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A B S T R A C T

Payments for ecosystem services have come to dominate international policies for addressing tropical deforesta-
tion. Political ecologists, degrowth scholars, and Indigenous activists have critiqued these approaches on the
grounds that by centering economic growth, they can disrupt local conservation systems and compromise for-
est-dwelling communities' ability to protect forests and live well. Meanwhile, Indigenous groups have developed
positive alternatives to ‘green growth’ strategies, including buen vivir (good living) in Latin America. In Peru, the
National Forest Conservation Program (NFCP) serves as the state's flagship initiative to address tropical defor-
estation in Indigenous communities by paying communities for demonstrated reductions in deforestation, so long
as they invest those funds according to an agreed up on management plan. We analyzed how the NFCP has inter-
acted with quality-of-life plans, Indigenous planning tools rooted in buen vivir. Our findings suggest that the
NFCP has eroded local systems for conservation, including the minga, an Amazonian tradition of mutual aid and
shared labor for subsistence livelihoods, pushing communities to replace these systems with commodity produc-
tion and employer-employee relationships. We argue that instead of imposing onerous conditions and steering
communities towards evermore commodity production, conservation initiatives should support the implementa-
tion of quality-of-life plans. We suggest that climate justice organizers, political ecologists, and degrowth schol-
ars explore and advocate for such initiatives.

1. Introduction

There is widespread agreement that protecting tropical forests is vi-
tal for stabilizing Earth's dangerously precarious climate system at a
temperature that is safe for continued human habitation (IPCC 2021).
Tropical forests provide a range of services. They help to mitigate cli-
mate change by continually sequestering carbon dioxide. Tropical
forests also regulate the global water cycle, host unmatched terrestrial
biodiversity, and provide natural resources that millions of people de-
pend on worldwide. Disturbingly, however, the destruction of these
ecosystems continues at a frightening pace. The Intergovernmental
Panel on Climate Change reports that deforestation is directly responsi-
ble for 13% of total global greenhouse gas emissions annually (ibid). In
the Amazon, the largest and most biodiverse tropical forest in the
world, deforestation is increasing. From Bolsonaro's right-wing govern-
ment in Brazil (Escobar, 2020) to nominally socialist Bolivia, policies

promoting the production of commodities such as soybeans, palm oil,
beef, and cacao have continued to drive deforestation (Hoffmann et al.,
2018; Lapegna, 2016; Laso Bayas et al., 2022; Ravikumar et al., 2017).

Despite these large structural challenges, there is compelling evi-
dence that policies that recognize the rights of Indigenous communities
who have stewarded tropical forests for generations and provide them
with resources to live well is effective at conserving forests (Nolte et al.,
2013; Rights and Resources Initiative, 2019; Schleicher et al., 2017).
Still, governments and international organizations have not provided
enough support for Indigenous communities to thrive while protecting
tropical forests (Sterling et al., 2017). Even as rights-based approaches
to forest conservation have made inroads in international and national
policy (Walters, 2019), international and national policy-makers have
maintained a consensus that because economic growth must continue,
it must be made ‘green’ (Kallis, 2021; Kothari et al., 2014; Perkins,
2019). In the context of tropical forest conservation policies targeting
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Indigenous communities, two major approaches have followed from the
green growth consensus: (1) payments for ecosystem services (PES) to
compensate communities for their conservation efforts, and (2) techni-
cal and technological support for communities to generate higher in-
comes, usually by producing or adding value to export commodities,
while reducing their environmental impacts (Angelsen et al., 2018).

Despite this consensus among policy makers, Indigenous activists
from the global South and North, climate justice organizers, degrowth
scholars, and some mainstream environmental economists have
strongly critiqued these neoliberal conservation approaches. They have
argued that PES schemes have undermined Indigenous conservation
strategies (Vatn, 2010), ‘crowded out’ people's intrinsic and cultural
motivations to conserve forests with cash incentives (Agrawal et al.,
2015), created conflicts, and failed to deliver results (Singh, 2015;
Wunder and Ibarra, 2005). Ecofeminist scholars have emphasized that
these schemes can contribute to privatizing commonly held resources,
which has historically been the basis of capitalist economies (Federici,
2018; Hickel, 2020) in ways that specifically disempower and harm
women (Hofmann and Duarte, 2021; Perkins, 2019).

In Peru, PES schemes targeting titled Indigenous communities have
become a centerpiece of tropical forest conservation policy. Since 2010,
the National Forest Conservation Program (NFCP) has signed deals with
titled Indigenous communities to pay them 10 PEN (2.68 USD) per
hectare that they conserve above an agreed upon historic baseline. The
program requires communities to invest the funds they receive every
year in activities set out in a project document, and includes extensive
forest monitoring and reporting requirements. The NFCP explicitly
aims to conserve 54 million hectares of Peru's forests while “promoting
the development of sustainable production systems based on forests to
generate income for the poorest local populations.”

Going further than just poverty reduction, in 2016, the Ministry of
Environment, which houses the NFCP, published its National Strategy
for Forests and Climate Change which explicitly recognized the impor-
tance of aligning conservation with quality-of-life plans (commonly
known as planes de vida in Spanish). Quality-of-life plans are organizing
tools that Indigenous communities have developed based on the Indige-
nous Andean principle of buen vivir (good living). Buen vivir is a critique
of neoliberal development that advances a broader notion of well-being
than conventional conservation and development initiatives, which
tend to focus narrowly on incomes and ‘green growth’ (Brandon, 2001;
Singh, 2013; Sunderlin and Sills, 2012). Quality-of-life plans center
communities' assets, rather than their deficits, and build priorities for
action that leverage their cultural, social, economic, political and eco-
logical strengths to improve their overall well-being - not just raise in-
comes through commodity production (Wali et al., 2017).

With a national PES scheme that nominally aims to advance Indige-
nous empowerment, the Peruvian Amazon presents a rich context for
interrogating the prospects and limits of PES schemes in supporting In-
digenous communities in advancing their priorities — including those
that are not oriented towards economic growth. We begin this paper by
reviewing critiques of PES schemes, focusing especially on those ad-
vanced by degrowth scholars. Next, we present literature on quality-of-
life plans and buen vivir, arguing that these Indigenous approaches to
political organizing can constitute a concrete tool in a larger policy pro-
gram for degrowth. Finally, we present evidence from a case study in
the Ampiyacu-Apayacu river basin in the Peruvian Amazon, where In-
digenous Bora and Murui communities have worked to develop and im-
plement quality-of-life plans since 2012, while more recently navigat-
ing fraught relationships with the NFCP. We explore the contradictions
between PES and alternative conservation strategies rooted in broader
Indigenous ideas.

We examine these tensions to provide more clarity into the limits of
PES schemes in advancing Indigenous empowerment, contributing new
evidence to political ecology literature suggesting PES schemes can un-
dermine the very Indigenous institutions that have conserved forests

historically. We argue that state conservation policy can and should in-
stead direct conservation funding to support Indigenous communities
without further entrenching the logic of perpetual growth and com-
modity production in ways that undermine conservation itself.

2. Critiques of PES

Payments for Ecosystem Services (PES) for tropical forest conserva-
tion aim to incentivize conservation by paying titled forest owners to
conserve their forests rather than convert them to other uses or selling
them to those who would (Wunder, 2005). So far, PES schemes have
produced mixed results. While these schemes are informed by Coaseian
environmental economic theory, environmental economists and ecolo-
gists have described how challenges related to measurement, reporting,
and verification, high administrative costs, land tenure insecurity, and
inadequate funding have compromised the effectiveness of these
schemes (Blundo-Canto et al., 2018; Börner et al., 2017; Chervier et al.,
2019).

Political ecologists have identified deeper issues with PES schemes.
Norgaard (2010) argued that PES schemes serve as “complexity blind-
ers,” flattening the territories that communities use and manage for di-
verse ecological and sociocultural purposes into “stocks and flows.”
This is not merely a conceptual mismatch: Vatn (2010) points out that
the high transaction costs of determining the ‘value’ of ecosystem ser-
vices, such as forest carbon, distort the price that communities receive
through these schemes. In this way, PES schemes not only ‘crowd out’
people's traditional reasons to conserve and manage forests (Ezzine-de-
Blas et al., 2019), but end up undermining environmental justice as
communities end up with far less than even the assessed value of the
ecosystem services they guarantee while consultants and non-profits
eat up considerable ancillary costs (McAfee, 2012). Other researchers
have pointed out issues with local elite capture, cautioning that PES
schemes can exacerbate inequality at multiple scales (Pascual et al.,
2014).

Singh (2015) summarizes deeper issues with PES schemes from a
degrowth perspective, drawing from ethnographic work in Odisha, In-
dia. She shows that tribal communities in India have long protected
forests for cultural reasons, finding great joy in the act of protecting
their lands. State conservation intervention had served to disrupt these
Indigenous approaches to conservation, and communities were well
aware of this. One of her local interlocutors commented, “If you have
money to spare in Sweden, please throw it in the ocean or simply give
it to the money-eating Forest Department. Do not destroy our tradition
of forest conservation with your money,” a comment that finds reso-
nance with the case study that we will describe from the Peruvian
Amazon in short order. Singh describes the work of caring for forests
as affective labor, contrasted with alienated labor - in other words, peo-
ple enjoy the full fruits of this work in the form of social relationships,
cultural co-production, and also ecological outcomes (see also Singh,
2013).

3. Degrowth and indigenous alternatives to ‘green growth’

In identifying these local critiques of PES, Singh began to point to
Indigenous value systems and organizing principles that can engender
conservation and present an alternative to ‘green growth.’ Indigenous
people have articulated and named a range of alternative visions for
how society can be organized in harmony with nature, including ubuntu
in East Africa, swaraj in South Asia, and sumak kawsay in the Andean re-
gion, ametsa asaiki in parts of the Western Amazon, and buen vivir more
generally in Latin America (Kothari et al., 2014).

Kothari et al. (2014) explicitly argue that these ideas are aligned
with the global degrowth movement. Degrowth scholars and activists
call for rapidly reducing luxury consumption in the global North, in-
vesting heavily in public housing and transit to reduce reliance on fos-
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sil fuels, and deeply transforming the global economy to reduce over-
all material throughput (Demaria et al., 2013). While critics often
contend that degrowth would harm vulnerable people who must in
fact consume more food, fuel, and consumer goods to live well, de-
growth advocates maintain that while overall consumption and com-
modity throughput must decline, their movement foregrounds envi-
ronmental justice by calling calling for massive redistributions of
wealth within and between countries (Hickel, 2020; Singh, 2015).

Buen vivir is a Spanish language translation of the Quechua term
sumak kawsay. Both concepts are invoked in documents describing
quality-of-life plans in Peru. Building a wide and interconnected
community network, establishing kinship, and living in deep ecologi-
cal harmony are all central to buen vivir (Jimenez and Roberts, 2019;
Villalba, 2013; Whitten Jr and Whitten, 2015). In Ecuador and Bo-
livia, these concepts have legal standing, and were enshrined into
Ecuador's 2008 Constitution (Williford, 2018). In practice, though,
the application of buen vivir has not consistently served the interests
of Indigenous and working-class people. In Ecuador, where buen vivir
is recognized in the constitution, the principle has been used to jus-
tify oil extraction on Indigenous lands (Riofrancos, 2020; Sawyer,
2004) and to displace urban communities (Ordóñez et al., 2022),
ostensibly to serve the greater national interest.

While there are tensions between extractivist and anti-extractivist
politics among real-world applications of buen vivir, its proponents
share many commitments with degrowth activists. Both articulate pri-
orities that improve human well-being in harmony with the natural
world while rejecting the idea that economic growth can be maintained
forever so long as it is made ‘green’ (Thomson, 2011; Ziai, 2015).
Scholars have identified these Indigenous movements as potentially
aligned with the global degrowth movement (Hickel, 2020), but there
has been little research on how these ideas can be translated into policy
demands, political power, and economic resources for communities. In
particular, research examining how market-based conservation strate-
gies interact with these alternative Indigenous political frameworks is
scarce.

In the Peruvian Amazon, where this paper is grounded, buen vivir
has become particularly important as an organizing principle for In-
digenous communities. Indigenous Amazonians in Peru have invoked
buen vivir to advocate for more land rights (Merino, 2020). More re-
cently, Achuar, Awajun, and Wampis communities have appealed to
the principles of buen vivir to declare Autonomous Integral Territories,
which have still not been recognized by the state (ibid). An important
question that comes from these developments is, to what degree have
the politics of buen vivir empowered Indigenous people to pursue their
priorities and build alternatives to extractivist development?

Perhaps the most important tool in Peru for turning the principles of
buen vivir into political action is the “quality-of-life plan,” known most
commonly in Peru as planes de vida. The Peruvian Ministry of Culture
and the national Indigenous organization, the Interethnic Association
for Development in the Peruvian Amazon (AIDESEP) have both recog-
nized, defined, and advocated for quality-of-life plans on these terms
(Henao Muñoz, 2019; Velásquez Landmann and Macedo, 2016). These
organizations and other non-profits have described quality-of-life plans
as tools to align international and national environmental conservation
initiatives with Indigenous interests (Wali et al., 2017). Quality-of-life
plans aim to give power back to Indigenous groups to determine how
conservation and other funds are used in their communities, aiming to
break with the often-paternalistic restrictions of older PES schemes in-
cluding REDD+ projects. Case-based evidence from Peru and Colombia
shows that quality-of-life plans often do prioritize raising incomes
through commodity production, while also emphasizing bilingual edu-
cation, multicultural healthcare systems, maintaining traditional plant
medicines, and improving food sovereignty by building on traditional
agricultural and horticultural practices (Merino, 2021; Monje Carvajal,
2015; Wali et al., 2017). Importantly, quality-of-life plans aim to sur-

face communal forms of labor, often known as the minga in the Peru-
vian Amazon, wherein community members help each other with agri-
cultural, construction, and community maintenance projects according
to a logic of mutual aid (Garcés Montoya et al., 2021; Panduro-
Meléndez, 2020; Wali et al., 2017).

But there is little follow-up research on how these plans have trans-
lated into action, especially when communities with quality-of-life
plans also enroll in PES schemes such as the NFCP. This paper asks, to
what extent have quality-of-life plans empowered communities to im-
plement priorities that matter to them? What barriers do communities
face in translating these quality-of-life plans into action? And given that
the Ministry of Environment explicitly recognizes in its conservation
strategy the importance of these plans, is Peru's NFCP working to im-
prove community well-being in the ways that communities themselves
have identified in their quality-of-life plans?

4. Background study context

This research was carried out in the Ampiyacu-Apayacu watershed
of the Loreto region of Peru. The Ampiyacu-Apayacu Regional Conser-
vation Area was established in 2010, and forms part of a larger system
of protected areas in the Ampiyacu, Apayacu, Yaguas, and Putumayo
watersheds (Fig. 1).

The Field Museum of Natural History carried out a biological and so-
cial inventory of this region in coordination with the environmental
non-profit, the Instituto del Bien Común, and several indigenous federa-
tions in 2003. The Ampiyacu-Apayacu basin, along with the neighbor-
ing Yaguas and Medio Putumayo-Algodón watersheds are characterized
by forests situated in low hills alongside swamp forests and alluvial
plains (Pitman, 2004).

The communities of the Ampiyacu-Apayacu watershed are largely
ethnically Bora and Huitoto Murui, and both the Bora and Murui lan-
guages are commonly spoken alongside Spanish. Members of other
groups have also intermarried into these villages. Like elsewhere in the
Peruvian Amazon, this region has seen multiple waves of migration and
resettlement caused by abusive colonial and neocolonial regimes. Dur-
ing the late 19th century rubber boom in Peru and Colombia, rubber
barons forced indigenous peoples, including the Bora and Huitoto Mu-
rui, into debt-peonage, coercing them to extract rubber. Between 1899
and 1914, indigenous populations were decimated by this brutal regime
as rubber barons commonly murdered and mutilated them as punish-
ment for “inadequate” rubber harvests, while they were also subjected
to deadly diseases like smallpox to which they had no resistance (Alvira
Reyes et al., 2016; Chirif, 2017). The epicenter of the rubber boom in
this part of the Amazon was the Caquetá and Putumayo watersheds,
primarily in what is today Colombia.

When Amazonian rubber was replaced by cheaper rubber from
British plantations in southeast Asia in the 1910s, rubber barons like
Carlos and Miguel Loayza forcibly relocated indigenous peoples to the
Ampiyacu and Apayacu river basins to grow crops, raise cattle, and har-
vest newly valuable forest products including timber and tree resins
(Chirif, 2011). In 1933, a border conflict broke out between Peru and
Colombia, and the former rubber barons forcibly moved an additional
6719 people, primarily Huitoto Murui, to the Ampiyacu river basin.
Many died of disease during this time (ibid). The settlements that are
today known as Huitotos de Pucaurquillo and Boras de Pucaurquillo,
two of our study sites, were informally established at this time.

In the 1950s and 1960s, the region experienced another economic
boom as European demand for wild cat, peccary, and caiman pelts
drove hunting and trapping in the region (Alvira Reyes et al., 2016).
During this time, religious missionaries arrived in the region, convert-
ing many local people to Christianity and enrolling children in Spanish-
language schools. In the subsequent decades, demand grew for Ama-
zonian timber, and local people were drafted into timber crews. Severe
violence struck the region in the 1990s as armed groups from Peru and
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Fig. 1. Map of Ampiyacu-Apayacu Regional Protected Area and surrounding Indigenous communities. Map by Jose Luis Jibaja, Instituto del Bien Común).

Colombia fought the state and paramilitary groups (ibid). Prior to The
Field Museum's inventory of this landscape in 2003, the community had
been facing ecological threats from outside logging, along with fishing
and hunting. In the Field Museum's 2003 inventory, indigenous partici-
pants in focus groups and interviews explained that these ecological
threats were exacerbated by limited government services and sustained
out-migration into cities.

Despite these traumatic historic upheavals and more recent chal-
lenges, local people have retained and re-established sophisticated agri-
cultural and agroforestry systems, hold highly sophisticated knowledge
of the local flora and fauna and their uses, and have used these assets to
conserve their forests and ecosystem services. The Field Museum's rapid
inventory was used by the local indigenous organization, FECONA
(Federation of Native Communities of the Ampiyacu-Apayacu Basin)
and their allies to lobby for a conservation area that would empower
communities. In 2010, this coalition secured a major victory when the
Peruvian government approved a Regional Conservation Area. In 2012,
the Field Museum and the Instituto del Bien Común began working
with local communities to develop quality-of-life plans that they could
use to implement local priorities that improve their well-being and se-
cure resources from government and non-governmental agencies to
support them. These quality-of-life plans were completed and were con-
sidered active until 2015, when another round of plans were created to
be active for the next five years.

In 2017, the National Forest Conservation Program (NFCP), a condi-
tional cash transfer program administered by the Peruvian Ministry of
Environment that aims to provide economic rewards to indigenous
communities for conserving forests, made an agreement to work with
communities in the watershed. In this context, we began this research
to see whether quality-of-life plans had empowered communities to im-
plement their priorities and to direct conservation funding to activities
that made sense to them.

5. Methods and site selection

We carried out semi-structured interviews, focus group sessions, and
participant observation in four communities in the Ampiyacu-Apayacu
watershed between June and July of 2018. In June and July of 2019,

we returned to the research villages to return our preliminary results,
make modifications based on community feedback, and carry out fol-
low-up interviews in collaboration with the local Indigenous organiza-
tion, the Federation of Native Communities of Ampiyacu. The commu-
nities that we visited were Boras de Pucaurquillo, Huitotos de Pu-
caruquillo, Boras de Brillo Nuevo, and Tierra Firme. We selected these
communities because they had active quality-of-life plans, were en-
rolled in the government's National Forest Conservation Program
(NFCP), and reflected the diversity of the watershed in terms of popula-
tion size, ethnicity, and proximity to markets (see Table 1).

Table 1
Community priorities in quality-of-life plans from 2012 to 2015.
Community
priorities 2012–
2015

Priority 1 Priority 2 Priority 3 Priority 4

Huitotos de
Pucaurquillo

Increase
women's
artisanal
crafts using
chambira
fiber

Improve
vigilance &
control of
protected area

Raise incomes
through
sustainable fish
management

Boras de
Pucaurquillo

Increase
women's
artisanal
crafts using
chambira
fiber

Raise incomes
through
sustainable fish
management

Revitalize
bilingual
education and
indigenous
culture
including dance

Secure rights
to expanded
territory

Boras de Brillo
Nuevo

Improve
vigilance &
control of
protected
area

Increase
women's
artisanal crafts
using chambira
fiber

Revitalize
bilingual
education and
indigenous
culture
including dance

Raise incomes
by connecting
agricultural
products to
markets

Tierra Firme Increase
women's
artisanal
crafts using
chambira
fiber

Manage yarina
palm fiber for
craftwork

Revitalize
bilingual
education and
indigenous
culture
including dance

Raise incomes
by connecting
agricultural
products to
markets

4



CO
RR

EC
TE

D
PR

OO
F

A. Ravikumar et al. Ecological Economics xxx (xxxx) 107723

Community Number of families Hours in boat to town of Pebas

Boras de Pucaurquillo 20 0.5
Huitotos de Pucaurquillo 49 0.5
Boras de Brillo Nuevo 61 7
Tierra Firme 18 5

The first author of this paper had previously worked with The Field
Museum and had collaborated with members of the local Indigenous
Federation on projects, and had existing relationships with community
leadership. We arranged with the community leaders to convene an as-
sembly to explain the nature of the project. Community members
shared their perceptions of quality-of-life plans and the National Forest
Conservation Program in these assemblies. In the assembly itself, we
carried out several group activities.

1. We constructed a participatory timeline of events related to the
creation and management of the Ampiyacu-Apayacu Regional
Conservation Area, the elaboration and implementation of quality-
of-life-plans, and the NFCP.

2. The community leader helped us to identify community members
who had participated in quality-of-life planning processes and had
received benefits from the NFCP. We worked with women, men,
and youth in separate groups of 5–7 people to map natural
resource use and hear perspectives on how their environment had
changed over time.

3. We used a visual actor-mapping tool to describe the main state
and non-state organizations that the communities had
relationships with, and heard perspectives on the nature of these
relationships (whether they were positive, mixed, or negative,
and why)

After these group activities, we asked the community leaders to help
us identify willing community members to sign up for specialized focus
groups to ask about specific activities that were in their quality-of-life
plans, including women's artisanal crafts, reforestation, and improved
cacao cultivation. We also asked people to sign up for convenient times
when we could visit them at home and carry out semi-structured inter-
views. The community chiefs told us that these respondents were
broadly representative of others who participated in similar activities,
but it is possible that there were some differences that we could not ob-
serve.

During these interviews, we asked people about their experiences
with quality-of-life plans, the specific benefits they had derived from
the NFCP, and to report on concerns they had with the program. We
also asked people to report on how the NFCP had supported or not sup-
ported priorities laid out in quality-of-life plans. Finally, we asked peo-
ple to report on their level of engagement with the processes of both
creating quality-of-life plans and entering the NFCP. We interviewed
community members who did not directly receive benefits from the
NFCP, but who had received wages for working on NFCP-funded pro-
jects that other community members had received. In addition, we
spent extended periods of time with volunteers who invited us to visit
their farms, accompany them on fishing trips, or view reforestation ar-
eas. In total, 120 community members participated in assemblies and
focus groups, and we interviewed 40 individuals in 2018 and another
20 in 2019.

We supplemented community-level work with semi-structured in-
terviews with government functionaries and environmental non-profit
staff. At the national level, we interviewed two staff from the National
Protected Area Service, two from the NFCP, two from the Ministry of
Culture, and two from the Ministry of Development and Social Inclu-
sion. We also interviewed two staff from the Loreto regional govern-
ment's Regional Environmental Authority, an Indigenous municipal
councilor and the Mayor of the Pebas municipality (where the commu-
nities are located), and four staff from regional environmental non-

profits. We used QSR Nvivo software to code and analyze data from
both focus groups and interviews. We coded the interviews to highlight
positive and negative perceptions of the NFCP, consonance or disso-
nance between the NFCP and quality-of-life plans. We also added codes
for specific issues a number of specific issues that came up during inter-
views, including experiences with specific NFCP-funded projects, dis-
cussions about access to basic services such as healthcare and educa-
tion, people's assessment of how these processes had or had not empow-
ered them to advocate for their needs, and how traditional institutions
had been impacted by the NFCP.

6. Case study: How quality-of-life plans interact with PES in four
Amazonian communities in Peru

6.1. Had quality-of-life plans empowered communities?

All four quality-of-life plans identified key assets that informed the
communities' priorities:

1. Rich subsistence-based shifting cultivation practices for growing
cassava and plantains and managing fiber and fruit producing
crops in fallows and secondary forests

2. Social systems for mutual aid based on kinship networks,
including community support for clearing fields, planting,
harvesting, maintaining communal areas, and sharing bushmeat
and fish. The ethic of shared work and mutual aid is known locally
as the minga, and it is a core element of traditional livelihoods

3. Strong formal organizations that worked to obtain land titles and
secure management rights in the co-managed protected area,
along with deep strategic knowledge about state and non-state
organizations who can serve as allies

4. Deep knowledge of medicinal plants and artisanal craft traditions
using local materials among women

In this context, communities worked to identify key priorities in
their quality-of-life plan in 2012, described in Table 1 below. Benavides
and Montes (2021) documented the methods used to generate these
plans. In principle, the priorities listed in quality-of-life plans emerge
from the rigorous “asset mapping” process that takes stock of social,
economic, ecological, cultural, and political knowledge and resources.
The priorities are generally similar across communities because the
communities shared many of these assets.

There had been substantial progress in all the common priorities ar-
eas according to community members who we spoke with in focus
groups, although they voiced concerns about implementation for some
of them. In all of the communities we visited, women had worked with
partner organizations to develop their skills in making handbags and
crafts to sell to local markets using the fiber of the chambira palm,
which grows in secondary forests managed by communities. At the
same time, eight women who participated in a joint focus group discus-
sion about artisanry between Huitotos and Boras de Pucaurquillo re-
ported that profit margins were thin and income was unreliable at best.
All communities had bilingual education in place, which was not as
well-supported before. Communities were also uniformly participating
in the management of the protected area, primarily by organizing pa-
trols and by monitoring biodiversity in collaboration with the regional
government. Overall, many of the priorities identified by communities
in 2012 had been implemented in some measure by 2018.

During the same period, the four communities had also accepted
other development projects that were not in the quality-of-life plans.
The regional agricultural extension agency PEDICP (Special Project for
Integrated Development in the Putumayo Watershed) had enrolled
some community members in the production of cacao. According to
five cacao producers we spoke with, they had accepted these initiatives
on an individual basis, shifting from mixed agricultural systems to ca-
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cao despite not having expertise or experience. We did not systemati-
cally collect figures on the costs and revenues of these projects, but of
the five cacao growers we spoke with within Boras de Pucaurquillo and
Huitotos de Pucaurquillo, four reported that they were unsatisfied with
the revenues that they had realized. There was also a state initiative to
develop ecotourism infrastructure, supported by the Peruvian Forest
Service. This initiative is still being developed, but its benefits have pri-
marily accrued to community members in the form of wages for build-
ing infrastructure such as bridges and signage. One worker we spoke
with said that he was happy for the wage, but was not sure how the pro-
ject would impact the community in general, nor did he believe that it
had been adequately discussed.

One stated objective of quality-of-life plans is to allow communities
to reject projects that do not align with their priorities or do not build
on their existing social, ecological, and cultural assets. In community
assemblies in Boras de Pucaurquillo and Huitotos de Pucaurquillo, par-
ticipants explained during a participatory timeline activity that private
loggers and miners used to work with the community, often framing
their activities as “development projects.” These agreements generally
had unfavorable benefit sharing terms and caused damage to important
ecosystems. One woman from Boras de Pucaurquillo told us that after
developing quality-of-life plans and establishing the protected area,
they no longer work with these groups and do not allow them access to
their lands: “those loggers are not project-providers; they are scam-
mers.” This very same expression was repeated in three additional in-
terviews, and the fact that outside extractivists were no longer welcome
was confirmed without exception by community members we spoke
with. More precisely, a respondent from Boras de Pucaurquillo told us
that by going through the process of reflecting on community assets, ar-
ticulating a vision for the future, and participating in the governance of
the regional conservation area, the people in her community had
changed their conception of these extractive industries, viewing them
as no longer compatible with their goals.

While communities had begun to reject some private projects, state
agencies had continued to bring in small “development projects” in-
cluding chicken coops and fish farms. These projects have had mixed
results, echoing similar patterns elsewhere in the Peruvian Amazon
(Alvira Reyes et al., 2016). These projects do not correspond to the
main challenges that community members identified in their quality-of-
life plans, including limited access to health services, concerns about
being able to fund their children's education, and having enough cash
on hand to buy nutritious food when they are unable to produce it
themselves. Thus, there is a disconnect between the programs that gov-
ernment agencies had offered and what community members said they
needed.

After noticing these dynamics in early assemblies and discussions,
we asked community members explicitly to explain this disconnect to
us. According to the elected leader of Huitotos de Pucaurquillo, “if the
state comes to us with a project, we feel like we have to say yes. If we
say no, or try to tell them how to do it, we may end up with nothing. If
we accept it, then at least we end up with something. So we do not use
quality-of-life plans to reject projects. That said, if an outside organiza-
tion offers us a deal that will harm our environment, including logging
or mining, we will refuse that immediately.” We now turn to assessing
how the NFCP, a PES scheme and Peru's flagship policy instrument for
conserving tropical forests on Indigenous lands, has interacted with
quality-of-life plans and community priorities.

6.2. Payments for environmental services and the Erosion of the Minga

6.2.1. The NFCP did not recognize or seek to implement quality-of-life plans
In the Ampiyacu-Apayacu watershed, community respondents were

unanimous about one point regarding the NFCP: no staff from the
NFCP, during their initial discussions with the community, inquired
about existing planning processes or community priorities. However,

community members also did not bring quality-of-life plans to the at-
tention of the NFCP. After a meeting in the municipal capital of Pebas
with the NFCP director, the president of the Huitotos de Pucaurquillo
community suggested that it was the government's responsibility to be
proactively aware of existing initiatives such as quality-of-life plans,
and to take steps to work in concert with them:

The executive director of the NFCP said on Wednesday that quality-
of-life plans are bigger and broader in scope than the NFCP is, and
are more far-reaching than the investment plans that guide the
NFCP. However, it seemed to us at first as if the national and re-
gional governments were unaware of quality-of-life plans, and if
they are not familiar with them, then we as a community cannot be
responsible for educating them… they need to understand what a
quality-of-life plan is, and when they offer us projects, they need to
do so in accordance with quality-of-life plans!
Indeed, the investment plans that the NFCP helped communities

create diverged wildly in their content from existing quality-of-life
plans. According to a community member who participated in the
process in Tierra Firme, a program staffer put up a large piece of paper
in the community meeting center, and asked community members to
name economically productive projects. Naming what was familiar,
community members listed farming fish, rearing chickens, cultivating
cacao in agroforestry systems, and reforestation (planting fruit trees in
secondary forests that had been cleared after use for crop cultivation to
restore tree cover and sell fruit) as potential options. These were not the
priorities reflected in communities' quality-of-life plans, and this was
the extent of the process. Moreover, the NFCP asked community mem-
bers to select one of these options to participate in as a household unit.
They were then given a budget to use to develop their project and paid
wages to carry out labor, buy materials, and build physical structures
such as chicken coops.

In many cases, community members reported selecting these pro-
jects without adequate information about their consequences, and with-
out training or prior knowledge of how to manage them. One woman
described her experience after selecting the chicken coop option in Bo-
ras de Brillo Nuevo:

My family selected chicken raising, even though we didn't know
how to manage it. We had never managed chickens before. I don't
want to hear about chickens ever again; they gave me three months
of feed, and a little bit of corn to plant to feed them. After
2.5 months, the corn was no longer productive enough, the chickens
died, and I was left with nothing!

6.2.2. The NFCP imposed overly burdensome bureaucratic requirements
Communities were required to rigorously keep receipts document-

ing how they spent their funds to show that the funds were in fact de-
ployed in a manner consistent with their investment plans. Communi-
ties are not permitted to save NFCP revenues from year to year; they
must spend all of their income from the program in the calendar year
that they receive it. Failure to comply with these requirements would
cause communities to be removed from the NFCP. Our interviews with
community members in 2018 and in 2019 revealed growing dissatisfac-
tion and problems with the NFCP.

In all interviews and focus groups, community members agreed that
the number of conditions placed upon them by the NFCP was inappro-
priate and inconsistent with their autonomy and sovereignty. Accord-
ing to a leader from Huitotos de Pucaurquillo, “receiving these pay-
ments with so many conditions does not work for us. The program says
that it is our money, and yet we are required to show receipts for every
single expenditure. If it is really our money, given that we have done
the work of conserving the forest for everyone, we should be able to do
what we please with it.”

While we were carrying out field work in 2019, issues over commu-
nities' handling of receipts had come to a head. Many receipts had been
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lost, and the NFCP accused community members of using the money
for expenditures not aligned with the “investment plans” that NFCP re-
quired. Communities were on the verge of being kicked out of the pro-
gram for these inconsistencies, and demanded an audience with the
NFCP to address the issue. The director of the NFCP traveled from Lima
to the municipal capital of Pebas to meet with community leaders and
resolve the situation. We were present at this meeting on Wednesday,
June 26th, where community leaders voiced their concerns. Some com-
munity leaders frankly expressed their dismay at the difficulty of com-
plying with the NFCP's rigorous reporting requirements. Others pledged
to do better in making sure that they spent money to the NFCP's satis-
faction, apparently accepting the premise that the NFCP has legitimacy
in dictating these terms. Eventually, the NFCP found a way to retroac-
tively rectify the accounting problems. However, it was not clear that
there was a strategy to ensure that these issues would not emerge again.
In large measure, this has to do with the way that ‘investment plans’
were created, and how they related to other initiatives, including qual-
ity-of-life plans.

6.2.3. The NFCP eroded local systems of mutual aid and shared labor
The minga is an important institution in indigenous communities of

the Peruvian Amazon. It refers to communal work projects, built on a
logic of reciprocity and mutual aid. People commonly describe the ethic
of the minga as “I help you, you help me.” People in the Ampiyacu-
Apayacu watershed work in mingas to clean shared spaces in the village,
to clear a household's plot of trees and vegetation before they sow
crops, to harvest, and to build dwellings. The minga is commonly associ-
ated with non-commodity crops. It is an important strategy for main-
taining secondary forests and shifting cultivation, which supports biodi-
versity and long-term forest cover (Chibnik and de Jong, 1989; Coomes,
1996; Hiraoka, 1985; Van Vliet and Gomez, 2015).

According to community members we interviewed, the projects that
the NFCP promoted in Ampiyacu-Apayacu through its investment plans
eroded the minga as an institution. According to three families in Boras
de Pucaurquillo and Huitotos de Pucaruquillo who had chosen to build
chicken coops, they hired their neighbors and relatives to help with this
labor, creating employer-employee relationships where egalitarian kin-
ship networks had previously prevailed. According to one resident of
Huitotos de Pucaurquillo who selected cacao agroforestry, he now hires
other community members to work on his plot. Another community
member who selected reforestation also hires people to work on her
plot growing fruit trees. The main goal of these NFCP-sponsored pro-
jects is to produce for sale on the market, rather than for subsistence. In
focus groups in all communities, we were told that the NFCP projects
were largely built to expand wage labor opportunities.

Our results broadly show that the benefits of the program are not ac-
cruing equally to all community members. Community members who
worked as hired hands for other communities also reported their frus-
tration with these dynamics. In Boras de Pucaurquillo, we interviewed
three community members who did not directly receive any project at
all from the NFCP. Two were not present during the meetings where
projects were allotted to community members, and one was present but
did not feel she understood the program well enough to sign up. They
all expressed resentment at seeing their neighbors benefit from the pro-
ject, while their only gain was several days of wages building chicken
coops and working to manage a secondary forest plot for fruit trees.

There is one notable exception to this pattern in the community of
Tierra Firme. Tierra Firme is the smallest of the communities that we
studied. In Tierra Firme, they deliberately organized to insist that NFCP
funds be allocated primarily towards collective projects, including a
community health clinic and a school. In this small community, there
are regular mingas, the Murui language is widely spoken, and commod-
ity crop production is extremely limited. In other communities, it was
not clear to residents that allocating NFCP funds primarily to collective

infrastructure projects was even an option, and NFCP staff did not pre-
sent it as an alternative in community meetings.

7. Discussion

The communities of the Ampiyacu-Apayacu basin have successfully
protected tropical forests through traditional cultivation, hunting, and
fishing strategies back-stopped by non-commodity oriented social sys-
tems of shared labor and mutual aid for generations. Our results reveal
that they have continued to organize successfully to implement priori-
ties that build on their strengths, knowledge, and values, including arti-
sanry, shifting cultivation, and wild fish management. Meanwhile, the
National Forest Conservation Program's funding has worked at cross-
purposes to these community's goals while undermining the minga, a
key Indigenous system for shared labor and mutual aid, that they have
relied on historically to live well and conserve their environment.

The quality-of-life plans that these communities developed reflect
the principles of buen vivir and called for maintaining the minga as an in-
stitution for mutual support. Rather than singularly emphasizing in-
come-generating activities and economic growth, their plans high-
lighted a variety of activities that would improve people's lives on their
own terms. Our results show that the NFCP did not support the imple-
mentation of these plans, raising an important question: is it even possi-
ble for a market-based PES instrument like the NFCP to empower In-
digenous communities to carry out activities that improve life and sup-
port environmental stewardship, but are not oriented towards ‘green’
economic growth?

Fundamentally, the NFCP is built on the logic that communities
should be given money as a reward for demonstrated environmental
outcomes, and subject to strict conditions of how this money is spent.
These ecological and financial monitoring requirements emerge logi-
cally from the principles of Coaseian environmental economics and
‘green growth’ respectively. Each of these principles, which have
guided the NFCP and other PES schemes around the world, foreclose
other possibilities and visions for deploying conservation funds. The
NFCP's Coaseian environmental economics requires that funds only be
delivered to communities in exchange for a verifiable ecosystem ser-
vice: namely, forest conservation and carbon storage. But there are
other principles that could instead be used to justify delivering funds to
communities, for example repairing the historical harm that was done
to communities during successive waves of colonization and commod-
ity booms (Tuck and Wayne Yang, 2012) supporting Indigenous peo-
ple's ability to thrive as part of a rights-based approach to conservation
(Rights and Resources Initiative, 2019), or providing Indigenous people
with the necessities of life due to all people (Hickel, 2020).

The NFCP appeals to the principles of ‘green growth’ to justify its
onerous requirements around how communities spend program money.
In 2019, the head of the program told us that they sought to “teach peo-
ple to fish, rather than simply give them fish.” This trite justification for
the program supervising how communities use the funds they receive
and punishing them when they deviate from the plan reflects a more ex-
plicit commitment from the NFCP to promote more sustainable value
chains for commodity crops such as coffee and cocoa (“Estrategia
Nacional sobre Bosques y Cambio Climático,”, 2016). Valeria Biffi Isla
(2021) carried out research on the NFCP with Indigenous Kichwa and
Awajún people, and found a similar result - she argued that the Program
was creating and expanding an “audit culture” among Indigenous com-
munities that can cause either backlash or disrupt local institutions that
favor conservation. The program's insistence that people treat conserva-
tion funds as ‘investments’ that generate cash incomes drives this audit
culture as the program wants to ensure that its investments are being
used to generate what amounts to economic growth.

Our case study revealed that the NFCP had worked to disrupt the
minga, the characteristic Amazonian system of mutual aid and labor
sharing, by funding “projects” for individual families, creating new em-
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ployer-employee relationships. The minga does not aim to spur eco-
nomic growth by increasing cash incomes or commodity yields. Instead,
it serves to support community members in need, maintain common
spaces that benefit everyone, and preserve traditional subsistence shift-
ing agricultural systems (see also Wali et al., 2017). When a cocoa
farmer in Boras de Pucaurquillo told us that “when people see that you
are receiving money from the NFCP, if they aren't, they will likely end
up just working for you…nowadays, we don't do mingas as much,” he
was succinctly describing how the NFCP scheme was disrupting local
institutions that promote conservation. The minga can be thought of as
a form of what Singh (2013) calls affective labor, in which people can
enjoy the full social, cultural, and ecological fruits of their work, and
our case study reveals how PES schemes are replacing affective labor
with exploited or alienated labor. In this way, our case study con-
tributes empirical evidence to a body of scholarship critical of PES
schemes by showing how they can serve to replace subsistence produc-
tion systems and kinship-based mutual aid with growth-oriented pro-
duction systems built on employer-employee relationships.

Degrowth scholars and political ecologists have developed sophisti-
cated critiques of PES schemes. This paper supports several of these cri-
tiques. Our results reinforce Norgaard's argument (2010) that market-
based conservation policies flatten complex territorial management
into systems that generate stocks and flows. Our results also show that
this ‘flattening’ does not just occur with respect to carbon, the ecosys-
tem service directly at issue for the NFCP; instead, the NFCP has applied
its logic of stocks and flows more broadly, pushing communities to
think about their entire territory as a source of income-generating com-
modities. Our findings also provide support for larger critiques of
‘green growth’ by revealing a contradiction between Indigenous priori-
ties and visions for future and a growth-oriented conservation scheme
on the other.

These patterns are not unique to PES schemes, but can also apply
more generally to state conservation schemes in Indigenous territories.
As an Indigenous community member from Odisha, India proclaimed in
response to state Joint Forest Management schemes in Singh's, 2015
study, “do not destroy our tradition of forest conservation with your
money.” This fear of outside conservation schemes destroying tradi-
tions of conservation finds resonance with the decline of the minga that
we observed. While the scheme at issue in Singh's study was not a PES
scheme, it shared the NFCP's market-oriented logic as a conservation
scheme that aimed to generate incomes through forestry activities. The
implication is that PES schemes are not uniquely responsible for de-
grading local institutions, but may form part of a larger trend in conser-
vation, including the long-standing mixed record of Integrated Conser-
vation and Development schemes (Brandon, 2001).

Quality-of-life plans in Indigenous Amazonian communities reflect
the ideas of buen vivir, and tend to prioritize needs and activities that
are consonant with existing values and practices like the minga. De-
growth scholars who have called for large public investments in meet-
ing people's basic needs while transferring resources from the global
North to the South would do well to engage with these tools as a path-
way to operationalize global degrowth programs. The quality-of-life
plans in the communities who participated in this study did not focus
myopically on income-generating activities, although incomes were im-
portant to people, but rather emphasized maintaining customary agri-
cultural practices and improving services such as healthcare and educa-
tion. If conservation funds were used to help communities to implement
these priorities, rather than push for more commodity production, In-
digenous communities would be more effectively empowered to protect
tropical forests in ways that make sense to them. In this way, our re-
search shows that the NFCP in Peru, like many PES schemes and other
conservation programs, has undermined instead of supported local in-
stitutions. Climate justice organizers, degrowth scholars and activists,
and international donors should learn from these experiences and advo-
cate that conservation resources provide for the needs of Indigenous

forest stewards on their terms, pushing back against conventional
schemes that so often fail because of the deep contradictions between
Indigenous empowerment and ‘green growth.’
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