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Abstract 

Recent research highlights the potential for climate change mitigation projects and large-
scale land deals to produce conflicts over land and resources. However, this literature 
generally views climate change policies and land grabbing as separate processes, and 
focuses on discrete areas where displacement or contested claims occur. We argue that 
additional research strategies are needed to understand the social and ecological spill-over 
effects that take place within larger areas where land-based climate change projects (e.g. 
biofuel production, forest conservation, or hydroelectric projects) and large land-based 
investments (e.g. plantations or mines) are found. We propose adopting a landscape 
perspective to study intersections and complex interactions within and across social, 
ecological and institutional domains. By co-producing knowledge with local actors, building 
capacity with civil society groups, and informing advocacy that targets policy processes at 
multiple scales, we suggest that such research could contribute to preventing, resolving or 
transforming conflicts – even in places where difficult political transitions are underway.  
 
Keywords: Conflict, climate change mitigation, land grab, resource conflict, green grab, 
biofuel, REDD+ 



 

 

1 Introduction 

The social outcomes of land-based climate change mitigation policies and large-scale land 
acquisitions have captured the attention of scholars, practitioners and civil society actors. 
Governments around the world have embraced biofuels as a low-carbon energy source, 
many setting targets for biofuel production or use as part of a climate change mitigation 
strategy (Bailis and Baka, 2011). However, critics protest that existing governance 
mechanisms do not adequately address issues associated with land rights, working 
conditions, and other social impacts (Creutzig et al., 2013; German and Schoneveld, 2012; 
German et al., 2011; La Via Campesina, 2009). Another important climate change 
intervention, Reducing Emissions from Deforestation and Forest Degradation (REDD+), has 
emerged as a policy framework under the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate 
Change (UNFCCC) to protect carbon stored in forests by assigning it a monetary value. 
However, many argue that REDD+’s projects and related policy programs have the potential 
to reinforce existing inequities and social exclusions (Mustalahti and Rakotonarivo, 2014; 
Corbera, 2012; Phelps et al., 2010). Meanwhile, new energy security interests and concerns 
for energy sources that can be justified as ‘renewable’ are driving an expansion of 
hydropower development as well (Mehta et al., 2012). Hydroelectric dams have long been 
the object of critique for their social and environmental impacts, including displacement of 
local people and increased pressure on agriculture due to changes in hydrology and water 
quality (Shoemaker et al., 2014). Finally, large-scale land acquisitions for the development of 
agricultural, forestry enterprises or for purely speculative purposes, popularly known as ‘land 
grabs’, have emerged as a focal point for research and activism (Cotula, 2013; White et al., 
2012; Borras et al., 2011).  
 
While each of these topics has generated very active research, debate and political action in 
recent years, we see two areas where this work can be pushed further. First, much research 
to date has investigated climate change policies and land grabbing separately. Work on 
green grabbing – “the appropriation of land and resources for environmental ends” (Fairhead 
et al., 2012: 237) – has made a significant contribution by describing how environmental 
protection strategies, including REDD+, can serve to motivate or justify large-scale land 
deals. Research on green grabs articulates a broad, market-based logic that links 
environmental motives to land deals and their often unjust outcomes for local people – and 
clears a path for future research that examines the interactions between land grabs 
undertaken for environmental and non-environmental objectives.  
 
Second, existing work on the social impacts of climate change mitigation or land grabbing 
tends to focus on discrete areas, such as particular landholdings where dispossession or 
competing claims occur. Transnational connections have received much attention, for 
example where biofuel mandates in one country or region are believed to affect agricultural 
production in other regions (Pye and Bhattacharya, 2013; Franco et al., 2010). But with the 
important exception of growing work that explores the far-reaching effects of water grabbing 
across time and space (Mehta et al., 2012; Woodhouse, 2012), relatively little research so far 
has studied the cumulative and interactive effects of multiple projects within the same 
landscape or region.  
 
This paper builds a case for research that addresses these gaps by explicitly considering 
interactions and expanding the boundaries of these complex problems to a landscape level. 



 

 

Based on discussions between grassroots, NGO, academic and advocacy actors held in the 
context of developing an engaged research project, here we outline a framework for 
collaborative action research that can help in understanding the interplay between climate 
change mitigation initiatives and land grabs, and resulting patterns of conflict and 
cooperation. We also consider how such action research could influence trajectories of 
conflict and cooperation by building capacity for interventions that promote socially just 
conflict resolutions. The relevance of the framework is justified by the growing number of 
transnational collaborative programs that bring together researchers and civil society to 
analyze, confront and resolve environmental conflicts arising from competing positions on 
land-use and rapid transformations of rural systems in an era of persistent poverty and 
inequality (Conde, 2014; Urkidi and Walter, 2011; Martinez-Alier et al., 2010).  
 
The paper proceeds as follows. First we review recent insights on climate change mitigation, 
land grabbing and conflict, drawing on examples from existing literature and particularly from 
countries in the global South undergoing political transitions. Next we outline the three pillars 
of a proposed research framework: a landscape perspective, co-production of knowledge, 
and a commitment to supporting action for change. We conclude by reflecting on the 
challenges, risks and potential contributions of such an approach.  
 

2 Land-use climate change mitigation, land grabbing, conflict and 
cooperation 

2.1 Land-based climate strategies: biofuels and REDD+ 

Climate change, as a biophysical phenomenon, emerged as a global political concern in the 
1980s as a result of increasing scientific evidence about global warming and its potential 
consequences on social-ecological systems in the short and long term. Policy action was 
originally promoted under the auspices of the United Nations Framework Convention on 
Climate Change (UNFCCC) and it has over time spread to governments and sub-national 
organizations around the world. As of today, given the level of knowledge accumulated over 
the last two decades (IPCC, 2013), it has been generally accepted that climate change has 
profound justice implications associated with the fact that its impacts are and will be 
experienced differently within and across social groups, and across generations, as well as 
with the fact that dealing with the problem will require of cooperation and solidarity across 
nations and individuals (IPCC, 2014). People’s behavior, knowledge – both scientific and 
experiential – their vulnerability and adaptive capacity conditions, institutional structures, and 
political and economic power influence how climate change risks and consequences are 
perceived, felt and acted upon (Ribot, 2014; Burnham et al., 2013; Roberts and Parks, 2007).  
 
Climate change mitigation strategies are thus inextricably linked with justice considerations: 
any attempt to reduce greenhouse gas emissions is likely to be endorsed by or experienced 
differently across social classes and groups and may thus lead to both procedural and 
distributive conflicts. We argue that this is likely to be the case for mitigation actions aimed at 
reducing land-use related emissions, which have steadily contributed to rising greenhouse 
gas emissions worldwide over the last 50 years (Le Quéré et al., 2013). Land-use mitigation 
approaches encompass a range of policy, technology and market-based approaches in the 
agricultural, livestock and forestry sectors. Such activities include, for example: policies 
supporting the cultivation of crops like corn, oil palm, sugar cane or soybeans that can be 



 

 

used to produce biofuels, which have proliferated nationally and worldwide (Bailis and Baka, 
2011); global forest carbon markets to incentivise reductions in deforestation, degradation or 
increases in forest carbon stocks (i.e. REDD+); and policy programs to support conservation 
agriculture to reduce emissions from soils and production cycles in cropping systems 
(Bustamante et al., 2014; Delgado et al., 2011). We focus on the first two examples in the 
remainder of this paper. 
    
We suggest that biofuel, REDD+ and hydroelectric policies and actions may (re)allocate 
resources for energy production or carbon sequestration. In doing so they recast access to 
land and natural resources, potentially worsening conflicts – or resulting in cooperation and 
socially inclusive outcomes (Muradian et al., 2010). Most major sources of biofuels are ‘flex 
crops’ that can be used to make multiple end products (Borras et al., 2014). It can be difficult 
to trace whether the products of a particular farm were turned into biofuel, livestock feed, 
products for human consumption, or industrial products, since commodity chains are 
complex, production is aggregated along the chain, and the actors deciding if a given 
production becomes one end product or another often decide so on the basis of dynamic 
market information.  
 
But because biofuel policies have greatly stimulated demand for plantation crops that can be 
turned into biofuels, the social impacts of crop-based biofuel production can be considered 
an extension of the impacts of growing these crops – which have already been well studied 
(Clancy, 2013; Creutzig et al., 2013). Expanded biofuel production has been linked to: 
respiratory health impacts on workers and nearby residents from the sugarcane industry 
(Prado et al., 2012; Arbex et al., 2007; Boopathy et al., 2002); water pollution from palm oil 
production (Obidzinski et al., 2012; Larsen et al.); loss of land to make way for jatropha 
plantations, with disproportionate impacts on women and migrant farmers (Schoneveld et al., 
2011); and financial hardships or disincentives for small-scale farmers growing jatropha, oil 
palm and sugarcane (Ariza-Montobbio et al., 2010; McCarthy, 2010; Hall et al., 2009). In 
some cases increased conflicts have already been reported, both over land and water rights 
(Duvail et al., 2012; Obidzinski et al., 2012; McCarthy, 2010) and in cases where plantation 
workers became less available to help with communal labour (Schoneveld et al., 2011). 
Where resources that flow – such as air or water – are polluted by flex crop production and 
processing, it is easy to see the potential for conflicts over use and access rights to these 
vital resources to occur over a larger area.   
 
National and international efforts to regulate biofuel production by establishing sustainability 
criteria and compelling producers to seek third-party certification do not yet seem to be 
making much difference in how biofuel crops are produced (Hunsberger and Ponte, 2014). 
New governance measures for biofuels do not appear to be succeeding where existing 
environmental and social laws were already failing (Larsen et al., 2014; Newberry, 2014; 
Schut et al., 2013). Furthermore, difficulties in traceability can compromise the legitimacy and 
effectiveness of certification schemes. This raises the possibility that governance strategies 
targeted at reducing the impacts of biofuel production are less likely to address social issues, 
including conflicts, than integrated strategies might be if they targeted more fundamental 
problems and worked to address crucial enforcement capacity constraints (Hunsberger et al., 
2014).    
 



 

 

The UNFCCC REDD+ framework, in turn, aims to promote the conservation and 
enhancement of forest carbon through a particular version of sustainable management of 
existing forests. It aims to redistribute money from countries in the global North to countries 
in the global South that have significant forest cover and hence stored carbon. It also 
supports those making efforts to extend such cover and improve sustainable forest 
management. REDD+ is translating into variegated policy and project-based forms on the 
ground. On the one hand, multilateral donors are supporting countries to develop country-
based strategies to achieve the goals noted above. Governments can choose to promote 
programs of Payments for Ecosystem Services (PES), increase the number and size of 
protected areas, and/or provide more incentives to companies and rural communities for 
sustainable forest management, among other options (Angelsen et al., 2009). These are all 
initiatives that might or might not involve direct economic or in-kind compensation to 
communities and landowners, but which have potential to induce a recasting of land use and 
access relations and therefore induce conflict. 
 
On the other hand, REDD+ is being realized through ad hoc pilot projects supported by 
donor countries, international finance institutions (e.g. the World Bank’s Global Environment 
Facility, GEF), the United Nations and private actors, in parallel to the development of 
country strategies. REDD+ projects very often include afforestation, reforestation, and 
conservation activities, and involve contract-based and conditional payments to local 
communities. Some of these projects have already sold carbon offsets in existing voluntary 
carbon markets; others are aiming to do so if and when a global market for REDD+ offsets 
under the UNFCCC is formally established. A key challenge in REDD+ is to harmonize 
project and government-based approaches in order to avoid double counting and trading of 
carbon emission reductions. Additionally, pilot projects are struggling to fit the demands of 
carbon accounting and markets to local tenure and forest governance realities (Sunderlin et 
al., 2014; Murdiyarso et al., 2012).  
 
Critics identify several risks in REDD+ design and implementation. These include that: 
REDD+ national strategies may disregard the views of rural communities, indigenous 
peoples and opposing actors, while failing to address the fundamental causes of 
deforestation and degradation; local and indigenous people could lose use and access rights 
to forest resources through new conservation and forest management schemes (Mahanty et 
al., 2012); REDD+ programs and projects could further entrench existing inequities if they do 
not explicitly prevent elite capture of benefits (Sikor et al., 2010); and assigning a price to 
forest carbon might reduce forests to a single commodity that can be bought and sold without 
regard to their myriad other values (Corbera, 2012).  
 
REDD+ opens a complex governance space involving international, national and local 
institutions, each of which is likely to have layered interests that do not always coincide 
(Corbera and Schroeder, 2011). Because its rigorous planning and monitoring requirements 
require significant institutional capacity, some suggest that despite its stated focus on local 
participation, REDD+ may ultimately encourage centralization of forest governance rather 
than enhancing local control (Phelps et al., 2010). Combining these arguments, the 
encounter between competing interests at different scales playing out within a system that 
privileges top-down control has clear potential to produce grievances and conflicts at the 
local level – both between local users who are unevenly affected by changing forest 



 

 

management and access rules, and between local actors and institutions operating at other 
scales.  
 

2.2 Large-scale land deals: struggles over resource access and control 

Research on the social impacts of land grabbing has shifted focus over time: initially much 
research focused on the outright displacement of affected people, while recently more 
attention has been given to the effects of changes in “effective control” over land and 
resources (Borras and Franco, 2012: 50). It is important to untangle changes in land 
ownership, use, access, and control from one another as they may or may not be linked. For 
example, changes in control over land can occur without changes in ownership, as is the 
case where small-scale producers become tied to contracts or debts that lock them into 
producing particular crops for particular buyers.  
 
Focusing on access to and control over resources rather than on formal ownership or land 
use opens up the analysis to consider impacts of land deals that may at first seem indirect. 
For example, many times land changes hands but the proposed project is not implemented, 
or it proceeds on only a small pilot plot instead of the full area acquired – a situation 
sometimes referred to as a “virtual” land grab (McCarthy et al., 2012; Smalley and Corbera, 
2012). But even if a project does not proceed, it can still restrict the resource access of other 
land users, pushing them into other areas (Cotula, 2013). Another example of land deals 
affecting resource access beyond their own boundaries involves heavy water use to meet 
irrigation or industrial demands, which reduces the supply available to users of downstream 
surface water or shared aquifers (Woodhouse, 2012). In the framework presented in Section 
3, we pursue this line of thinking and seek to integrate the idea of water grabs with the 
broader potential ‘spillover’ effects of REDD+ and biofuel production. 
 
Land grabbing can be linked to climate change mitigation policies in at least four ways: (i) 
large-scale land deals regularly involve biofuel feedstocks, or at least such formal claims by 
state and non-state actors even if they are not seriously planning to produce biofuel; (ii) 
REDD+ can result in ‘green grabbing’ – ‘land grabbing for environmental ends’ – where local 
communities are dispossessed (Fairhead et al., 2012); (iii) prior experiences with land deals 
perceived as ‘grabs’ may create suspicion that REDD+ or planned biofuel projects will follow 
the same pattern, with private actors or governments gaining increased control over local 
resource use and associated governance, making it harder for these initiatives to proceed 
without inducing conflict or to proceed in locally beneficial ways (Ghazoul et al., 2010); and 
(iv) REDD+ areas may be subject to overlapping claims, including large-scale land deals, 
suggesting that in particular cases, 'land grabbing' for agriculture or speculative purposes 
may in fact compete with REDD+ focused initiatives. These different kinds of links between 
land deals and climate change mitigation have not yet been captured in a coherent 
framework such as the one we propose here.  
 

2.3 Conflict and cooperation in the midst of political transitions 

Two factors affect the likelihood that conflict will increase due to the interplay of climate 
change policies and land deals: the convergence of competing understandings of, 
relationships to, and interests in the same land resources, and the pre-existing structural and 
institutional conditions of the specific locale. Most of the current 50 fragile states (World Bank, 



 

 

2011) are agrarian societies and hotspots of land and water grabbing. But many societies 
where land grabbing is occurring, even in national contexts not considered to be ‘fragile’, 
exhibit an overall inability to tackle land-based conflict (Deininger et al., 2011; Collier and 
Hoeffler, 2005). Determining land rights in plural legal settings, which often also characterize 
these fragile states, is often tied to processes of state formation, such as during the 
development of post-socialist electoral regimes (Sikor and Lund, 2009). Plural legal settings 
can both exert constraints on and provide opportunities for addressing competing land rights 
claims and transforming land conflicts (Franco 2011). Perhaps especially in fragile states, a 
persistent irony emerges: the institutions and processes that could effectively prevent or 
transform resource conflicts are weak or absent in the places where they are most needed – 
a situation that is itself the outcome of past social and political conflict over land and water 
rights, and the strategic interactions and political choices of key actors.  
 
Fragile states where large-scale land acquisitions are occurring are particularly vulnerable to 
increased conflict when they embrace land-based climate change mitigation activities. 
Resource-related conflicts can manifest at different scales and they can result in contrasting 
responses by interested and locally affected parties. They can be a symptom of resource 
scarcity, but also of resource abundance. Historically, countries with abundant ‘point’ 
resources, such as minerals, and ‘diffuse’ resources such as land or forests have suffered 
from armed conflicts of different nature in which the access to and control over resource 
revenue were at stake. Some conflicts have, for example, confronted state political factions 
and have resulted in coup d’états while others have been led by peasants rebelling against 
the state in order to re-regulate or exercise full control over land and other resources, among 
others (Le Billon, 2001).  
 
In this paper we are concerned not only with violent conflict that both drives and emanates 
from new resource allocations due to climate change mitigation initiatives, especially biofuel, 
REDD+ and hydroelectric activities, but also with conflict that does not involve physical 
violence and instead is characterized by a symbolic resistance to perceived injustices by 
locally affected parties, which can in turn be manifested in unwillingness to participate in 
mitigation enterprises as farm workers or project actors (Mingorría et al., 2014). The latter 
may not be an exception in countries marked by authoritarian politics with an ongoing or 
recent history of armed conflict and civil repression, or in localities and regions where past 
experience leads peasants to reject state intervention and doubt the intentions of private 
companies (Kosoy et al., 2008).  
 
Myanmar and Cambodia are two countries that illustrate the issues identified above. Since 
Myanmar’s recent political transition, (trans)national land- and water-based investments have 
increased dramatically, brokered by the military-state hand in hand with Burmese ‘crony 
companies’ (Buchanan et al., 2013). This deluge of business deals comes as the country 
gradually emerges from one of the world’s longest civil wars marred from decades of military-
led land grabs. Large-scale land and water deals directly contribute to further political tension, 
resource conflicts and violence – for example, land grabs are the issue most frequently 
reported to the country’s new National Human Rights Commission. As a result the national 
government has recognised land conflict as one of the country’s paramount obstacles to 
peaceful development and created committees to address historical land conflicts. However, 
new land- and investment-related laws and policies designed to advance neoliberal goals 
have facilitated the advance of an unprecedented scale of land- and water-based land grabs. 



 

 

 
Private agribusiness activities, including for biofuel production, have perhaps had the largest 
impact on local communities. The amount of land area covered by the current large-scale 
land deals or and grabs reached 5.2 million acres by 2013 – a 170 percent increase since 
the current government took office (Woods, 2015). Meanwhile, large-scale hydropower dams, 
despite the initial postponement of the Chinese-financed Myitsone Dam in Kachin State, are 
set to re-emerge, as evidenced by the recent sustainable hydropower conference in the 
country's capital co-organised by the World Bank’s IFC (Vrieze, 2015). The majority of land- 
and water-based deals have targeted the resource-rich uplands along the country’s periphery 
– the same areas that have been embroiled in over six decades of civil war ignited by 
contestations over ethnic self-determination, sovereignty and equitable sharing of resource 
rents (Buchanan et al., 2013). For example, the two areas of the country most targeted for 
agribusiness concessions are Tanintharyi Region (oil palm) and Kachin State (mainly rubber, 
sugarcane and cassava) – both having entrenched civil war and targeted ethnic violence that 
are still ongoing (Woods, 2015). Meanwhile, large-scale conservation by demarcation of 
protected areas is making a comeback in Myanmar, with major conservation organisations 
setting up offices and garnering budgets to increase the country’s national parks and wildlife 
sanctuaries despite heavy criticism of the top-down conservation measures implemented in 
the 2000s (Noam, 2007). The two most heavily targeted areas of the country for protected 
area management are again Kachin State and Tanintharyi Region – the same ethnic conflict 
areas being targeted for agribusiness, mining and hydropower schemes. Locating private 
large-scale resource extraction, production and conservation concessions in ethnic conflict 
zones, some of which are still active war zones, has had significant territorial, political and 
securitization impacts (Woods, 2011).  
 
Overlapping land claims for large-scale biofuel production, hydropower electricity generation 
and conservation occur in the country’s north (Kachin State and north Shan State) along the 
border with China and in the southeast (Tanintharyi Region) along the border with Thailand - 
two countries that have played a significant role in the region’s political economy of resource 
extraction and production. For example in Kachin State’s Hukawng Valley, a few years after 
the world’s largest tiger reserve was created, causing considerable land conflicts and 
allegations of human rights abuses (Noam, 2007), a Burmese private company was awarded 
the country’s largest agribusiness concession to produce cassava and sugarcane for China’s 
biofuel market, leading to further displacement and associated social conflicts and violence. 
In north Shan State, several hydropower projects have been built and are in the construction 
phase along China’s border, one of which was the site of the first battle against the country’s 
army and the Kachin armed group, triggering a return of war after nearly two decades of a 
ceasefire. In the same areas ethnic paramilitaries have received biofuel agribusiness 
concessions in village cultivation areas, leading to new rounds of land conflicts (Global 
Witness, 2015). In Tanintharyi Region in the opposite corner of the country, similar layers of 
land- and water-based conflicts are being compounded from various extraction, production 
and conservation regimes. Various media and NGO estimates place at almost 2 million acres 
of oil palm concessions have been allocated to mostly domestic companies, which were 
predominately located in areas secured through a major Burmese military offensive against a 
Karen armed group. Dams have been slated to provide electricity with what is expected to be 
Southeast Asia’s newest and potentially largest deep sea port outside Dawei town. While 
Karen refugees in Thailand and IDPs residing in forest areas are considering their fates after 
nearly two decades of being pushed off their lands by the military, the world’s conservation 



 

 

industry has arrived in Tanintharyi with plans to create a range of new marine and forest 
protected areas, with partial funding from the World Bank’s GEF. 
 
As of 2012, the Cambodian state had reportedly granted economic land concessions (ELCs) 
on over 2 million ha of land, more than half the arable land in the country (Neef and Touch, 
2012: 1); this in a country where three-quarters of people still rely on agriculture for a central 
part of their livelihoods (Deininger et al., 2011: 6). While ELC awards have officially stopped, 
data collected in the Prey Lang region nonetheless finds new enterprises carving plantations 
out of the forest. The Prey Lang landscape covers 520,000 ha (Ashwell et al., 2004) of 
lowland forest. It is the primary source of livelihood for over 200,000 indigenous people and 
home to 500,000 other people who also rely on the forest for a large part of their subsistence, 
it is an important location for international carbon capture projects, and it is also the site of 
numerous agro-business projects. These projects are primarily producing rubber and acacia, 
but research has uncovered at least one site where a “forest restoration” company was 
awarded over 340,000ha of “degraded forest” in two provinces. According to government 
officials, this is a climate change-oriented reforestation project. According to local residents, 
whose families were using over 400ha of this “company land”, the company is cutting and 
processing lumber, and also planting trees. Conflicts are currently brewing over what the 
commune chief says is a misunderstanding: “The villagers did not understand about the law. 
When the company conducted impact assessment, their lands were full of trees because 
those were shifting cultivation plots that there was no legal recognition from the government” 
(Interview Feb 14, 2015). This example shows clearly the layered complexity of land-use in 
the Prey Lang region. Local residents have been using these forests for subsistence for 
generations, the government is attempting to use this region for ‘climate-friendly’ economic 
production, and the company is using this land to extract lumber with a ‘replanting’ clause. 
This case study does not show weak institutions; rather, it shows the selective use of land 
tenure institutions to accommodate economic intensification (Ehrentraut, 2011). The 
institutions that are weak in this scenario are those that go in the other direction: local 
residents do not know the legal channels or government institutions that can help them stake 
their claims. An action-research based model of co-producing knowledge can not only 
expose questionable profit-driven economic activities engendered under the banner of 
climate change mitigation, it can also help to equip communities with tools to negotiate space 
for themselves in the face of company encroachments, possibly avoiding protests and violent 
confrontations.  
In another example, near the Aural protected area in Kompong Speu province, two adjoining 
ELCs were awarded to the same company under different names, easily circumventing the 
government size limit of 10,000 ha. The following year another 4,700 ha inside a protected 
area were reclassified to accommodate the expansion of this plantation site. The concession 
grows sugar cane and has a sugar processing factory on site. “This ELC encroaches on 
more than 2,000 ha of farmland belonging to approximately 1,100 families in ten officially 
recognized, and five unrecognized villages” (Pred, 2013: 27). In addition to farmland, the 
concessions overlapped with thousands of hectares of grazing land, water resources and 
registered community forest that residents relied upon for collection of non-timber forest 
products during the lean months. These actions have ignited conflicts across a number of 
fields. Local residents are in conflict with the company over access to land for local 
livelihoods; conflict erupted between a major development funder and the plantation when 
human rights abuses were discovered and exposed through action research (Carteret, 2014), 
and conflicts between local residents and the bank occurred when reparations were 



 

 

demanded from the funder of the sugar plantation (Baker and McKenzie, 2014). While the 
conflicts in this region have not yet been solved, through action research the many layers of 
interaction and multiple levels of conflict can be made visible through the co-production of 
knowledge between activists, grassroots communities, and academics attending to climate 
change mitigation events.  
 
While land grabbing is underway in these countries, their governments have started to 
engage in land-based climate change mitigation initiatives. Cambodia has a national REDD+ 
Readiness–Preparation Proposal (R-PP) and several pilot projects (Ty et al., 2011), while 
Myanmar is developing its own R-PP but no pilot REDD+ projects yet exist (Sovacool, 2012). 
In parallel, crops that can be used to produce biofuels have gained ground in both countries. 
In most cases these can be understood as ‘flex crops’ with multiple, interchangeable uses, 
for example sugarcane (food, ethanol), oil palm (food, biodiesel, commercial/industrial uses), 
and cassava (food, feed, ethanol). With the emergence of relevant markets - or speculation 
of such - flex crops are on the rise in Myanmar and Cambodia, often linked to instances of 
land grabbing (Gregow et al., 2012; Woods, 2011).  
 
These examples suggest that in particular places, REDD+ and land grabbing and activities 
undertaken in the name of mitigating climate change (including through large-scale 
hydropower projects justified as promoting “sustainable” energy security) are already 
overlapping and interacting with one another. How to respond to and address these 
emerging situations is not obvious and would be a challenge under any circumstances; but it 
is particularly challenging in institutional settings characterized by legal pluralism combined 
with persistent authoritarian politics, as highlighted above. Therefore, the next section 
proposes an analytical approach that can be potentially used for action research focused on 
the mechanisms and outcomes of these interacting processes. The framework is based on 
three pillars: a landscape perspective to elucidate relevant interactions between and within 
ecological and social systems; co-production of knowledge by researchers and non-
academic partners, informed by human rights-based social justice considerations; and 
supporting action for change through multi-scale policy engagement that can contribute to 
minimizing or transforming resource conflicts.  
 

3 A framework for collaborative action research  

3.1 A landscape perspective 

The interplay of climate change policies, land grabs and conflict can produce social and 
ecological spill-over effects and chain reactions, which in turn can ignite new or aggravate 
old sets of competing claims and conflicts over resources outside the original area. Two 
dimensions matter here: the social dynamics of conflict can move or spread through 
displacement of people and communities, while the nature of resources that are contested 
can also change due to ecological spill-overs (e.g. agricultural run-off, dams, concentration or 
displacement of activities such as hunting and fuelwood gathering). The problem with 
resource conflict is therefore not simply that it can erupt or escalate in a given place, but that 
it can move across physical and administrative boundaries, further complicating the 
challenge of managing conflict.  
 



 

 

Focusing on the landscape scale can likely reveal patterns and cumulative impacts that 
remain invisible when smaller geographical areas are viewed separately. We hypothesize 
that theoretical understanding and appropriate public actions to manage conflict can be 
achieved more effectively by taking the landscape level as both the unit of analysis and a 
crucial unit of policy intervention. We recognize that the concept of a landscape can be 
vague; here we conceptualize it as a 'place' where physical and socio-cultural elements 
occur in localised, spatially specific combinations and where human actors dynamically 
interact. Thus a landscape is both ecologically and socially fluid and changeable, but also 
holds continuities (Zimmerer, 2006; Antrop, 2005). A landscape is thus a space larger than a 
farm but smaller than a region, in which physical, ecological and human dimensions co-exist 
as a product of socio-ecological and cultural co-evolution (Vaccaro and Norman, 2008; 
Batterbury and Bebbington, 1999).  
 
These considerations suggest, on the one hand, that the analytical boundaries of a 
landscape need to be defined not only according to ecological or political administrative units 
but through a combination of both and informed by the purpose of enquiry. On the other hand, 
they reveal that landscapes are heterogeneous; they include a mixture of land uses, 
resources and institutions at any given moment. Often they represent a ‘patchwork’ history of 
land governance and culture that has changed over time. A landscape mosaic can also be 
considered three-dimensionally: ‘stacked’ claims may be made on the same parcels of land, 
for example where surface and sub-surface rights are allocated separately, as is often the 
case where oil, gas or underground aquifers are concerned; or where complicated property 
relations mean that multiple people feel entitled to the same land (Roquas, 2002).  
 
A landscape lens thus forces scholars and activists working on land-based climate mitigation 
activities to think holistically about how and why land and its associated ecological processes 
and systems (e.g. water courses, forests, pastures, mineral deposits) are altered by 
mitigation activities, and what are the relevant ecological and social feedbacks within and 
across the ecosystems, land-uses and socio-cultural domains of the landscape. The latter 
entails documenting and mapping how and why climate mitigation activities modify the 
layered informal and formal institutions that shape and inform the agency of different actors 
and individuals, both at present and historically. 
 
Here, a human rights approach is crucial for highlighting the challenge of protecting and 
guaranteeing respect for democratic access and control of land where it exists, and 
promoting redistribution (or restitution) of such access and control where it is required 
(Franco et al., 2015b). This challenge corresponds to States’ basic obligations to respect, 
protect and fulfill human rights, offering a powerful instrument towards securing democratic 
land control. While the ‘human right to land’ has not been internationally recognized yet, land 
is inextricably connected to the enjoyment of a series of human rights, such as the right to 
food, housing, work and the right/principle of self-determination, among others. Human rights 
– as expressed in international conventions or treaties – give political legitimacy to 
marginalized land claim-makers. In settings where national land laws fall short, rural working 
people can mobilize international human rights law and principles in their efforts to remedy 
the situation politically. This strategy can also offer a political “shield” against possible 
retribution from those opposed to land policy change in the direction of greater social justice.  
 



 

 

3.2 Co-production of knowledge 

Co-production of knowledge with affected communities is a core part of the research 
framework we propose. Our vision of co-production resonates with the three elements of 
Derickson and Routledge’s “politics of resourcefulness” (2014: 1): i) that scholar-activists can 
devote academic resources at their disposal to advancing the goals of non-academic 
partners; ii) that research can pursue questions proposed by non-academic partners; and iii) 
that research should explore obstacles that hinder efforts for change. Further, we are guided 
by their approach to triangulating scholar-activism by iteratively reflecting on three things: 
“What are the current theoretical debates or intellectual questions? What publics and 
institutional projects are served by knowing? [and] What do non-academic collaborators want 
to know?” (Derickson and Routledge, 2014: 2).   
 
The co-production of knowledge is beneficial to both sides of this research model; local 
NGOs and activists produce data that academics need and also need data produced by 
academics. For the academic researcher, grassroots connections keep present the messy 
process of lived experience that is crucial to avoid the pitfalls of uninformed 
recommendations and ahistorical analysis. Lived experience everywhere is entwined in 
regional, environmental, social, and historical tendrils often opaque to the outsider, but it is 
critical to informing policy and navigating justice. Academic knowledge-production is often, 
and rightly, critiqued for its inability to effect real-time transformations and to ameliorate 
violence within the processes studied. By connecting with grassroots activist partners, 
academic researchers can at once better contextualize the data gathered and can contribute 
to on-the-ground activist change, which of course influences the academic knowledge 
produced and the recommendations put forward.  
 
For the grassroots activist, there is obvious benefit from sharing the weight of their projects 
with academic researchers and bringing more people with diverse skill sets into the work of 
social transformation. Academic research can also add historical and cross-cultural 
perspectives to activist programs. These can facilitate connections across regions and scales 
and can facilitate the constant search for better problem-solving strategies. Academic 
partners can also help activist organizations stay informed of international policy frameworks 
to which they can tie their demands – policies that tend to be poorly communicated and 
rarely implemented at the grassroots. The most important components of academic research 
for the grassroots activist agenda are the peer-review process and access to data from 
diverse locations that can add weight to their claims. It becomes harder for banks, 
governments, international development organizations, and companies to discredit the data 
being gathered by NGOs and grassroots organizations when they work with academic 
partners.  
 
The research approach outlined here can help build capacity to address, through strategic 
collective action, conflicts associated with climate change mitigation and land grabbing at the 
landscape level. Strategic collective action begins with localized understandings of justice, 
based on answers to the questions: Who ought to have what rights to which resources, for 
how long, and for what purposes? And, who ought to decide? Clearly, the knowledge and 
experiences of affected people provide the basis for answering these questions. Grassroots 
organizations that are already active in affected communities can play a central role in 



 

 

designing and conducting such action research – and in turn, participating in collaborative 
research can assist local communities to enhance their ongoing efforts to address conflict.  
 

3.3 Supporting action for change 

Understanding landscape dynamics and co-producing knowledge is not enough to help 
transform conflict situations for the benefit of the poorest and least empowered social classes 
and groups in society. Engaged research that seeks to influence trajectories of conflict and 
cooperation should aim to politically mobilize affected parties in order to influence local, 
national and international governance processes. 
 
For example, until now policymakers and implementers of REDD+ projects have struggled to 
find ways to involve all stakeholders, adapt to national and local contexts, and address equity 
issues (UNEP, 2012; Corbera and Schroeder, 2011). Governments including the EU and UK 
have likewise expressed concern over the social impacts of biofuels, including on land rights 
(Renewable Fuels Agency, 2010; EU, 2009). Alliances between academics, grassroots 
groups and international organizations have great potential to influence policy processes 
such as the development of Nationally Appropriate Mitigation Action plans. However, conflict 
likely cannot be addressed using climate change policy frameworks alone – or on a project-
by-project basis. For this reason, a key question is how intersecting policies can be more 
effectively integrated or coordinated.  
 
The issue of land grabbing and ensuing conflicts around the world compelled the United 
Nations through its Committee on Food Security to pass the Voluntary Guidelines on Land 
Tenure, Fisheries and Forestry in May 2012 – and it is currently deliberating another 
Guideline on ‘responsible agricultural investment’. Human rights institutions, including the 
Office of the UN Rapporteur for the Right to Food, are actively working on this issue. Land 
grabbing has also prompted policy initiatives by governments, bilateral and multilateral 
agencies, and the corporate sector. For example, the government of Cambodia passed a 
moratorium on land concessions partly in admission of widespread displacement. Myanmar 
is currently engaged in heated debate over national land policy reform amidst a massive new 
surge of land grabbing. In October 2014 the Myanmar government launched what it hoped to 
be an extremely short public consultation on a policy that threatens to further legalise land 
grabbing, ignite new land conflicts, and deepen ongoing land-based ethnic conflict (TNI, 
2014). The policy had been drafted largely behind closed doors. Despite seriously 
unfavorable political conditions and time pressures, land rights activists at all levels and from 
across the country quickly mobilized to try to engage with the government. This effort has led 
in the short term to an unprecedented degree of public debate, which in turn has opened up 
new spaces for land rights activists to link land policy and land conflict concerns with wider 
calls for peace with democracy and social justice (Franco et al., 2015a). Under intense 
pressure, the government has been forced back away from the original plan to rush through 
its land policy agenda for now, although where this will lead remains to be seen. Land tenure 
policies may provide an opportunity to address potential conflicts in an integrated way – but 
much depends on the nature of the processes through which such policies are developed. 
 
National and international policy processes crucially contribute to socially just and 
sustainable arrangements and should be analyzed to identify leverage points for influencing 
policy and practice. Opportunities exist to feed local input ‘up’ to international processes 



 

 

(such as the UNFCCC safeguards) and national processes (such as the Voluntary 
Guidelines implementation plans), and vice versa: to call upon these international 
instruments to protect local rights. Drawing on Fox (2001), we hypothesize that ‘vertically 
integrated’ strategies targeting power at different levels are crucial to effect change and avoid 
simply displacing responsibility to another level. Building capacity and creating action plans 
to help affected communities engage with governance and accountability mechanisms 
across scales are important steps in moving from research to informed action. 
 
We recognize that, especially in fragile states, political mobilization that raises concerns 
about land grabs, land-use climate mitigation policies and their outcomes can be difficult and 
may be suppressed by the state or other powerful actors. Competition over resource control, 
especially land, has dominated political change and regime transitions historically in these 
states, leading to fluid and uncertain outcomes for the rural poor. Currently national land 
policies (e.g. land reform, restitution, forest management) are critical components of the 
conflict transformation and national political transition processes of Cambodia and Myanmar. 
Research that engages with land issues and policies can help influence (inter)national 
policies with the aim of promoting socially just and ecologically sustainable outcomes. 
  

4 Discussion 

The framework described here rests on four assumptions. First, policies that reallocate 
resources fundamental to livelihoods and identities are never neutral. To promote just and 
sustainable outcomes, they must be responsive to people’s understandings of justice, 
inclusive in their formulation and implementation, and matched to the scale of the 
problematic. Second, customary conflict resolution mechanisms are more likely to succeed 
when disputes are ‘internal’ to the community and disputing parties have relatively equal 
power and status. Disputes that cut across institutional borders require additional conflict 
management processes, such as when compensation deals between companies and 
communities are facilitated by grassroots organizations with intimate knowledge of both local 
communities and political processes (Hodal, 2014). Third, conventional justice mechanisms 
are likely to resolve conflicts between unequal parties in ways that are unfavourable to 
subaltern groups. Such conflicts are the most indicative of a serious social problem. Fourth, 
questions about control over resources are more likely to be resolved in socially just ways 
when collective actors attempt to make states accountable using political strategies that can 
shift the balance of power in favour of marginalized rural citizens. This shift can be facilitated 
by building the capacity of marginalized citizens, their allies, and state actors themselves. 
These working hypotheses underpin our proposed action-research framework.  
 
Investigating sensitive conflicts in settings of political transition involves challenges and risks. 
Protecting research participants from harm requires careful planning and monitoring. Power 
differences within affected communities based on ethnicity, class, gender and generation 
must be anticipated and considered at all stages. Grassroots partners can provide crucial 
insight into this planning, keeping in mind that they are also situated within local social 
relations. A second challenge, particularly for the goal of informing improved policies, is that 
government actors may not be open to receiving advice on how to more effectively manage 
land conflicts in the context of large-scale land investments and climate change projects. 
Navigating relationships with various authorities, particularly where there is an uneasy history 
between government and civil society actors, requires nuance and flexibility.     



 

 

 
While the challenges are great, we believe that the kind of research framework we propose 
can make unique contributions. First, systematic research on the intersection between 
climate change mitigation, land grabbing and conflict can produce knowledge of policy 
relevance. This approach also has the potential to generate insights on how the political 
economy of ‘flex crops’ plays out in the context of both climate change mitigation and land 
grabbing, an area of active ongoing inquiry. Second, instead of treating climate change 
initiatives and land grabbing separately, the framework presented here treats them as 
intertwined – but not in a cynical way that automatically equates one with the other, for 
example presuming that REDD+ or biofuel projects always result in ‘green grabbing’. This 
framework offers a new approach in understanding these two clusters of development issues, 
and accordingly may influence both policy and practice. Finally, working with grassroots 
networks who are at the forefront of public actions is likely to produce important autonomy-
enhancing and capacity-building (Fox, 1993) outcomes for these actors focused on building 
institutional spaces for pro-reform state-society interactions around resource conflict 
transformation. 
 

5 Conclusions 

The intersection of climate change strategies and large-scale land deals can produce social 
and ecological spill-over effects and chain reactions that change both the social dynamics of 
conflict and the nature of the resources that are contested. While the existence of multiple, 
competing interests and power struggles across scales would complicate this scenario under 
any circumstances, in settings of legal pluralism where political transitions are underway 
there is an extra layer of challenge: the institutions that might be able to help avoid or resolve 
conflicts tend to be weak or absent. We have proposed a framework based on engaged 
research to better understand patterns of land and resource conflict, and that strategic action 
is needed to manage these conflicts and promote more just and sustainable outcomes. 
 
The examples mentioned here feature multiple climate change mitigation initiatives and land 
deals within the same landscape that may overlap, compete or run in parallel. Such cases 
are thus relatively large (spatially) and complex (institutionally); they encompass policies, 
land classification, land claims, community social dynamics and mechanisms for settling 
disputes. Our framework proposes that: 1) adopting the landscape, rather than individual 
land concessions, as the unit of analysis can help to capture these dynamics; 2) co-
producing knowledge with affected communities is essential to inform potential responses; 
and 3) coordinated responses targeting policies at multiple scales are most likely to be 
effective. Together, these strategies can contribute to better understanding the character of 
land and resource conflicts as well as to transforming them through processes sensitive to 
ideals of social and environmental justice.  
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