whether they wanted to join.
Interviewees said some farmers were just not interested because they could earn an
income through other activities (Interview 19: farmer), because the incentive was
rather low (Interview 20: participating farmer), because people had much other work
(Interview 15: farmer) and/or because people thought managing trees is hard work
(Interview 20: participating farmer; Interview 23: participating farmer).
Then, interviewees mentioned one development pathway that constrained farmers’
access to the project; fear of the government of Timor-Leste. Some people were afraid
the government would claim the trees in the future or take the trees away (Interview
25: farmer). In addition, the project manager pointed out that planting forest trees
was an uncommon practice for Timorese farmers (Interview 27: project manager).
This could also be a reason why people chose not to engage with the project.
Distribution
Distribution of benefits is explained through the objectives of HVT, because benefits
and costs automatically follow from the actions taken to achieve the project goals.
The objectives of HVT were threefold: (1) To economically empower local community
groups in Laclubar by linking reforestation activities in Timor-Leste with
voluntary carbon offsetting initiatives in and beyond Australia; (2) To protect
watershed areas through reforestation, livestock management and improved land
management practices; (3) To raise local community awareness on the importance of
environmental protection and sustainable land management (Friends of Laclubar,
2012). Even though the objectives insinuate a community approach, the project
design, and corresponding distribution of benefits, mostly focused on individual
participants instead of the community as a whole. Underneath follows a brief
assessment of how the benefits related to these elements were distributed in a rather
selective and fragmented way amongst the stakeholders of the project.
HVT planted many trees in the first years, which were largely given to farmers with
bigger landholdings. The CEO estimated around 50.000 saplings were initially
distributed and that some farmers must have planted 6.000, 10.000 or 12.000 trees
over the life of the project (Interview 29: former-CEO). Moreover, once these farmers
were successful, HVT would allocate even more trees to them. As the former-CEO
said: “It was the reality of the situation that the project focused on people with more
land” (Interview 29: former-CEO). Nevertheless, when individual households were
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interested in a small number of trees, Skillset would give them saplings. “If the
household wanted 10 trees, we just give them the 10 trees” (Interview 29: formerCEO). However, because opportunity costs would be too high or because it were fruit
trees and not forest trees, HVT would never account for that carbon or regard these
farmers as project participants. Hence, these farmers would not be paid for the trees
planted.
Regarding the financial incentives, Skillset strived to transfer 100% of the donorbased funds directly to the smallholders (interview 29: former-CEO). Farmers
received 0.20 USD per tree per year. Given the distribution of the trees, most of this
money went to people with larger landholdings.
The second objective, environmental restoration and watershed protection, brought
valuable benefits for the local community. The interviews with farmers revealed that
erosion, water scarcity and management of freegrazing livestock were major
motivations for them to participate. Yet, as reforestation efforts were dispersed
around the area, these benefit were not distributed equally over the communities.
Then, the focus on watershed protection seemed to entail a cost for farmers who plant
coffee close to water sources. The project found that coffee trees absorb much water
and that farmers who plant their trees near to water, would take away water from
other farmers. Hence, coffee farmers were asked to not plant their trees close water
sources (Focus group, 6/09/2019).
The third objective, of raising environmental awareness and supporting education,
was addressed in various ways. Yet, also these efforts focused on specific locations
and did not work towards further diffusion of knowledge. HVT for example focused
on explaining participating farmers why they were planting trees, but initially no
group trainings were organised. Besides, no environmental awareness activities were
organised for broader segments of the community. The former-CEO reflected that a
more careful pre-analysis of planting forest trees – something local farmers were not
used to – and the inclusion of training for farmers on how to manage these trees
would have benefited project implementation (Interview 29: former-CEO). Next, HVT
moved financial resources to enhance educational opportunities in Laclubar
selectively. They collaborated with the central church and its related Senior High
School Escola Secundaria Dom Basílio do Nascimento, to which they donated a new
classroom and increased the enrolment rate by 50%. They also provided
approximately 30 high school students on a yearly basis with funds to complete their
education in Laclubar, and awarded 20 women with a scholarship to attend
university in the capital, Dili. However, no efforts were made to target other schools
in Laclubar.
Participation
As mentioned before, HVT was relatively free when designing upon its project
management structure. Besides Skillset’s desire to offset energy, and the
recommended project location by the then president, José Ramos-Horta, there were
no pre-requirements set by donors, nor the Timorese government. After that
presidential encouragement “we did not really take advice from foresters or anybody
else, we just went there and did it” (Interview 29: former-CEO).
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Project elements were informed by community consultations held in 2010. Based on
these consultations, the former-CEO and project manager, designed HVT. There were
no other decision-making bodies or cooperatives created. Hence, farmers did not
further participate in shaping the project. However, they were free to decide which
trees they wanted to plant. Over time, the managers professionalised the project’s
governance and provided more guidance of which species would suit better on specific
locations.
In conclusion, it was initially more about putting trees into the ground (Interview 28:
researcher HVT). HVT circumvented inefficient government and bureaucratic
structures in order to achieve faster reforestation results by starting the project
development and implementation instead of involving all kinds of actors into this
process (Interview 29: former-CEO). The consequence was that no participatory
structures were put in place.
Recognition
The former-CEO explained that the initial focus lied on livelihoods and creating a
project that could scale up, thereby attracting private investments from progressive
companies in Australia and optimising the transfer of this money for the people that
live in the community (Interview 29: former-CEO). In this way, project managers tried
to promote ‘good’ practices and encourage farmers to refrain from certain cultural
practices such as shifting cultivation. In exchange for participation and the adoption
of environmentally-sound practices, farmers were financially compensated. These
‘good’ practices were not merely defined by the Australian project stakeholders. They
were informed by the environmental conditions on location, community gatherings
and the local experience of the reforestation manager. However, they introduced
practices that were new to local farmers and they made no initial efforts to exchange
knowledge or to co-produce the project.
HVT contributed to ecosystem restoration in a deforested and severely eroded region
where water scarcity threatens local families. In this sense, HVT recognised local
needs because the project addressed issues which the local community considered
as problematic.
Nevertheless, the project’s approach gave rise to several biases which show that the
project was not yet succeeding at fully recognising local context and agency. The
structure of the project reproduced power imbalances because the accessibility and
distribution dimension of the project did not tackle forms of cultural inequality.
People with more land, capacity or experience were favoured over others. Furthermore,
the centre of the sub-district remained the operative centre of the project, even
though many people lived further away.
In sum, explorative visits to Laclubar and community consultations on the site of
implementation prior to HVT’s design, as well as the contextual and sectoral
experience of the Timorese project manager, served to develop a project which would
bring relevant environmental and financial benefits to communities living in Laclubar.
Yet, in practice, a selective group of subsistence farmers was introduced to a new sort
of income generating activity expected to replace traditional environmental practices
whilst serving climate mitigation strategies for wealthy external actors.
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Criteria: Payments for merit and motivation
HVT based its payment to farmers on criteria of merit and motivation. The payment
represented a financial compensation for newly adopted practices, which valued the
carbon captured by trees planted and managed on farmers’ private land. The
payments also served as a motivation for the farmers to plant trees. As the formerCEO said: “An important component of the project has been that the farmers get paid
for their result”.
The interviewed farmers considered the payment as something they merited, because
planting trees was a lot of work according to them. Besides that, people expressed
other reasons for appreciating the payments, such as an income stream supporting
their children’s future. Moreover, farmers could not earn money in many other ways,
so this way of earning a yearly income was very welcome. Interestingly, no interviewee
said the project distinguishes itself from other development projects through their
payments, even though people from Laclubar have seen many development projects
over the past two decades that did not pay. People did belief the project differed from
earlier development experiences in the sense it was there for a long time and would
continue (Interview 26: field coordinator; Interview 25: farmer)

4.3

Conclusion

This chapter presented the justice-blueprint approaches of both projects. The
outcomes illuminate the hybrid PES manifestations of With One Seed (WOS) and Halo
Verde Timor (HVT), shaped by their unique integration of economic and noneconomic elements in the pursuit of achieving environmental and development goals.
The findings demonstrate how WOS and HVT started as apparent similar initiatives,
initialised by a handful of Australian and Timorese project managers, with the aim to
reforest and support subsistence communities in specific sub-districts of Timor-Leste.
However, throughout the analysis it became clear that WOS and HVT strived towards
distinct visions which manifested in different project designs and justice blueprints.
Whereas WOS strived towards criteria that facilitated social and economic
participation, HVT focused on criteria that stimulated reforestation and carbon
sequestration. These criteria shaped the projects’ dimensions of justice (access and
distribution, participation, recognition). This is for example reflected in the larger
accessibility and more equitable distribution of benefits that characterise WOS, as
opposite to HVT’s more selective focus on farmers with larger landholdings and tree
planting capacities. Regarding participation, WOS worked towards decentralised and
participatory structures that integrated with local institutions. HVT did not put
participatory structures in place because it was first and foremost focusing on
planting trees. As for recognition, both projects made efforts to recognise local
identities and histories through their community development approach. Here, it
became visible that WOS stands closer to the site of implementation and found ways
to overcome certain power imbalances whereas HVT found itself reproducing unequal
power relations as to decrease opportunity costs and upscale tree planting efforts.
Although both projects manifested in different ways, with different implications for
justice, none was met with resistance. Instead, reasons for not participating were
based on farmers’ fear or a lack of interest, time or resources. WOS and HVT farmers
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expressed a common distrust towards the government and an unfamiliarity with
planting forest trees. Besides these concerns, the projects were well-received on
location. In addition, no interviewees mentioned anything about exclusion. Perhaps
this can be attributed to the fact that WOS and HVT made participation voluntary
and took local values and needs into account. Also, even though Timorese farmers
were being paid for ecosystem services that served the offsetting ambitions of wealthy,
far-away entities, the tree planting activities noticeably improved local environmental
conditions and benefited local communities.
On a more abstract level, this analysis of notions of justice at the start of the PES
projects showed that accessibility is not merely about upholding a certain set of
inclusion criteria. A large part of accessibility depends on targeted efforts towards
actively including participants, as well as on dealing with socio-political processes
and development pathways that constrain accessibility, such as fear from the
government.
Similarly, equal amounts of payments do not spark equitable
distribution of benefits. In these two cases, equal distribution depended on the
number of trees that were allocated amongst farmers, which shaped the distribution
of monetary benefits over the community. In the same line, initial community
consultations do not imply community representation and engagement. To enhance
local participation during implementation mobilizing structures are needed. Finally,
recognition is not only about acknowledging development pathways and agency on
location. It is also about enacting means that do not reproduce local inequalities.
Hence, the importance of including and enacting justice into and through PES,
alongside environmental goals. The next chapter goes into depth on the PES projects
implementation processes. It analyses how notions of justice evolved during
implementation and how that affected project conformations as well as local
engagement.
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5. Implementation: Changed Notions of Justice and
New Spaces for Engagement
This chapter presents how With One Seed (WOS) and Halo Verde Timor (HVT)
changed notions of justice during implementation and how this influenced local
engagement. It answers the remaining two sub-questions: ‘How did subjects,
dimensions and criteria of justice of WOS and HVT change during implementation?’
and ‘What spaces for engagement rose during implementation of WOS and HVT, and
how did locals engage with these spaces?’. The data analysis builds on the justiceblueprints from chapter 4 to assess these changes. The outcomes help to explain how
implementation dynamics changed project practices and triggered local engagement.
First, I reflect on how project implementation influenced notions of justice
surrounding the community forestry projects of WOS and HVT. By studying the
projects’ subjects, dimensions and criteria of justice over the course of
implementation, I describe how WOS and HVT interacted with the local context and
the actors most involved, and how that changed the projects’ justice structure. This
analysis illustrates whether WOS continued to uphold an inclusive and equitable
justice structure as described in chapter 4, and whether HVT continued to prioritise
reforestation and carbon sequestration over equity and community participation.
Furthermore, I share insights on notions of justice from other stakeholders such as
staff, participants and local authority. These insights imply which notions of justice
triggered more local enthusiasm and/or resistance.
Second, I identify spaces for engagement that rose during implementation and
shaped project changes. I consider around which PES elements spaces for
engagement evolved, by whom they were triggered, and whether these spaces
enhanced local engagement.
The findings of this chapter illustrate around which PES elements locals engaged
more and how different stakeholders, such as participating farmers and field staff,
responded to and had a role in the project changes of WOS and HVT.
I follow the same structure as in chapter 4; In 5.1, I analyse the notions of justice
during WOS implementation. Then, in 5.2, I continue with the notions of justice
characterising HVT implementation. In 5.3, I recapitulate how changes arose through
spaces for engagement, and what implications this had for local engagement within
WOS and HVT. In 5.4, the chapter is concluded.
The information from this chapter was collected from a variety of sources. Therein,
interviews with project stakeholders such as management, staff, participants and
local authority were most informative. In addition, the field trips and participants
observation on project location, as well as evaluation reports, provided much valuable
information. (The references to the interviews in this chapter refer to the number of
the interview as listed in the Appendix : interview database, followed by the
role/function of the interviewee.)
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5.1

With One Seed (WOS): Notions of justice (2015-2019)

Pictures 5 & 6 Nursery in Baguia (Pictures taken by author during field visit in 2019)

Subjects: Expansion of right-holders and duty-bearers
Just like in the beginning, the targeted subjects of WOS continue to be Timorese
subsistence farmers. However, the project’s focus expanded. Besides continuing
community and reforestation activities with all 10 sucos from sub-district Baguia –
the reforestation hub of WOS – WOS informed and attracted surrounding subdistricts. What’s more, WOS started to collaborate with farmers, another local NGO
and Oxfam Timor-Leste from a district in the South-West of the country. A second
reforestation hub is being established here. This collaboration is remarkable, as
historical events gave rise to political frictions and a sensitive separation between the
east and the west of the country since 2006 (REF Leo & Andrew). In addition, women,
who tend to have marginalised roles in the community, became more actively targeted
and included in WOS’ activities.
The subjects related to project management also remained similar as to the beginning.
The management is driven by the same two entities: the Australian XpandFoundation
and Timorese NGO HoMusanIda (HMI). The HMI team grew in staff members,
complemented by active participants from Baguia who took on coordinating roles for
new local enterprises and cooperatives.
Then, WOS achieved Gold Standard Afforestation/Reforestation certification in 2016,
which covers the period 2010-2039. Another important subject for WOS, yet without
executive agency, was the government, with whom WOS started working more closely.
Also the many partners that provided WOS with financial and pro bono
support have been important for enabling project implementation and
expansion.

Dimensions: Decentralisation and enhanced participation
Following the conceptual framework from Sikor et al. (2014) (2.4), the dimensions of
justice considered in this chapter refer to the accessibility of the project, the
distribution of benefits and costs amongst the local communities, the participatory
and decision-making structures of the projects, and the recognition of the local
identity and history.
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Access
WOS still aims to be accessible for every farmer who is interested and has the capacity
to plant trees on their land (Interview 13: country manager). Next to WOS’ allinclusive criteria, several factors helped to decrease the threshold for farmer
participation that was mentioned in the previous chapter. The most cited factor by
farmers was the demonstrated success and accompanying stories from their
neighbouring farmers. Also the determined continuation of WOS and ever-increasing
number of participants, enhanced farmers’ trust and interest for participation
(Interview 3: farmer; Interview 10: sub-district administrator). Also, years of
socialisation and education, visits from international auditors and highly ranked
government officials, and a Memorandum of Understanding signed by Council of
Ministers acknowledging the farmers’ rights of their land, trees and carbon,
decreased farmers fear and enhanced their trust in WOS (Interview 13: country
manager, Interview 12: project director; Interview 3: farmer; Interview 10: sub-district
administrator). These factors triggered a reversed dynamic in which staff is not so
much approaching new farmers for participation anymore. Instead, interested
farmers are now approaching staff to become part of the community forestry project.
The expansion to different sub-districts and districts required WOS to adjust
approaches and brought along new challenges. An example of a new approach is that
WOS, when initiating expansion to a new area, first arranged an informative meeting
with the chefes de suco before welcoming farmers from new areas to the project. They
did so to respect local customs, avoid conflicts and to make sure the decision to
participate came from the community itself. After visiting and explaining, it was up
to the chefes to confirm their willingness to participate in WOS. Next, an example of
a new challenge related to land tenure. As mentioned in chapter 4, everyone
(customarily) owns private land in Baguia and land conflicts are rare. This is not the
case everywhere else in Timor-Leste. The district where WOS would start a second
reforestation hub for example has more land tenure insecurities and conflicts. As
land tenure security is a condition for Gold Standard certification, the new
reforestation hub risks excluding farmers. Another challenge concerned the
increased participation and interest from farmers. WOS found more difficulty in
guaranteeing the securitisation of sufficient and sustainable funding to ensure the
project remained accessible to all farmers who were interested (Interview 12: project
director).
Distribution
As mentioned in chapter 4, WOS counted 250 farmers in 2014. In 2019, more than
850 farmers were participating. To put this into sub-district perspective, this meant
that over 6% of the farmers from Baguia directly worked with the project and that 47%
of the population of Baguia directly or indirectly benefited from WOS (Gold Standard,
2020).
In order to keep the income derived from the project relatively equitably distributed
amongst participants, WOS put a maximum amount of 500 trees per farmer
(Interview 13: country manager). Another reason for this change was to avoid
pumping large amounts of money into an economy with limited monetary circulation
(Interview 12: project director). Furthermore, WOS decided to give diligent farmers –
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farmers who showed they were motivated and actively took care of their trees – an
extra amount of 100 trees per year (interview 13: country manager). This incentive
was introduced to encourage enthusiastic farmers to make an extra tree growing
effort. When calculating the average trees per farmers, WOS continued striving
towards equity and fairness well; Approximately 152 000 trees were under
management by over 850 farmers (Gold Standard, 2020). This meant that farmers
grew 200 trees on average.
Then, to further decentralise the project’s activities and to geographically distribute
the activities more equally, WOS started organising farmer meetings per suco, on
location of the sucos. Every season, WOS organised a farmer meeting in every suco,
always attended by multiple HMI staff, local authorities and occasionally the highlyrespected sub-district administrator. In this way, farmers did not need to come all
the way to the centre of Baguia to receive information and their payment. This is
another matter in which WOS distinguished itself from other development projects,
which tend to operate more centrally. Moreover, WOS also established smaller
nurseries in eight different sucos, to make the distribution of saplings to farmers in
remote areas easier and more accessible. This addition of sub-nurseries was a followup on a farmers’ request (Interview 8: general coordinator; Interview 12: project
director; Interview 13: country manager). It demonstrates farmers’ engagement with
the organisation of the project in order to make it more accessible to them.
As WOS is not only about reforestation, and puts much emphasis on social and
economic justice, it is important to consider the distribution of other project elements
as well. WOS continued working with various schools amongst the sub-district in
Baguia, providing trainings to farmers and stimulating local enterprises. These
trainings were annually organised by the same partner. The topic changed per year,
based on farmers’ interests and challenges. Afterwards, the diffusion of training
insights was facilitated at the quarterly farmer meetings, presented by the farmers
themselves.
Then, as a product of engaged citizens and concerted WOS efforts, seven new
enterprises and initiatives developed across Baguia (see participation). These
enterprises managed activities from the centre of the sub-district to the periphery,
high up into mountains. In this way, WOS was managing to integrate different sorts
of local activities and initiatives, bringing people together and linking – what often
used to be separate – communities into the community forestry programme (Interview
8: general coordinator; Interview 12: country director; Interview 11: hub coordinator).
Participation
The governance structure from WOS expanded over the years, including more project
elements which diffused over multiple new sucos and included more (local) staff
members and coordinators. The following paragraphs explain how WOS’ decisionmaking and participatory structures evolved over the years of implementation.
Since 2014, various elements were added to WOS’ initial decision-making structure
and agency became more diversified. This is a consequence of the programme’s
growing participants and activities, decentralisation of its management, expansion to
new areas and certification of the carbon captured. It has been a key focus for WOS
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to facilitate strong local organisation with high levels of capability (Interview 12:
project director). Additionally, WOS is working out a devolved structure since 2019,
which is working towards fully transferring the programme to a Timor-Leste entity
(Interview 12: project director).
The WOS governance structure continued building on its initial triangular party
arrangement, between the Xpand Foundation, HMI and the Tree Farmers Cooperative.
WOS also continued operating from their office in Baguia. Then, one branch of staff
was added to manage the second reforestation hub in the southwest of the country.
For this new branch, WOS did not prescribe a certain local governance structure.
This is because WOS assumes that local staff knows best how to manage their hub.
In this way, WOS aspires to leave space for the new staff group to create a more
suitable variation that better suits the local situation.
Another new element that influenced project governance is Gold Standard
Certification. The Gold Standard obligates certain reporting and auditing strategies,
such as adopting a particular frame to integrate and refer to the Sustainable
Development Goals in project documentation, for which WOS had to make additional
efforts. Before, monitoring was generally done by the farmers themselves with
support from the staff. In 2019, WOS also needed to arrange external auditing to
collect and verify the data and procedures prescribed by Gold Standard. Yet, WOS
did not need to change targets as their goals were well aligned with the conditions of
the Gold Standard.
Then, the portfolio from the HMI staff diversified to manage the increasing number of
participants, nurseries and local enterprises. For example, as WOS established over
20 nurseries, nursery coordinators had to be appointed to take good care of the
saplings. The distribution of seedlings became completely managed by staff and the
local community, who locally collected, sorted and stored seeds for germination. This
also increased local knowledge, skills and employment opportunities whilst ensuring
that the knowledge became rooted in the community. The suco coordinators
continued their function to maintain a good connection with all sucos, to ensure
representation of the Baguia Tree Cooperative, and to help with the organisation of
farmers at the suco level. In sum, the WOS community forestry programme required
consistent and continuous orchestration from the HMI staff.
Next, Baguia counted seven different WOS enterprises by 2019. These enterprises
were not related to planting trees, but were initialised by WOS because they provided
broader community benefits. The enterprises were locally managed, with support
from WOS staff, and operated in different parts across the sub-district. Some would
have frequent contact with WOS, others more occasionally. One example of such
enterprise is the Solar Lighting Programme. This Programme was initiated in the
mountains where there is still no electricity (Interview 11: Hub coordinator). This
enterprise is being managed by the local communities, with support from WOS
coordinators who guaranteed the functioning of the solar panels and collected the
money through which the community needed to repay the panels over a two-years
period. Another example, in the centre of Baguia, is an old fort that was transformed
into a beautiful accommodation centre, employing local people, growing a community
permaculture garden and hosting the yearly training occasions (See
Pictures 7 &
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8). Then, an example of an initiative that connected various distant communities, is
the Baguia Trekking which organised hikes for tourists in the surrounding area.

Pictures 7 & 8 Permaculture garden in the fort of Baguia (pictures taken by author during field visit in 2019)

Another new participatory element was introduced beginning 2019. Inspired by
success stories of WOS’ new partner Oxfam, two types of cooperatives were launched:
a woman cooperative and a finance cooperative. These cooperatives are being selfrun by the members but attended by an HMI coordinator. This coordinator would
encourage participation, advice on the management structure, ensure the
continuation of the group, and provide support where needed. The cooperatives were
meant to stimulate community cooperation, provide a banking service to the Baguia
Farmer’s Cooperative, and stimulate awareness on saving and managing money in
different ways.

Picture 9 Gathering of the finance cooperative (Picture taken by author during field visit 2019)

Farmer engagement was further stimulated during the quarterly farmer meetings
that took place at the suco level. These occasions were used to let farmers disseminate
the information they received from trainings to other farmers from the suco and to let
farmers share insights on best practices and/or challenges they experienced when
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growing their trees. Also, every meeting of the year had a recurring seasonal focus
related to the required tree planting activities at that period of the year, such as
receiving information on GPS monitoring of the trees at the end of the planting year.
Furthermore, farmers signed their Tree Farmer Declaration every year again, thereby
confirming their understanding of the programme, their agreement to participate and
their assignment of carbon rights to Xpand Foundation for the duration of the
programme.
Finally, WOS developed 15 general rules and guidelines for the farmers. These
entailed obligations and instructions on how trees should be planted, how many trees
and what tree species can be planted, for how long the trees should be managed and
on what topics farmers needed to inform staff. Also for this matter, several farmers
showed they were engaged with the project; WOS used to plant merely one tree
species: the swietenia macrophylla or mahogany. After complaints of several farmers
who experienced that mahogany did not grow well on steep slopes, WOS investigated
and agreed to include other tree species for these inclinations. Hence, farmers
received and took the opportunity to co-shape the project, and broadened the
valuation of nature by asking WOS to include more tree species in the project.
Recognition
WOS continued making efforts to acknowledge and respect the identities and
histories on location. This is illustrated how WOS influenced power structures at
multiple levels in a way that benefited participating farmers. At the national level,
WOS obtained a Memorandum of Understanding (MoU) from Timor-Leste’s highest
government body, the Council of Ministers chaired by the Prime minister. This MoU
recognised farmers own their land. Moreover, the MoU safeguarded farmers’ carbon
rights and ownership of the trees they grow on their land. For farmers, this MoU was
an important sign of national recognition of the projects’ legitimacy, their work and
ownership, because they never possessed land certificates before (Interview 12:
project director). At the local level, WOS overcame certain power imbalances by
setting a maximum amount of trees per farmer and thus avoiding that farmers with
larger land and capacity, derived disproportionate benefits from the project.
There has not been any resistance documented against WOS. But one interviewee
referred to some indirect resistance from the Chefe de suco and chefe de aldeia. In
effect, this gave farmers the opportunity to earn an income they would not have been
able to get somewhere else. According to one farmer, this frustrated some local
leaders. One interviewee told that some local leaders have showed implicit resistance
towards WOS by not helping to enact local laws when WOS farmers lost trees because
of destruction caused by freegrazing animals from non-participating farmers.
Because WOS farmers were now earning money, local leaders left their problems up
to them. The interviewee referred to it as jealousy, perhaps because they were now
earning less than some participants.
WOS continued stimulating farmers to apply agroforestry. They encouraged farmers
to plant trees while continuing their agricultural production system. This could be
considered as the imposition of a western favoured production system. However, WOS
did not impose this practice; All interviewees confirmed that farmers were already
growing fruits and vegetables before joining the project. During trainings WOS taught
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farmers how to make good use of the combination of better growing forest trees and
doing agriculture. Then, WOS left it up to the farmers to choose whether they would
apply agroforestry or not. As such, the way in which WOS motivated farmers to apply
agroforestry aligned well with their historical pathways, according to the country
manager.
A final example that shows WOS’ sensitivity to contextuality and respecting local
agency, is the governance approach for the new reforestation hub in the west of the
country. WOS is there to guide and support the development of the hub, but does not
attempt to impose the same governance structure as used for HMI (the local NGO
from Baguia). Instead, WOS leaves it up to the local NGO to decide upon the most
suitable governance structure because they believe local agents can create more
relevant and meaningful variations of HMI on location (Interview 12: project director;
Interview 13: country manager).

Criteria: Social and economic participation for all
The criteria of justice guide the relationship between subjects and specific dimensions
of justice. The implementation of WOS over the past ten years shows that the project
continued to strive towards social and economic participation through all its actions
and activities. This shaped WOS’ overall criteria. Consequently, the dimensions of
justice evolved in a similar trend from how they started, searching to empower and
motivate subsistence farmers to participate. It is striking that, over time, WOS
‘devolved’ and succeeded at channelling more power to local entities and agents. As
such, WOS is strengthening local self-sufficiency and providing means to detach local
development from aid dependency.
As for local participants, their relation with dimensions of justice seems to be guided
by criteria of relevance and utility. When the dimensions concern elements that affect
participants’ daily activities, support their family and improve the environment on
which they depend, participants demonstrated more engagement and active
participation.

5.2

Halo Verde Timor (HVT): Notions of justice (2015-2019)

Pictures 10 & 11 Nursery in Laclubar (Pictures taken by author during field visit in 2019)

Subjects: Renewed governance
As of 2016, new partnerships changed HVT’s project structure and brought a broader
scope. The renewed consortium of managers aimed to facilitate the transition from a
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small-scale community tree planting project to a more integrated and sustainable
environmental rehabilitation and rural livelihoods project (CSU, 2016). From then on
HVT became a ‘community reforestation project for biodiversity, livelihood
diversification and culture in a context of land degradation and poverty’ (CSU, 2016).
The project was baptised ‘Halo Verde Timor – Community Forest Carbon’, where ‘Halo
verde Timor’ is Tetun for ‘make Timor green’.
By consequence, project diversified in stakeholders. The subjects mentioned in the
previous chapter remained orchestrating the project; GTNT continued as the main
partner, the Timorese project coordinator remained in place, and the original founder
continued operating as an advisor behind the scenes. Then, a new donor came into
the picture: the Darwin Initiative. This donor made the transition of HVT possible. It
is funded by the UK government and committed to support HVT for four years (20172021). During this period, technical support would be provided by Australian Charles
Sturt University (CSU), World Vision Timor-Leste and the Timorese NGO RAEBIA
(Resilient Agriculture and Economy through Biodiversity in Action). The team of
CSU includes a project leader, a forest research officer and a social researcher.
Moreover, since 2019, HVT realised the establishment of a Timorese NGO: Carbon
Offset Timor Foundation (COTI-F). The NGO represents GTNT in Timor-Leste. The
CEO of COTI-F is the Timorese project coordinator of HVT.
HVT continued to target subsistence farming communities from the same two
neighbouring sub-districts as in the beginning. As a consequence of the project’s
broader community development goals, women became more actively targeted. Next,
HVT still worked with the church of administrative post Laclubar and its related high
school. Furthermore, local authorities and war veterans were considered as
important partners. HVT also worked to maintain strong ties with the government. In
addition, the project started to collaborate with authorities and
development partners in a new sub-district. In 2020, HVT received Plan
Vivo accreditation.

Dimensions: Searching for a holistic community approach
Access
From the beginning HVT adopted criteria for accessibility that favoured farmers with
larger landholdings and tree planting capacity. Over time, the process to access HVT
became more elaborate for farmers and project staff. Clear yet restricting eligibility
criteria were developed; farmers could only plant trees on private, degraded land
which was unsuitable for agricultural purposes and had been barren for at least 10
years. This land could not be under dispute. Moreover, the land now needed to be
large enough to plant a minimum of 200-500 trees, closely located to a water source
and accessible by road. The minimal number of trees was introduced to make project
management more efficient (Interview 27: project manager). By consequence, this
excluded smallholders and landless farmers. In the past, HVT withdrew from a couple
of sucos because of a lack of farmer participation.
There was no mechanism under development that supported farmers with smaller
capacity to become participants. Interviews suggest that participating farmers were
solidary towards smallholders who were interested to grow trees (Interview 25: farmer;
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Interview 29: former-CEO). Farmer 25 said they occasionally gave trees from their
nurseries to farmers who were interested. That was perhaps also why interviewed
participants thought HVT did not exclude farmers (Interview 14, 15, 19, 20: farmers).
In fact, interviewees did not consider the project’s eligibility criteria as exclusive.
Nevertheless, these small farmers would not receive payments nor staff support to
learn more about planting and managing trees. HVT indicated that the opportunity
costs were too high to include the smallest farmers (Interview former-CEO, 29). People
have been refused when interested, either because they did not meet criteria, or
because the project capacity was not sufficient. This deviates from HVT’s integrated
community development goals. The project staff had no data on this but pointed out
during the interview that it would be wise to keep official track of this (Interview 27:
project manager).
Project enrolment worked in two directions. Farmers either approached the project
team and requested for participation, or the project team approached eligible farmers
and asked whether they were interested to participate. The project team worked hard
to expand and include people from different sucos. However, due to a limited staff
capacity (Interview 26: field coordinator) and a widespread yet fragmented site of
implementation, enrolment to the project happened unsystematically. HVT struggled
to equally include eligible people from the targeted sub-districts. In an attempt to
reach broader participation, HVT distributed brochures about the project (Interview
27: project manager). However, the brochures would be hard to read for illiterate
people. It also required farmers to be assertive and to approach the project when their
interest was caught. Yet, the reputation of HVT has grown and project staff indicated
that interested farmers travel to Laclubar to show their willingness to participate
(Interview 21 field staff; Interview 26: field coordinator). One of the community
meetings I attended confirmed this; A small group of farmers from a remote suco
heard about the community gathering and attended the meeting to express their
interest.
Even though participation became more conditioned, and the project was
geographically not equally accessible, the threshold for participation lowered.
Interviews with farmers implied that trust from participating and non-participating
farmers increased for multiple reasons. First of all, demonstrated success from
participating farmers became more visible (Interview 20, 23, 25: farmers). Neighbours
noticed farmers received payments on a yearly basis, saw trees growing and heard
about the environmental benefits of trees, such as decreased erosion and increased
water retention. People also realised that trees could be managed in combination with
farmers’ usual daily practices such as growing food and coffee. Then, the
Memorandum Of Understanding with the Secretary State of Environment assured
farmers’ ownership of trees and the related carbon payments. Another important
factor that increased farmers appreciation of the project was HVT’s long-term
continuation. Farmer 25 said this is in contrast with the many aid interventions that
previously came to Laclubar, and generally stayed for a short time. Furthermore,
several interviewees highlighted the exceptionality of HVT for working in multiple
sucos, and with project staff that resides in the project areas (Interview 21: field staff;
Interview 19: farmer). They explained that other development projects tend to operate

55

in a few sucos only and with staff that did not live in the near surroundings. What’s
more, all village heads from Laclubar endorsed the project.
Yet, there were people who remained not interested in participating. These were free
to decide not to participate. Reasons mentioned were other work, the low financial
incentive and the belief that it takes much effort to manage trees (Interview 15, 16,
19, 20, 25: farmers; Bond & Millar, 2017). The interviewees showed no judgement
against the people that chose not to participate.
Distribution
The financial benefits remained equal for all farmers; everyone received the same
compensation for planting and managing trees on their private land:
0.20USD/tree/year. HVT also started local nurseries, for which farmers could apply
and receive 0.20USD per propagated seedling. However, when considering the total
amount of payments going into the community, the distribution of financial benefits
grew more unequal over the years. Figure 4 illustrates how incomes were distributed
amongst all farmers.

Figure 4: Household income from tree project payments as reported by questionnaire respondents in 2017
(Bond et al., 2020)

In specific numbers, this figure shows that, from the 116 participating farmers
planting trees on 151 sites in 2017, 25% earned less than 100 USD, 37% earned 101200 USD, 33% earned between 201-1000 USD and 5% earned more than a 1000
USD. This implied that 38% of the farmers received the large majority of the financial
benefits. Furthermore, these numbers indicate that most saplings were distributed
amongst the successful large landholders. 5% managed more than 5000 trees per
farmer while 25% managed only up to 500 trees per farmer. Hence, most of the
project’s benefits were allocated to the farmers with most capacity. This has
implications for the next generation of these farmers, thereby upholding power
imbalances. However, none of the interviewed farmers mentioned anything about an
unequal distribution of financial benefits.
The only financial complaint some farmers did complain about the low incentive for
the heavy labour. In addition, the project manager expressed that funding might be
insufficient to compensate all farmers, especially now that more farmers want to
participate and the trees under management are increasing.
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During data collection it remained unclear how nurseries are being organised, except
for the fact that nurseries rotated. It is therefore not possible to verify how seedlings
and their related financial incentive were distributed amongst the temporary nursery
owners. (Farmers also receive 0.20 USD per seedling they grow in the nursery.) It is
only clear that in 2019, there were 24 nurseries.
As for farmer support, the project team tried to provide all participating farmers with
the tools and knowledge they needed to grow trees. The former-CEO said that training
and guidance on tree management improved over the years and the data analysis
supported that. Between 2011-2017, the tree survival rate was between 30-60%. By
2019, this rate had grown to 80% (Bond et al., 2020; Interview 27: project manager).
The five Timorese project staff received two three-week trainings on making a forest
inventory. Every participating farmer received individual guidance from a staff
member on how to plant and manage a tree. In addition, since 2016, three trainings
were organised for participating farmers. Between 21 and 36 farmers participated,
from which one third were women (Millar et al., 2019). These trainings covered three
different topics and were given by different organisations. Hence, farmers received
much new information. However, no follow-ups were organised to repeat the new
knowledge or to disseminate the gained experiences to other farmers. One of the
interviewees, an active HVT farmer, recommended the project to provide farmers with
more training and technical knowledge on planting trees (Interview 20: farmer). He
said that some farmers want to plant trees but need more information and training
and that there are farmers who are planting trees but have insufficient knowledge on
how to manage. Most other interviewees also expressed their interest in receiving
more training. Furthermore, nursery tools were given as far as funding allowed, as
well as other equipment and trainings.
One of the project’s goals was to raise community awareness on sustainable
environmental management. However, thus far, information about the benefits of
planting trees remained restricted to participants and the trainings they received. The
project also planned to conduct biodiversity awareness sessions at school. Such
session occurred once, and only at one school. Besides, HVT continued working with
Friends Of Laclubar, who provided scholarships for children to go to the high-school
in Laclubar, as well as for women, and now also men, to attend university in the
capital. They did not start collaborating with other schools in the sub-districts. Hence,
also here, benefits were mostly going to the centre of Laclubar, where most people of
the sub-district are living.
Due to collaboration with Darwin Initiative and Charles Sturt University, as well as
the application for Plan Vivo accreditation, the project started incorporating other
livelihood aspects as well. They for example provided entrepreneurial opportunities
for women; In 2019, a micro credit initiative was developed that provided two
trainings and a 500USD loan to several women groups to start their own business in
local producing local soaps and candy. In this sense, HVT started distributing project
benefits more broadly over the community.
Participation
Figure 5 portrays HVT’s project governance since 2016. All boxes between ‘GTNT’ and
‘farmers’ are new structures. These new elements show how HVT’s renewed project

57

management tried to put mechanisms in place for increasing local institutional
capacity as well as farmer participation. As can be seen on Figure 5, they for example
increased technical input and created mechanisms for farmer representation.
However, the following paragraphs explain that there were several disconnections
rose between and within these governing structures and that some elements received
less attention than others. This hampered the desired farmer engagement.

Figure 5 Project governance Halo Verde Timor (GTNT, 2019)

Charles Sturt University (CSU) played an active and influential role in project
implementation. The researchers and experts from CSU, who did not live in TimorLeste or speak Tetun fluently, provided research expertise, partner communication,
project monitoring and evaluation. Even though CSU worked closely with project
management, they did not have close and regular contact with COTI-F field staff or
farmers. During the interviews with project staff and the forest guard, I noticed that
information and knowledge from CSU did not always reach field staff, and vice versa
(Interview 21, 26: project staff; Interview 22: forest guard). People working in Laclubar
were not well-informed about all the activities from HVT. The staff was for example
not equally aware of the outcomes of the household surveys, why the project adopted
certain changes over time, what the HVT eligibility criteria exactly are, and what
annual meetings and past Project Steering Committees (PSCs) were about. Staff did
also not know about the collaboration with the local school.
Then, Carbon Offset Timor Foundation (COTI-F), is the Timorese NGO of HVT. COTIF operates from different levels with a project manager and office staff in Dili and field
staff that live on project location. Data collection showed that these actors are not all
evenly informed. The project manager coordinates the NGO at the national level,
which entails communication with donors, mobilising resources and attending
national workshops. Then, the four office staff are responsible for finances and
administrative affairs. The six field staff are responsible for all activities on project
location. Together, they have monthly meetings, either physically in Dili or virtually.
However, not all field staff could always participate in these meetings, because of the
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long travel time to the capital, weather and road conditions, disruptions of internet
connection and their workload. This left field staff ‘doing what they were told to do’
and gave them a minor role in adjusting and actively influencing project
implementation. During the interviews with field staff, there were multiple aspects
from the project documents the staff could not relate to. Field staff knew all about
supporting farmers but lacked an overview of the project’s structural elements. Yet,
field staff are at the forefront of project implementation, and are well-placed to
recommend and facilitate adjustments to better fit the project to its context.
Another body that was established to strengthen local organisational capacity and to
create a system where farmers could collectively raise their voice and oversee the
benefit sharing arrangements, were the Farmer Groups (FGs) (GTNT, 2018; Interview
27: project manager). The FGs were considered as key elements for ensuring farmers
ownership in project management. In practice, there were several reasons why the
FGs seemed to be rather separate elements instead of a bridge between HVT and the
farmers. First, farmers were not obliged to become a member of a FG. Hence, not all
farmers were members of FGs. Second, the FGs operated independently. Field staff
suggested certain guidelines, such as putting in place a governing structure with a
(co-)president, (co-)secretary and treasurer, and meeting every three months. They
also recommended the FG to establish a common fund to collectively save money for
community purposes, which could also benefit those people who could not access
HVT. However, it was up to the FG to decide how they wanted to operate. Field staff
did not attend the FG meetings (Interview 26: field coordinator). Consequently, there
were less incentives for the group to come together, staff was less aware of what was
being discussed and could not support the governance of the group. Third, not all
sucos had a FG. Currently, there are five FGs (Bond et al., 2020). From interviews I
learned that some effectively gathered every three months and had a loose common
fund, others met ‘every year or every month’ or ‘when they call for it’ and did not save
money (Interview 19, 25: farmers). There was one interviewed farmer who was part of
a FG that counted 32 people, met every three months, and established a common
fund where more wealthy members saved 1 dollar per meeting (Interview 23, farmer).
He explained that this money was used to prepare nurseries and help other people
plant trees. Furthermore, he said the gatherings were used to motivate new farmers,
and to share experiences on planting and cleaning trees. The forest guard thought it
was important to bring farmers together so they can discuss their practices and
working together. He thinks HVT could facilitate this more (Interview 22: forest
guard).
HVT adjusted and introduced several other elements with the intention to increase
farmer engagement and ownership, and to clarify their responsibilities. The Project
Steering Committee (PSC) was for example a tool to provide local input on project
direction, advice and guidance and to increase institutional capacity. It also served
to brings COTI-F, local authorities, local partners, war veterans, and church together,
as to integrate the project more into the community’s way of living. (Interview 27:
project manager). It was well received by participants and established in 2018. HVT
foresaw the PSC to meet three times a year, or when needed, in the participating subdistricts. The PSC met once in 2018 and once in 2019.
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A final example is that HVT introduced a yearly community consultation meeting,
organised in Laclubar or Soibada. These gatherings aimed to inform and update the
community about HVT’s project activities, and to give a floor to farmers for sharing
challenges and asking questions. Farmers, chefes de suco and COTI-F staff were
invited to these meetings. Pictures 12 & 13 Farmer and women microcredit meeting Laclubar
(Pictures taken by author during field visit in 2019) give an image of the community
consultation meeting in 2019. Approximately 45 people attended. At the same time,
the gathering was organised to provide women groups with microcredit loans for
starting a local business.

Pictures 12 & 13 Farmer and women microcredit meeting Laclubar (Pictures taken by author during field visit in 2019)

To conclude, Figure 5 illustrates how HVT added more potentially participatory
structures to their project governance. However, findings show that HVT adopted a
top-down approach in which the information between different structures sometimes
gets stuck of lost. This constrains farmer engagement and project co-production.
Recognition
HVT realised to entrench farmers’ rights but did not find ways to avoid the
reproduction of unequal power relations. As of 2019, HVT secured farmers rights at
the national level through the Memorandum Of Understanding (MoU) that was
endorsed by the Secretary State of Environment. Through the MoU, participating
farmers that planted trees funded by the project now owned these trees, their land
and the carbon generated through the project. Furthermore, HVT found a way to
create local land declarations to deal with the absence of land tenure rights. Farmers
had to declare their land was not under dispute, after which the document was signed
by local authority, neighbours and other witnesses (Interview 27: project manager).
This land declaration also functioned to enable future Plan Vivo certification and to
avoid land conflicts. However, the project was not designed to overcome local power
imbalances. Larger landholders remained prioritised and no other elements were put
in place to include the smaller landholders. Also, the suco which was considered the
centre from Laclubar and counted the most inhabitants of the sub-district, received
most project investment, especially in terms of non-reforestation benefits (HVT only
worked with the church and high-school from this suco).
Next, HVT promoted certain practices that would improve environmental
management. They did so in a non-binding way. The data imply that locally familiar
practices were more easily adopted by the farmers, whilst unfamiliar practices did
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not really take off the ground. An example of the former is the adopted agroforestry
approach. HVT realised it was more natural and beneficial for the local context to let
farmers continue to plant crops. In this way HVT also hoped to decrease the risk of
affecting common agricultural and wood collection activities. Besides, the project
would align better with short- and long-term farmer benefits; agriculture for feeding
family and earning a seasonal income, forestry for reforesting the region and storing
carbon. Additionally, the stimulation of agroforestry served to remind farmers they
should pursue other income streams next to the insecure carbon payments. Next, an
example of an unfamiliar practice for farmers, was the introduction of conservation
agriculture and farmer managed natural regeneration. These practices did not
resonate much with the farmers’ interest). Even the field staff did not know much
about these systems. By providing one training on each topic and not systematically
diffusing or further discussing these uncommon practices, HVT did not recognise the
local context well and faced difficulties to implement these practices.
HVT also established new participatory structures to enhance local participation and
build institutional capacity, such as the project steering committee and farmer
groups. However, these structures failed to include all participants on a regular basis.
Perhaps this can be attributed to the lack of a recurring project meeting moments,
the absence of field staff to actively support and co-steer the farmers groups, and the
voluntary nature of participation in these structures.
Finally, the compulsory Plan Vivo schemes did result in farmer engagement and
increased farmer capacity to manage their land. Since HVT applied for Plan Vivo
certification, farmers needed to draw a land use plan – a ‘Plan Vivo’ – together with
the staff. This plan indicates the trees they are planting, as well as the size and limits
of their planting area. As such, farmers got to play a more active role in identifying
and selecting their project area, as well as in assessing the tree suitability, density
and species. They also became more aware of the size of their land.

Criteria: Reforestation and carbon sequestration first
With the expanded project management, some new values came to guide HVT’s
criteria. The renewed consortium of managers aimed to facilitate the transition from
a small-scale community tree planting project to a more integrated and sustainable
environmental rehabilitation and rural livelihoods project (CSU, 2016). HVT aspired
to become a ‘community reforestation project for biodiversity, livelihood
diversification and culture in a context of land degradation and poverty’ and to
expand their activities across the whole country. However, the analysis of notions of
justice during project implementation showed that the initial criteria of upscaling
reforestation and carbon sequestration efforts continued to shape HVT approach. It
thereby hampered the criteria working towards more integrated and sustainable
environmental and community engagement. This caused that the criteria for
payments remained the same as well, focusing on merit and motivation. The primary
criterium for foreseeing farmers from PES remained motivation. Farmers received a
financial incentive, a motivation, for the trees they planted and have to manage for a
period of thirty years. The merit became more market driven, as it focused on growth;
the better a farmer performs, the more trees he receives.
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5.3

Illuminating spaces for engagement

As explained in 2.5, spaces for engagement (SFE) tend to arise around three common
PES elements: the valuation of nature and creation of financial incentives, the
distribution of incentives and negotiations & considerations of equity and benefitsharing, and the formation of rules and institutions. It is interesting to identify these
SFE because they indicate how project changes evolved. Moreover, SFE can reveal
how local suggestions, interpretations and practices became included or neglected
during implementation. In this way, opportunities for co-producing PES
implementation as a concerted effort between project management and local actors
can be explored. Based on the findings of the previous two sub-chapters, the following
paragraphs discuss the new spaces for engagement that arose during With One Seed
(WOS) and Halo Verde Timor (HVT) implementation. Furthermore, it is considered
whether these triggered local engagement as well as project co-production.

The valuation of nature and creation of financial incentives
WOS and HVT created new spaces for engagement by putting a value on growing
trees. Whereas Timorese farmers did not plant forest trees before the projects,
because this is not a local custom, project participants now found themselves
planting and managing trees on their private land for a longer period of time. All
interviewed farmers claimed to be happy to receive annual payments, especially since
the contexts of Laclubar and Baguia do not provide many opportunities for regular
paid work or long-term incomes. The findings imply that payments motivated farmers
to join the community forestry projects. Surprisingly, multiple interviewees claimed
they would continue planting trees in case the payments stopped.
Furthermore, the findings illustrate that participants started becoming aware of the
value of trees for the ecosystem, such as water availability and soil health, by whilst
engaging with this new forest planting activity. Even livestock management (to
restrain the animals from eating the newly planted trees) became a more regularly
adopted practice. Similarly, destroying forests received a more harmful connotation
at the local level These are significant behavioural changes, with which other
development projects are facing real difficulties to incite.
As for the financial incentives, no WOS interviewee questioned the amount of the
annual payment. There were several HVT farmers who complained during the
interview that the incentive is too small for the large work they do. But these farmers
did not approach the project staff about this concern.

The distribution of incentives and negotiations and considerations of equity
and benefit-sharing
Within both projects, multiple spaces for engagement rose around the distribution of

benefits and changed the project structure. Some of them triggered local engagement,
others did not.
Interviewees from both projects mentioned to appreciate the projects engagement
with a variety of sucos, including the remote ones. For WOS, this even triggered more
active local engagement and project co-production, as it were the more remote sucos
that suggested for the creation of branch nurseries and more variety in the tree
species, which manifested over the years.
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Then, it was interesting to notice that participants did not seem to be aware of (the
lack of) project efforts to enable equal project participation. During implementation,
WOS installed several project elements to ensure open and equitable participation
and benefits for local communities, such as putting a maximum amount of 500 trees
per farmer and including a variety of local institutions in the projects’ activities. These
project changes did not trigger specific local engagement in the sense that none of
the interviewees expressed their appreciation for or awareness about these elements.
Even the lack of these efforts did not create project resistance, as demonstrated by
HVT. HVT, whose benefits are unequally distributed over the community and
constrain small farmers from participating because they do not fulfil the eligibility
criteria, did not put mechanisms in place during implementation to fix their unequal
project access. Yet, interviewees expressed no concerns about exclusion and claimed
there were no complaints about access to HVT. Something that does seem important
to everyone, is that all participants receive the same compensation for growing a tree.

The formation of rules and institutions
WOS and HVT updated their guidelines and rules, which have been important for
creating clarity for farmers and staff. Farmers did not complain about these rules
during the interviews, nor suggested any alterations. Motivated by project staff, they
did adapt practices to comply with the rules. Hence, rules influenced farmer
engagement. Similarly, farmers did not ask for representation in project governance,
but accepted project suggestions for launching cooperatives, farmer groups and a
steering committee. Farmers participated to different extents in these structures,
largely depending on project facilitation. In the same line, local enterprises were
facilitated by project management and engaged with in different ways, depending on
project support. For WOS, this led to seven enterprises which are locally being
managed and have been going on for several years. For HVT, this led to ten
microcredit loans for local women business which are facing difficulties to get off the
ground.
The farmer gatherings, which ranged from trainings, to meetings, to farmer groups
and cooperatives, were shown to be important spaces to exchange knowledge,
challenges and best practices. They also served to include other community members
besides the project participants . The analysis implies that farmer engagement and
initiative are being stimulated through these gatherings when they are regularly
organised, at certain times of the year, and when staff is present for support.
Participation is even more motivated when authorities attend these gatherings. These
assumptions seem to be a reason for why HVT did not trigger much local engagement
with the new institutional structures they established. Meetings were unregularly
planned, around different topics, and farmer groups were not attended by staff.
During implementation, both organisations put grievance mechanisms in place in the
form of a box where complaints can be submitted. These were not really used. It
seemed that the farmer gatherings were more useful for sharing concerns and
complaints. When I for example attended a focus group, several farmers spoke out
against one large landholder who planted trees close to the water, which was
negatively affecting the water capacity for other farmers. This re-emphasises the
importance of the farmer gatherings.
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To conclude, the formation of rules and institutions was not incited by farmers. On
the one hand, WOS’ active facilitation of new rules and institutions lead to new spaces
for engagement, more local engagement and co-creation. On the other hand, HVT’s
new participatory spaces, without consistent staff support, did not lead to much local
engagement beyond growing trees.

Other elements that triggered spaces for engagement
The research outcomes disclosed several other elements that stimulated spaces for
local engagement. These are not common PES elements as referred to by ShapiroGarza et al. (2019). Instead, it are processes that projects could strive for. As these
were mentioned multiple times by farmers from both projects, they are worth
highlighting here. Three such elements were identified: demonstrated success, trust
and government support.
First, demonstrated success was a reason for participants’ neighbouring farmers and
new communities to show interest in the projects and to consider participation.
Second, increased trust in the projects reassured more farmers to join. Besides,
enhanced trust also moved farmers to engage more actively in the project. Farmers’
slowly increasing participation in the finance cooperatives illustrates so. Third,
because people feared from both the government and external organisations that
their private land and newly planted trees were at risk of expropriation, the
Memorandi of Understanding were very important for WOS and HVT. Any government
support was actually valued by participating farmers. This is because, despite the
fear, government officials are highly respected in the Timorese culture. Their
endorsement and presence or visits increased people’s confidence in the project. Even
the attendance of WOS’ sub-district administrator at the farmer meetings was very
much appreciated by the farmers.

5.4

Conclusion

This chapter aimed to identify how notions of justice and project elements changed
during implementation. It then took a closer look at how project changes were incited,
in order to identify spaces for engagement, and studied whether these changes
enhanced local engagement or not. The analysis departed from the justice-blueprint
put forward in chapter 4.
The findings show that even though the projects changed during implementation, the
criteria that were adopted at the start of With One Seed (WOS) and Halo Verde Timor
(HVT) largely guided the projects’ notions of justice and overall implementation. This
is especially remarkable for HVT, who changed subjects and broadened project
objectives. The initial criteria of justice can therefore be considered as a red thread
influencing overall project implementation. For WOS, who continued to focus on
social and economic participation, this resulted in broader community involvement
and benefits. Local enterprises were established, responsibilities were locally diffused
and a structure has been put in place to completely devolve project management to
a Timorese entity. For HVT, more trees were planted and more farmers participated.
However, the larger focus on increasing planting trees hampered the development of
a holistic community development project.
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During implementation, spaces for engagement arose and changed the project
structure. More awareness of these spaces for engagement brings opportunities to
include local actors more actively and co-create projects. The data showed that
creating spaces for engagement does not guarantee local engagement. local
engagement will not easily evolve when it is not supported and stimulated by staff or
other supportive elements such as demonstrated success and trust. Hence, actively
facilitating and triggering local interest are cornerstones for enhancing local spaces
for engagement.
On a more abstract level, the dimensions of justice link well to the three commonPES elements that tend to trigger SFE. Hence, the importance of attaching much
value to all dimensions of justice and shaping them intentionally, especially those
that highly affect farmers’ daily lives. The data showed that farmers’ active
engagement was especially triggered by these elements. That is also why it is so
important to be aware of local notions on dimensions of justice. Furthermore, an
adaptive attitude during implementation is key. In these ways, spaces for local
engagement can be stimulated and project can be co-shaped. This will benefit both
participants and project, thereby increasing the chance for more successful and
sustainable project outcomes.
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6. Discussion
This thesis was designed to gain practical insights on the implementation of PES
reforestation projects that affect forest-dependent communities in the global south.
Furthermore, the relation between elements of justice and community participation
was scrutinised. The goal was to learn more about how PES can contribute to more
effective, just and sustainable reforestation initiatives. Therefore, a grounded analysis
of two PES forestry projects in Timor-Leste was conducted. The focus lied on better
understanding how notions of justice were integrated in these two projects along the
course of implementation, and to identify how notions of justice influenced local
engagement.
The data analysis shows that the interpretation and inclusion of notions of justice
within these two projects depended on the projects’ awareness of the different views
subjects, involved or affected by the project, have on the dimensions of justice;
distribution of power between the subjects; and position given to justice in relation
to environmental and economic aims. Furthermore, the findings illustrate that
attuning notions of justice between different stakeholder groups plays an influential
role in shaping community participation. The outcomes suggest that, for these two
cases, the justice dimensions of participation and recognition most directly
influenced local engagement. Besides, the projects’ adaptivity during implementation
towards the contextual development pathways and situated agency, as well as active
facilitation of the dimensions of justice, were influential in enabling local engagement.
In the following paragraphs, I compare these findings with related PES literature and
discuss the implications in relation to the conceptual framework of chapter 2. I also
broaden the discussion by reflecting on the challenges of avoiding the reproduction
of unequal power relations, and on reversing the PES approach by taking a more
bottom-up approach to PES design and -implementation. Towards the end, I touch
upon the validity and reliability of this research. To conclude, I reflect on the
replicability and on topics that require future research.

6.1

The art of meeting different notions of justice

The theoretical and empirical chapters of this thesis draw attention to how notions
of justice on PES projects vary amongst stakeholders – the subjects of justice. Project
managers, local authorities and subsistence farmers have different reasons for
participating, and for welcoming or resisting the practices introduced by the projects.
The context-specific values, needs and interests inevitably result in different views on
elements of justice (He & Sikor, 2015). Therefore, the interpretation and inclusion of
notions of justice within PES projects depends on the project managers’ awareness
of the different interpretations that subjects, involved or affected by the project, hold
on aspects of justice.
The recognition and dynamic integration of these different views on justice form
essential next steps for enhancing the projects’ justice. The data analysis showed that
WOS and HVT were relatively aware of the existing notions of justice amongst
different stakeholders. Therein, it was certainly helpful that a large part of the project
management originated from the site of implementation. This implies the importance
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of context-specific project approaches, and a familiarity with practices, values and
needs of the site of implementation.
This also highlights that the art of PES forestry is not to develop and uphold one
common notion of justice for all subjects involved in or affected by the project. Instead,
the challenge lies in continuously balancing trade-offs that meet people’s various and
changing objectives and notions of justice. Making PES projects work is therefore not
merely about identifying the right amount of payments and the most profitable tree
species. It is about the recognition of subjects’ various views on justice, and about
finding ways to make PES schemes fit the values that people give to ecosystems (He
& Sikor, 2015; Shapiro-Garza, 2013; Vatn, 2010).
Several scholars working on the relations between reforestation and justice pointed
out similar findings. Sikor et al. (2014) for example did a justice and ecological study
of two PES cases in Rwanda and suggest that attuning PES design to local notions of
justice may enhance more sustainable ecological outcomes (Gross-Camp et al. 2012;
Maryin et al., 2014). Also Fisher at al. (2018), when studying two PES cases in Uganda,
found that people’s notions of justice have material implications for the success or
failure of environmental interventions. He & Sikor (2015) argue that the compatibility
between different notions of justice, or the lack thereof, is a central social dynamic
for PES in practice, and explain why projects succeed in some places and fail in other
places. Moreover, an approach that addresses the concerns of a variety of actors will
enable more benefits, trust and participatory decision-making within forest policy
(Forsyth & Sikor, 2013). Hence, the importance of taking different notions of justice
into account.
Tapping into more abstract thinking, this point raises awareness on the fact that
there is no universal truth or universally valid approach to human-environmental
problems. As Potter et al. explain (2008), even though certain environmental patterns
suggest for change, there needs to be awareness that what is considered as a resource,
and therefore what is considered as degradation, is socially constructed. Similarly,
perspectives on the environment, and its value to society, are constantly redefined
through processes of development. Consequently, any approach to environmental
degradation and restoration, should take into account how these relates to specific
resource functions over certain spaces and times, and how these relate to the relevant
resource groups.

6.2

Recognition and participation: triggers for intrinsic local
engagement?

The findings of this thesis highlight the value of scrutinising dimensions of justice.
At the level of implementation, such analysis can illuminate which dimensions matter
more to local stakeholders. Data analysis of WOS and HVT show that different
stakeholders attached different notions, interests and values to the projects’
dimensions of justice. For WOS and HVT, dimensions of recognition and participation
seemed most influential in triggering local engagement. The interviews showed that
the most important project elements for farmers related to those elements of justice
that affected farmers’ daily activities most directly.
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Whilst criteria and subjects shape the projects’ foundational approach to justice, the
findings show that the projects’ dimensions of justice (access, distribution,
participation and recognition) most directly influence local engagement. Pascual et al.
(2014) (who talk about equity dimensions which are similar to the dimensions of
justice used in this thesis) argue that these dimensions are well-known determinants
of people’s motivation and behaviour (e.g. Fehr and Falk, 2002; Wright et al., 2012).
There is a broadening recognition that these elements therefore also influence
conservation (Pascual et al., 2010; Miller et al ., 2011; Halpern et al., 2013).
Furthermore, Upton (2019) argues that co-produced PES, with due attention to the
tripartite dimensions of environmental justice, can facilitate local stewardship, whilst
avoiding crowding out non-market values and motives for conservation, albeit shaped
and constrained by diverse manifestations of power.
As Mansourian and Parrotta (2019) write, a balance is needed between participants’
interests and long-term benefits. Participants need to see the value of what they are
supposed to do. Therefore, when studying and designing more effective approaches,
it is not enough to only consider how PES outcomes are going to be achieved on
location or to study an intervention in terms of its effectiveness. It is equally
important to understand and recognise the local reality itself, especially when it
affects people’s practices. This is because local institutions have broad societal
governance arrangements which shape collective action and the distribution of
benefits (Cleaver & de Koning, 2015). Hence, the fundamental need for thoroughly
looking into different notions on dimensions of justice.
This connects with a recurring criticism on PES, notably that PES projects often rely
on the incentivization of externally rather than locally desired behaviour (Upton,
2019). Sikor et al. (2014) explain that criteria of merit defined as marginal utility are
paramount for organising the relationship between the carbon farmers and the
project. When payments are considered as a fair compensation for the costs made to
undertake the desired activity, people might feel inherently motivated to reciprocate
(Vatn, 2010). This would avoid crowding out intrinsic motivations, another oftenrecurring criticism of PES literature. The interviewees stated they would continue the
activities even when not being paid. This shows that payments can reshape local
material and cultural practices in substantially different ways, depending on the
characteristics of the payment agreements, local notions of justice, and the cultural
embeddedness of the desired behaviour (Hayes 2012, Rode at al. 2014, Muradian et
al. 2013). It is therefore relevant that project activities are in the interest of the
participants and bring visible benefits, such as the decreased erosion that farmers
claimed to experience.

6.3

The importance of overcoming the reproduction of unequal
power relations

One of the essential element defining how notions of justice were integrated into WOS
and HVT, and in PES projects more broadly, is the distribution of power between the
subjects of the projects. The most fundamental difference between WOS and HVT is
the way they engaged with – and distributed power over – local subjects. WOS focused
on the community as a whole, whilst HVT focused their activities on larger
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landholders. This resulted in a different integration of notions of justice, and different
extents of local engagement. WOS for example tried to tie project activities into
existing practices and institutions. WOS also searched to increase local leadership
and minimise hierarchy. They even developed a devolving management structure
which increasingly transfers decision-making power to the local level. HVT focused
less on fitting project activities into the daily community life and on enhancing local
ownership of the project. They upheld a more hierarchal structure, which kept most
decision-making power above the local level and did not trigger participants to do
much more than taking care of their trees. This different distribution of power was
largely shaped by the criteria that WOS and HVT developed at the start of the projects.
Concerns with justice intersect with power (Shapiro-Garza et al., 2019; Upton, 2019).
Even though contextual structures and agency influence the projects’ practices, the
most powerful subjects of the project define how implementation is steered and who
makes decisions. These subjects decide who can call on justice and whether the
agency of local actors in relation to PES is constrained or encouraged. This means
that, amongst subjects, dimensions and criteria of justice, subjects are the
dominating notion of justice. It are eventually the subjects that interpret the criteria
for justice and define how dimensions are shaped, and re-shaped during
implementation. Power therefore shapes what particular notions of justice may be
expressed or deemed legitimate. This implies the responsibility of project managers
and other powerful subjects to represent, include and empower subjects with less
power, and to avoid the reproduction of power inequalities.
Plenty of PES research warns for the risk of reinforcing unequal power relations and
(re-)producing social inequity through PES projects (Corbera et al., 2007; Kull et al.,
2015; Daw et al., 2011; McAfee, 2012; Sikor, 2013). As Van Hecken (2014) explains,
PES transactions can hide deep-lying power asymmetries which risks reinforcing
inequalities in access to environmental resources. The data analysis shows that WOS
found a way to partly overcome that risk. WOS decreased the reproduction of unequal
power relations by allowing everyone to participate and to earn a small yearly income
from the project, and by limiting the maximum number of trees and economic returns
people can obtain by participating. Then, an interesting observation on how both
projects challenged existing local power relations, was the sometimes sceptical or
resistant attitude of chefes de suco and chefes de aldeia towards WOS or HVT. Two
interviewed farmers pointed out that they noticed that some village and hamlet heads
were less keen on the supporting the projects. The interviewees denoted this attitude
to some kind of jealousy towards the people that were now earning money from the
PES project, perhaps more money than them. Nevertheless, it remains challenging to
fully overcome underlying power imbalances and social inequity. Even though WOS
found a way to theoretically include everyone and distribute project benefits relatively
equally over the communities, people with larger land and capacity to plant more
trees, yield more benefits from the project than people with less resources at hand.
Other elements, such as opportunity costs, also play a role and were for example the
reason for HVT to not pursue equal access. Hence, the importance of staying mindful
of the deeper-lying existing power inequalities characterising the project context, and
continuous efforts to avoid reproducing these.
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6.4

PES and justice: irreconcilable or compatible?

The relation between PES and justice is a controversial topic in PES literature.
Scholars have divergent views on the position of justice within PES, and the potential
of PES for contributing to justice. As touched upon in 2.1, the dominant lens for
environmental economists is that justice and other social objectives should be
considered as side-benefits in order to focus on what they consider as the primary
goal, notably environmental effectiveness and economic efficiency. On the other side
of the spectrum there are PES sceptics from political ecology who argue that social
and environmental justice will always be constrained by PES models, even when ‘local
actors subject to PES interventions creatively appropriate the mechanism’ (Fletcher
& Büscher, 2019: 420).
The social and environmental justice outcomes of WOS and HVT argue against these
two extremes. As Fletcher and Büscher (2019) also search for environmental
governance approaches that enhance social and environmental justice, it is especially
interesting to discuss how the findings of this thesis countered their claim. The two
Timorese cases show that PES actually enabled elements of social and environmental
justice that were not feasible before. The PES for example brought an annual financial
income, local access to seedlings and environmental restoration. Project management
also succeeded to circumvent national and international aid bureaucracy, and to
avoid a (financial) focus on short-term, visible targets. The PES allowed WOS and
HVT to re-focus on pursuing long-term objectives, integrating local values, needs and
motivation, decentralizing project management and empowering local staff and actors.
The data analysis illustrates that social ‘side’-benefits enhanced local engagement
and therefore reforestation outcomes. Therefore, it is a step too far to claim that PES
inherently constrain social and environmental justice for affected actors. What’s more,
such rejection of PES ignores the opportunities PES can bring for local actors, and
for development interventions more broadly. These findings highlight the value of
giving justice a more central position within PES, and to search for ways in which
PES contributes to environmental justice.
There are more authors who see the value of justice and argue for more attention to
justice within PES (e.g. Sikor et al., 2014; He & Sikor, 2015; Forsyth & Sikor, 2013).
This PES scholarship raises concerns on the recurring subordinate position of justice
within PES policy and implementation. Bremen et al. (2014) describe how justness of
the intervention is very important next to efficiency and effectiveness. They explain
that the prevailing focus on the latter two leads to overlooking who actually wins and
who loses from these interventions, and whose natures are actually being managed.
The interpretation of my findings, and especially those of WOS as an exemplary
advocate of social and economic justice, confirm that justice can be placed on an
equal footing with environmental conservation and economic efficiency and that this
approach will bear fruits for sustainable project outcomes as well as justice more
broadly.

6.5

Reversing the PES design: towards a more bottom-up
approach

Van Hecken et al. (2015b) argue for a more socially-informed and power-sensitive
analysis of PES, which has been pursued in this thesis. In doing so, it becomes clear
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that PES can recognise, integrate and represent values and needs that exist at the
local level.
Ten years ago, the focus of PES lied on correcting market failures by addressing
environmental externalities through payments for ecosystem services (Van Hecken &
Bastiaensen, 2010). Over time, PES have been applied in a multitude of ways,
through which many PES hybridizations have evolved, as well as new PES ontologies.
Today, this environmental externality approach does not lie at the centre of PES
anymore. The case studies of WOS and HVT give an example of how new centres have
developed, which for example focus on restoring environmental conditions, creating
economic opportunities and empowering local communities.
As Van Hecken and Bastiaensen already insinuated in 2010, PES schemes can
potentially contribute to the environment and to justice, especially if they could be
designed in such a way that wealthy ecosystem service users from the global north
support poor ecosystem service providers from the global south. This implies
reversing the normative reasoning process of PES and shifting it towards a more
bottom-up approach, thereby broadening the interpretation of what shape PES can
take, and stimulating bottom-up, locally relevant approaches. After all, there is much
more diversity in the various international objectives and initiatives that can be
matched with local PES forestry initiatives, than there is diversity in PES approaches
that fit the context-specificity of local environmental conditions and community
livelihoods. Besides enhancing the integration and recognition of local values and
needs, a bottom-up approach can facilitate local self-sufficiency and empowerment.
McAfee (1998) argues that the more local communities become self-reliant and
politically autonomous, the more they are likely and able to influence environmental
management – through the adoption and (re)discovery of traditional and modern
mixes of cultural and technological practices – that works with, rather than against
nature. As such, a bottom-up approach also brings opportunities for welcoming local
agency and new forms of local engagement.

6.6

Validity & reliability

This sub-chapter discusses the validity and reliability of this research. The validity
reflects on whether this thesis studied what was aimed to study and how conceptual
choices influenced the research outcomes. The reliability concerns the accuracy of
the adopted methodology and data collection and interpretation influenced the
research outcomes.

Validity
This thesis aimed to better understand the conformation and outcomes of two PES
reforestation projects in Timor-Leste, and how PES can potentially contribute to more
effective, just and sustainable reforestation initiatives. The adopted focus on
implementation dynamics and on how notions of justice changed over time according
to different stakeholder groups effectively gave a comprehensive understanding of
how both PES projects were implemented. The adopted focus on new spaces for
engagement brought useful insights for better understanding PES outcomes in terms
of (lacking) local engagement.
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The choice to assess the project outcomes in terms of local engagement implied that
other project outcomes, such as environmental effectiveness and economic impact,
were less or not included in this research. These project outcomes would give
complementary insights for more effective, just and sustainable reforestation projects.
A focus on environmental effectiveness would for example have clarified the local
environmental impact of the projects beyond the trees that were planted, whilst a
focus on the economic impact could have (quantitively) demonstrated whether
financial project benefits diffused over the community level, beyond the families of
the participating farmers, and how the project influenced local financial inequalities.
However, the environmental and/or economic dimensions could not have substituted
the focus on local engagement. Understanding community engagement is essential
for understanding how the projects were implemented, changed, achieved their
outcomes. According to the adopted conceptual framework, it is an influential
dynamic shaping PES implementation. Therefore it can be concluded that the aim of
this thesis was effectively studied but that the integration of environmental and
economic dimensions would have complemented and strengthened the findings of
this thesis, both in terms of analysed PES outcomes, as in terms of implications of
PES for environmental justice.
Next, the relation between notions of justice and local engagement was analysed in
this thesis. The elaborate conceptual scope of notions of justice (including subjects,
criteria and four dimensions of justice) and the empirical analysis that was taken to
study these notions, brought valid insights on aspects that triggered and/or
discouraged local engagement. However, as the theoretical chapter implies, there are
many structures influencing and shaping local agency. It is highly complex to take
all these structures into account and to grasp all the dynamics at play. During the
analysis, attention was given to local development pathways and how these could
have influenced local engagement in relation to the project structure. The conceptual
approach and data analysis disclosed certain links between notions of justice and
local engagement. Yet, these are not all-encompassing. There are more dynamics at
play than observed during this research. This means that the observed (lack of) local
engagement is likely to be influenced by more factors than those taken into account.

Reliability
As discussed in the methodology (3.3-3.5), there were several factors that risked
limiting the data collection such as a dependency on project staff and management
for arranging interviewees, cultural differences, a language barrier and subsequent
reliance on interpreters, and the isolation of both project locations. The impact of
these factors was decreased by preparing well for field research by, for example, giving
project management and staff a list with targeted respondent-criteria for the
interviews, conducting participant observation and semi-structured interviews in
person, learning to understand the jargon of this research topic in the local language,
and discussing the interview transcripts and goal with the interpreter beforehand.
Yet, two elements were not anticipated and the influenced data collection.
First, project management and staff of WOS and HVT were not able to arrange
interviews with non-participants or people who withdrew from the project. Only two
non-participants were interviewed, both on location of HVT. Therefore, this thesis
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largely portrays PES implementation and local participation according to project
participants’ point of view. The household survey from HVT, which included
information on the livelihoods and perspectives of 10 non-participants partly
decreased this limitation. In addition, the sub-administrator of Laclubar was not
interviewed. As a local authority of the project area where HVT operates, he could
have provided valuable information on the project’s socio-political unfolding over the
past decade.
Second, on both research locations, project management or staff were most of the
time present during the interviews. For With One Seed, this was because project
management also took on the role of interpreter. For Halo Verde Timor, this was
because project staff were also the guides to the farmers’ houses and often stayed
present during the interviews. On the one hand, it seemed that the presence of project
management or staff made the respondents feel more at ease, because management
and staff originate from the project area and are usually highly-respected. On the
other, farmers might have given socially-desired responses or have been less
outspoken about challenges or criticism on the project.

6.7

Conclusion: replicability & future research

The replicability considers the wider implications of this research for PES and beyond
PES, for enhancing effective and inclusive reforestation initiatives. First, it should be
noted that the observations of this thesis on PES implementation and triggers for
local engagement in WOS and HVT are context-specific. However, the broader
implications that were derived from these observations, and discussed throughout
this chapter, can be generalised to small-scale payment-based reforestation
interventions in tropical contexts. In fact, the insights on the importance of taking
into account different notions of justice, overcoming power imbalances, facilitating
and co-producing project implementation, and taking a more bottom-up approach to
project development are even relevant and desirable for larger-scale, non-payments
based forest development interventions.
Next, the replicability of this conceptual framework, which focuses on how
implementation dynamics influence project outcomes by studying notions of justice
from different stakeholder groups at different moments in time, is broad. It can be
adopted by researchers that aim to better understand and systematically compare
the conformation and outcomes of reforestation-development initiatives. Moreover,
this thesis’ approach to identifying spaces for engagement can be valuable for
replication in studies that search to better understand and act on the facilitation of
sustained community participation and project co-production.
Inspired by the example of Shapiro-Garza et al. (2019), this thesis follows a growing
body of research which studies how and to what extent ‘subjects of neoliberal
interventions’ are able to identify ‘surfaces of engagement’ (Escobar, 1999:13)
through which they can change, reshape and sometimes even create new spaces that
can transform externally imposed structures as to suit their own aims and interests
(Bigger and Dempsey, 2018). More research on and experimentation with triggers for
local participation and project co-production between project management and local
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stakeholders is needed. This can support the transition towards environmental
justice.
At the local level, it would be relevant for WOS and HVT to conduct future research
on the environmental effectiveness of both projects, looking at the environmental
impact beyond the amount of trees that have been grown. Another insightful research
angle is to study the economic impact of both projects at the levels of the community,
hamlet, village and sub-district, thereby including the diffusion of benefits over these
different levels and how the projects affect the most isolated and marginalised people.
These research foci complement the findings of this thesis for better understanding
the praxis and outcomes of WOS and HVT, and for identifying how these projects
contributed to environmental justice.
Next, it is interesting to study the possibility for replicating WOS’ approach on other
locations, and for initiating similar community forestry PES projects. As WOS seems
successful in pursuing social and economic justice, adopting long-term project
continuation and effective reforestation, they have valuable lessons for future
community reforestation projects in Timor-Leste, or other rural contexts in the global
south. Such study could for example identify basic requirements, flexible elements
and magic ingredients, as well as the extent to which these elements can be locally
adjusted, that are needed for project reproduction and for working towards
environmental justice.
On a broader level, building on the suggestions from Muradian et al. (2013) and
following-up on 6.5, more evidence can be collected on how globally evolved
mechanisms such as PES become locally reshaped. Therein, data can for example be
gathered on the different ways that PES benefit and empower local communities,
thereby focusing on integrating the perspectives of local stakeholders. This is valuable
because PES projects can locally have a completely different meaning from being a
carbon offset mechanism that serves wealthy entities. As seen in this thesis, they can
embody a small yearly income for ecosystem service providers, which at the same
time reduce local erosion and water scarcity. They can also be regarded as an
alternative way of raising long-term funds for the (co-)management of forests and
surrounding livelihoods, or as a policy tool for circumventing inefficient and/or
corrupt state interventions. In this way, future research can better inform and create
awareness on the multitude of functions and benefits of PES, and the potential
contribution to environmental justice. Findings can also be used to inspire future
PES design and application on how notions of justice can serve a diversity of
stakeholders, thereby benefitting interests at different levels without having to
compromise local values and needs.
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7. Conclusion
This thesis researched how two PES projects in Timor-Leste have integrated and
changed elements of justice during implementation, and how this has affected local
engagement. The two case studies, With One Seed (WOS) and Halo Verde Timor
(HVT), are non-government led community reforestation projects which pay
subsistence farmers for the trees they plant on their private land. WOS and HVT are
especially interesting for this research because they pursue community development
goals besides targeting reforestation and carbon sequestration in a context
characterised by numerous environmental and development challenges.
The research was designed to study the possibilities for achieving more effective
reforestation and community development outcomes through PES in tropical
contexts. Therefore, the study wishes to better understand (1) the grounded praxis of
two PES forestry projects in Timor-Leste, especially with regard to justice; (2) how the
justice design of both projects have changed as a result of contextual dynamics that
arose during project implementation, and (3) how implementation dynamics have
created spaces that have influenced local engagement. The goal was to observe how
a more balanced approach between environmental and development goals within PES
influences project implementation and outcomes, what role notions of justice play
therein, and how this can potentially contribute to the manifestation of
environmental governance approaches that enhance environmental justice.
Following a political ecology lens, the research has remained sensitive to the
politicised nature of environmental change and the multi-level power relations that
influence nature-society interactions. This study sought to observe the constraints of
global structures in shaping local contexts and to witness how local actors influence
and reshape external interventions through their agency. Furthermore, the grounded
approach has helped to make sense of why PES looks the way it does on the ground.
In this way, a power-sensitive and socially-informed analysis of PES was pursued
with a focus on integrating local agency.
To meet the research objectives, notions of justice from actors involved with WOS and
HVT were empirically analysed. Three elements of justice were studied to fully
comprehend how the PES design and implementation of WOS and HVT were shaped:
the subjects, dimensions and criteria of justice. These notions of justice were
investigated amongst multiple stakeholders groups, thereby trying to capture how
project management, staff, participants and local authority looked at these elements
of justice from their different points of view. The notions of justice were also studied
at different moments in time, to identify how notions changed during implementation
and how they affected the projects’ structure. Next, through the analysis of the project
changes, the rise and influence of spaces for local engagement were studied. Hence,
the changing notions of justice during project implementation served as variables for
better understanding how WOS and HVT incorporated interests and needs of the
actors involved; adapted their design to the local context along implementation; and
influenced local engagement.
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As for the methodology, data were gathered from the beginning of both projects until
the timing of the field research, thereby covering ten years of project activities. The
data were collected during two field trips per project site, 36 semi-structured
interviews and two focus groups, as well as from project documents, reports and
papers.
The following research question has guided this thesis: How did notions of justice of
two PES projects in Timor-Leste change during implementation and affect local
engagement? The findings illustrate that notions of justice changed in line with how
the projects started. These changes were primarily shaped by the initially envisioned
justice criteria of the projects. For WOS, this meant a focus on social and economic
participation whilst HVT prioritised reforestation and carbon sequestration. Even
after HVT substantially changed project management in 2016 and broadened their
criteria, they continued operating along their initial principles. In addition, the
distribution of power between the subjects steered project changes. WOS worked
towards a growing diffusion of power and responsibilities at the local level whereas
HVT kept power centralised at higher project management levels. Hence, even though
projects change during implementation, the initial attitude and distribution of power
largely define how projects will evolve over time and interact with the local context.
Next, the research found that dimensions of justice (access and distribution,
participation and recognition) are subordinate to subjects and criteria of justice. This
makes the dimensions more flexible and adaptive during implementation. Hence,
dimensions of justice are easier to be reshaped during implementation than subjects
and criteria. For WOS and HVT, especially the dimensions of participation and
recognition triggered local engagement. Findings suggest that this is because these
dimensions affected participants’ daily activities. They most directly concerned local
values and needs, as well as how participants could (not) engage with the projects.
Therefore, the outcomes suggest that if PES projects aim to stimulate local
engagement and co-shape PES implementation, it is crucial to better understand and
facilitate local interpretations of dimensions of justice.
This also implies that integrating notions of justice from local stakeholders in PES
implementation is influential in (co-)shaping community participation, and vice versa,
that ignoring local notions on justice hampers local engagement. Therefore, it is
recommended that PES projects compare their notions of justice with local notions
of justice before and during implementation. As such, practitioners become better
aware of which notions might evoke resistance and which notions can enhance
engagement. Practitioners can then decide more effectively as to which dimensions
allow for more flexibility in order to enable co-production. These approaches would
not only strengthen local engagement, and subsequently reforestation outcomes, it
would also provide local agents with better opportunities to advance their needs and
values.
Furthermore, the outcomes of this thesis show that local engagement increased when
the projects actively facilitated dimensions of justice. The case of HVT demonstrated
that theoretically or discursively including notions of justice is insufficient for
realising justice and the desired local engagement. Follow-up and facilitation are
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elementary. In addition, project continuity, demonstrated success and local trust in
project management were emphasised by local participants as important factors for
motivating engagement.
The case studies confirm that it is possible for PES projects to achieve reforestation
objectives and enhance environmental justice by carefully and purposefully
balancing environmental and community goals. Adaptive and supportive project
management, and the dynamic integration of local notions of justice during
implementation, can create surfaces for engagement that enhance local engagement.
As WOS shows, PES can even pave a road towards decreased aid dependency and
increased local self-sufficiency. The two case studies also illustrate how the PES
projects brought new social, economic and environmental opportunities for local
communities which were not feasible before the projects were put in place.
However, the inclusion of environmental, economic and social elements into PES
design is complex, open to multiple interpretations and influenced by multi-level
power structures. This impedes the realisation of environmental justice, especially
when considering sopra-local levels. Therefore it is important to realise that
environmentally just manifestations of PES can be realised and that PES can create
pathways which contribute to environmental justice. More concern towards justice
in PES can enhance the inclusion of marginalised communities and incite intrinsic
motivation for growing trees, thereby overcoming some of the failures and
shortcomings reforestation efforts have been criticised for. More emphasis on justice
throughout reforestation projects therefore cannot only increase respect for local
values, needs and knowledge. It can also function as an enabler for more equitable
and effective reforestation and development in tropical contexts.
Based on this thesis’ findings, discussion and conclusions, several recommendations
for PES reforestation projects in the global south follow. First of all, PES project
management will benefit from regularly comparing their notions of justice (especially
the dimensions of justice) to notions of justice from local stakeholder groups. With
this knowledge, effective steps can be taken to attune different notions of justice and
to work towards projects that are more locally relevant and -empowering. It is also
recommended that scholars document these findings, as to create more awareness
on the alternative local interpretations that exist on PES. Another recommendation
is to pay more attention to how PES hybridisations evolve. The identification of spaces
for (local) engagement is a useful tool for doing so. Then, by writing on these
processes, scholars can stimulate a more creative application and co-production of
PES, and enrich PES application. Next, in order to enable more bottom-up
approaches to PES design and implementation, agents are needed that reconcile
international reforestation objectives and opportunities with local values and needs.
These agents, which can be project management or another type of intermediary, can
translate international PES opportunities to the local level. Finally, the outcomes of
this thesis encourage the continuation of exploring the emancipatory potential of
PES, and other non-payments based reforestation approaches, to create converging
pathways towards effective reforestation and environmental justice.
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