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Abstract: Protected areas are a fundamental element for the protection of ecological integrity and, 
in some cases, the livelihood of local communities worldwide. They are also embedded in socio-
ecological systems, and their management is subject to various political, economic, and social influ-
ences. Good governance of protected areas is recognized as a decisive aspect of ecological conser-
vation, which is at risk in institutional contexts where there is a weak scope of action alongside 
issues with misrecognition of key actors and their representation in procedures. In this context, the 
present study case aims to assess the performance of the Río Negro National Park governance sys-
tem in terms of effectiveness and justice to enable the identification of strategies to improve this 
protected area governance system for the achievement of its desired outcomes. Using the social-
ecological systems approach, this paper proposes an analytical framework for the performance as-
sessment, including both the effectiveness and justice of the governance of socio-ecological systems, 
stemming from the socio-ecological justice framework. It uses mixed methods based on semi-struc-
tured in-depth interviews supplemented by a focus group discussion, participant observation, and 
secondary data analysis. Results show that the governance of Río Negro National Park is negatively 
impacted by low-capacity, a lack of human, financial, and technical resources, as well as the lack of 
recognition of the indigenous community of the Yshiro and the rural community as key actors, 
leading to a lack of representation of their interests, values, and knowledge in norm-making and 
decision-making processes. The findings unveil some windows for improvement through better-
designed environmental policies specifically based on collective action and social learning. The re-
sults demonstrate that effectiveness and justice influence each other and, therefore, are deeply in-
tertwined. From the assessment conducted, the paper highlights the components of the governance 
system that should be improved to achieve good governance of the protected area as a socio-eco-
logical system, promoting the ecological integrity and the dignity of life (socio-ecological justice) of 
the individuals and communities that are part of this system. 

Keywords: socio-ecological justice; social learning; inclusive decision-making; community partici-
pation; social capital; collective action 
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1. Introduction 
Protected areas (PA) are considered a key instrument for the survival of genetic re-

sources and species as well as the health of ecosystems around the world (CBD 2004; Mu-
longoy and Gidda 2008; Ervin et al. 2010; Rands et al. 2010; Balasinorwala 2014; Cumming 
and Allen 2017; Pacifici et al. 2020). Worldwide, their coverage has increased in number 
and scope since 2010, with over 22 million km² of land and 28 million km² of ocean pro-
tected or conserved. Remarkably, 42% of the total coverage in 2021 had been added since 
2011 (Bingham et al. 2021). However, species remain threatened, environmental degrada-
tion continues, and biodiversity is still de clining (Butchart et al. 2010; Rands et al. 2010; 
Bingham et al. 2021).  

PAs provide livelihoods for almost 1.1 billion people and are an important factor in 
ensuring global food security and ecosystem services (CBD 2004; Butchart et al. 2010; 
Ervin et al. 2010), thus requiring PA management to be effective and fair (CBD 2010; Zafra-
Calvo and Geldmann 2020). Armitage et al. (2012) state that a detailed understanding of 
how governance influences a protected area can enhance intervention strategies to achieve 
desired outcomes. For these reasons, concerns regarding PA governance are receiving in-
creasing attention from researchers and international organizations (Steiner et al. 2003; 
Graham et al. 2003; Armitage et al. 2012; Borrini-Feyerabend et al. 2013; Borrini-Feyera-
bend and Hill 2015; Arthur 2021), as well as the extent to which PA management protects 
the values and objectives for which each PA was established (Borrini-Feyerabend et al. 
2013; Stanciu and Ioniță 2014; de Castro-Pardo and Urios Moliner 2016). 

Aiming to identify and evaluate how well protected areas are being managed, inter-
national initiatives have set standards and carried out assessments of PA management ef-
fectiveness (Leverington et al. 2010) and existing operating governance schemes (Eklund 
and Cabeza 2017). According to Biermann and Kim (2020), although the performance of 
environmental governance systems can be measured in multiple ways, it can generally 
be divided into two focuses in terms of problem-solving and democratic and transparent 
procedures, both deeply connected. Similarly, Zafra-Calvo and Geldmann (2020) argue 
that the assessment of the performance, or what they call the efficacy of PAs should show 
if their management is producing measurable “outputs” in terms of effectiveness and 
equity, as well as if these are delivering the desired “outcomes” for the protected area. 
In these terms, effectiveness is related to what is done within the governance system to 
achieve the overall objectives, including responsibilities and accountabilities regarding 
capacity, resources, enforcement, and decisions. On the other hand, Zafra-Calvo and 
Geldmann (2020) define the notion of equity as fairness, arguing that it is generally un-
derstood as a multi-layered notion, embracing questions of distributional, procedural, and 
recognition justice. Whilst Zafra-Calvo and Geldmann (2020) interchangeably use the no-
tions of equity, fairness, and justice, in this paper, for the sake of conceptual clarity, we 
adopt the term justice since it embraces the notions of equity/fairness alongside other so-
cial demands that go beyond questions of equity. 

Although there is a growing body of literature conducting PA management perfor-
mance assessments, little attention is given to PA governance issues in the Latin  American 
context (Leverington et al. 2010), and even less in Paraguay. For instance, the Paraguayan 
Pantanal receives little attention in the scientific world, with most existing scientific stud-
ies limited primarily to biological and anthropological studies of this unique ecoregion. 
For instance, at the beginning of this research, the diminished number of scientific publi-
cations regarding this area posed an enormous challenge (Carrón 2003; Mereles 2000; Blaser 
et al. 2004; Blaser 2009; Salas-Dueñas et al. 2004; Horton 2010; Eufemia et al. 2018; Bayer 
2018). 

Furthermore, understanding justice in PA management is an emerging focus of re-
search, although it is rarely integrated into PA assessment efforts (Zafra-Calvo and Geld-
mann 2020; Moreaux et al. 2018; Franks et al. 2018; Friedman et al. 2018; Biermann and 
Gupta 2011). Seeking to contrib ute to filling these research gaps, in this paper, we aim to 
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assess the performance of the Río Negro National Park (RNNP) and its buffer zone in the 
Paraguayan part of the Pantanal (Figure 1) in terms of effectiveness and justice. 

The overall research questions focus on understanding: who are the actors in fact 
involved in the PA governance system as opposed to the actors institutionally recognized 
by the governance system (due recognition of the actors, Figure 2); what are the capacities 
and limitations those actors bring to managing the protected area (scope of action of the 
governance system, Figure 2); and to what extent do the actors participate in norm-mak-
ing and decision-making processes concerning the protected area (due representation pro-
cedures of Figure 2). 

Considering the profound interconnections of the performance elements related to 
effectiveness and justice, we look at the “outputs” in two ways: on the one hand, in terms 
of the effectiveness of this PA governance, focusing mainly on capacity and human re-
sources; and, on the other hand, in terms of its justice in terms of distribution, recognition, 
and representation, to deliver the PA desired “outcomes” for the protection of the RNNP 
ecological integrity and the dignity of life of the individuals and communities subjected 
to this governance system. 

The presented case of Río Negro National Park contributes to increasing knowledge 
about PA governance by providing insights into the portfolio of PA governance in a Par-
aguayan real-life scenario and a baseline that can be transferred to similar contexts, like 
other PAs in Paraguay or other Latin American countries facing similar frameworks and 
challenges. Moreover, the governance performance analysis combining effectiveness and 
justice is a new perspective that will not just contribute to the limited scientific research 
in Paraguay but also provide valuable insights into the prerequisites for improving PA 
governance and mechanisms to ensure effective and just PA governance systems that pro-
mote ecological integrity and the dignity of life. 

The Governance of Socio-Ecological Systems: Assessing Effectiveness and Justice 
Human–environment interactions are complex as they take place in different ecolog-

ical and human-made systems (Ostrom and Cox 2010). To understand the complexity of 
human–environmental systems and to find ways to govern and manage these systems 
sustainably, Elinor Ostrom developed the socio-ecological systems (SES) approach by 
combining potentially relevant variables contributing to sustainable or unsustainable out-
comes of these systems (Cleveland et al. 1996; Ostrom 2009; Ostrom and Cox 2010). Ac-
cording to the SES approach, protected area performance depends on the social, economic, 
and political settings as well as the conditions under which it is operated, determined by 
components that affect each other, such as the natural resources and systems of the area, 
the governance system through which the PA is managed, and the actors subject to the 
PA’s governance. Interactions, like interventions implemented at the PA, are influenced 
by these components and are transformed into outcomes. 

In this paper, the governance of PAs is understood as a system that emerged to 
achieve desired goals within a defined socio-ecological system (protected area), in which 
rights and stakeholders, from inside and outside the PA, with differing interests and per-
ceptions, interact to drive decisions that influence the performance of the PA manage-
ment, based on formal (i.e., laws and regulations) and informal rules (i.e., local, indige-
nous, and community traditions and behaviors). Therefore, considering that the objective 
of this paper is to assess PA performance in terms of effectiveness and justice of the RNNP 
governance system, we adopt the SES approach (Ostrom 2009; Ostrom and Cox 2010), 
proposing an analytical framework based on the socio-ecological justice model (Pope 
2020; Pope et al. 2021). 

The socio-ecological justice framework first emerged (Pope 2020; Pope et al. 2021) as 
a non-definitive model from the engagement of distinct justice and environmental justice 
theories, both from the Global North and Global South (such as Schlosberg 2009, 2013; 
Fraser 1996, 2001, 2005, 2008; Nussbaum 2004, 2006, 2011; Sen 2010; Bosselmann 2017). 
The first generation of environmental justice studies as a field of research was originally 



Soc. Sci. 2023, 12, 71 4 of 29 
 

 

concerned with racial injustices, focusing on the unfair distribution of socio-ecological 
burdens and benefits (Coolsaet 2021). The criticism over, among others, the focus on the 
distributive dimension of justice (Peña 2005; Schlosberg 2009, 2013; Rodriguez 2021; Ger-
ber et al. 2021) drove the emergence of new perspectives on the field, known as critical 
environmental justice studies (Pellow 2018, 2021), which included other dimensions of 
justice into the concept (Figueroa 2004; Schlosberg 2009, 2013; Suiseeya 2021; Holland 
2008, 2017, 2021). Alongside the critical environmental justice from the Global North, stud-
ies from the Global South are also contributing to the new wave of this scholarship, high-
lighting specific issues and perspectives of the Global South through, among others, de-
colonial thought (Leff 2006, 2017; Grosfoguel 2010; de Santos 2010; Rodriguez 2021).  

Part of the new wave of critical environmental justice of the Global South the socio-
ecological justice model is a Latin American overarching theoretical architecture that 
brings together multiple and intersected justice dimensions with a multi-scalar approach 
and a multiplicity of subjects in a unified, but not uniform, normative scheme (Pope 2020; 
Pope et al. 2021). This model defines that fair distribution, due recognition, and represen-
tation are the minimum dimensions of justice for the promotion of ecological integrity and 
the dignity of life (Figure 1). Therefore, injustice will happen whenever basic capabilities 
are limited, impeding the full functioning of an individual, community, or system. These 
limitations can occur through one or more dimensions of justice, such as maldistribution, 
non-recognition, and/or misrepresentation.  

The socio-ecological justice model defends that the intersections between the distinct 
dimensions of justice shall be recognized, mainly when marginalized groups of the Global 
South are at stake. Following Fraser’s (2008) perspective, the dimension of (re)distribution 
represents the economic aspect, whereas the dimensions of recognition and representa-
tion represent the socio-cultural and political aspects of social contestations. Regarding 
the recognition dimension, the socio-ecological justice model adopts Fraser’s (1996) status 
approach. Instead of focusing on valuing individual or group identity, or on the individ-
ual psychological aspect, it aims at an objective and institutional recognition of the mem-
bers of the justice community to enable the creation of institutional paths for these subjects 
to overcome any subordination to unjust oppression systems.  

Furthermore, stemming from ecocentric ethics that include humans, the socio-eco-
logical justice model provides a spatial, temporal, and subjective expansion of the subjects 
of justice, adopting Fraser’s “all-subjected” principle (Fraser 2008) but including current 
and future generations of humans and non-human entities (Figure 1). 
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Figure 1. The “what” and “who” of socio-ecological justice (Pope et al. 2021). 

Previous works have argued for the use of the socio-ecological justice model to guide 
the proposition of new environmental policies and governance systems (Pope 2020), the 
assessment of existing ones (Pope et al. 2021; and Polaine et al. 2022), and the analysis of 
grassroots movements to inform new public policies (Pope et al., under review). Accord-
ing to this analytical framework, a given governance system will achieve socio-ecological 
justice by promoting the situated ecological integrity (the ecological ceiling) and culturally 
defined dignity of life (the social foundation) of all individuals and communities subject 
to the governance system. Therefore, with socio-ecological justice as the overarching goal, 
three components can be defined for the performance assessment of the governance of 
socio-ecological systems: (1) its scope of action; (2) its actors; and (3) its procedures (Figure 
2). 

In terms of the scope of action, it means a well-defined object with clear and binding 
desired outcomes and the needed outputs in terms of effectiveness to achieve those out-
comes, encompassing capacity and resources alongside monitoring, enforcement, and 
conflict resolution mechanisms for the management of the governed object. The benefits 
and burdens of those responsibilities shall be fairly distributed among the subjects of the 
governance system (distributional dimension of justice, Figure 1). Regarding the actors, 
they should be defined using the “all-subjected” principle, so all individuals and commu-
nities that are subjected to the governance system have their interests, views, and 
knowledge duly recognized for a just system (the recognition dimension of justice, Figure 
1).  Finally, concerning the procedures, legitimacy shall be assessed through participation, 
transparency, and accountability so that all recognized actors, including their interests, 
views, and knowledge, are duly represented in norm-making and decision-making pro-
cesses (the representation dimension of justice, Figure 1). 
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Figure 2. The three analytical components of the governance of socio-ecological systems and its op-
erational indicators that guided the research. 

All three components are deeply connected and influence each other. Therefore, the 
performance of any socio-ecological governance system can only be fully assessed by con-
sidering all three components and their interconnections. After the delimitation of the ob-
ject governed by the scope of action, the next critical step is to define the actors. It is only 
after this definition that the justice of the governance system can be assessed by looking 
at the distribution, recognition, and representation dimensions. 

The actors in a governance system can vary (Balasinorwala 2014; Borrini-Feyerabend 
et al. 2013) and may involve governmental and non-governmental entities, which are 
guided by different interests and motivations (Balasinorwala 2014; Borrini-Feyerabend 
and Hill 2015). Therefore, a critical point of departure for assessing the governance of pro-
tected areas is the understanding of the key actors, their interactions, and structures in 
decision-making processes (Borrini-Feyerabend and Hill 2015). Such analysis can reveal 
the relations, interests, and actions within the current governance system, as well as the 
potential and needs of social capital development. 

Next, in Section 2, the methodology is reviewed, including detailed information 
about the case study. Subsequently, the results section systematizes the empirical data 
collected in the research process using the analytical framework presented in Figure 2, 
looking at the governance “outputs” of the PA assessed here in terms of: (i) effectiveness: 
what capacities and limitations the actors bring in order to manage the area (scope of ac-
tion of the governance system, Figure 2); and (ii) justice: (a) who are the actors recognized 
by the governance system (due recognition of actors, Figure 2); as well as (b) to what ex-
tent do the actors participate in decision-making processes concerning the protected area 
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(due representation, procedures of Figure 2). The discussion section also proposes path-
ways to improve the governance system assessed. Finally, conclusions are presented.    

2. Methodology 
The methodological path to conduct this study is shown in the following Figure 3. 

 
Figure 3. The methodological path to conduct this study. 

2.1. Case Study Description 
Located at the center of the South American subcontinent (Figure 4), the Pantanal is 

often referred to as one of the world’s largest seasonally-flooded freshwater wetland sys-
tems, covering over 160,000 square kilometers. Most of its surface lies within the Brazilian 
border (140,000 square kilometers), with smaller portions belonging to Bolivia (15,000 
square kilometers) and Paraguay (5000 square kilometers) (Wantzen et al. 2008; Junk 
2013). The Pantanal is fed by a complex system of interconnected rivers and is surrounded 
by highland plateaus on the Brazilian and Bolivian sides, which form the Upper Paraguay 
River Basin (Wantzen et al. 2008). This globally outstanding ecoregion represents a mosaic 
of flooded grasslands and savannas combined with gallery forests and dry forests. The key 
driver for its ecological processes and its patterns of biodiversity is the flood pulse, 
caused by seasonal rainfall patterns in the catchment of the Upper Paraguay River (Junk 
and Wantzen 2004). During the wet season, 80% of the area is flooded, but in the drier 
seasons, large areas become completely dry and are colonized by terrestrial plant and an-
imal species (Dinerstein et al. 1995; Junk et al. 2006; Wantzen et al. 2008).  

The Pantanal is internationally recognized for its high biodiversity, including rare or 
threatened species of amphibians, birds, fish, reptiles, mammals, and plants (Swarts 2000; 
Salas-Dueñas et al. 2004; Horton 2010). Furthermore, it provides numerous ecosystem ser-
vices, including hydrological services like water purification, groundwater recharge, pro-
vision of water, and flood alleviation (Junk et al. 2006; Junk and Nunes de Cunha 2005; Junk 
2013; Wantzen et al. 2008).  

Like other tropical freshwater wetlands, it has the ability to store carbon and, thus, 
plays a key role in climate regulation and the mitigation of global climate change. In ad-
dition to its ecological significance, the Pantanal has a high aesthetic and cultural value, 
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being home to various indigenous communities (Junk and Nunes de Cunha 2005; Junk 2013; 
Chiaravalloti et al. 2017).  

The Río Negro National Park (RNNP) (Figure 4) is located in a remote area in the 
northeast of the country that is difficult to access. It consists of a core zone, two expansion 
zones (A&B), which include private properties, and a buffer zone where the municipality 
of Bahía Negra is located (SEAM 2011). Due to its geographical isolation, the core zone is 
exposed to relatively few external pressures, such as industry or major infrastructure pro-
jects. The RNNP lies within the department of Alto Paraguay, which is the second largest 
in the country, with an area of 82,349 square kilometers. However, it is sparsely populated, 
with an estimated population of about 16,000 inhabitants in 2015. The population tends to 
concentrate in the riparian zones of the Paraguay River, where the proximity to the river 
ensures communication between the villages and small towns. The four main districts are 
Bahía Negra, Carmelo Peralta, Fuerte Olimpo, and Puerto Casado. Bahia Negra is the largest 
in size, covers almost half of the entire territory of the state, and is one of the newest mu-
nicipalities in Paraguay, created in 2005 (Government of Alto Paraguay 2016). 

The approximate population in 2017 is 2500, based on 2015 census data (DGEEC 
2015), of which the majority are indigenous people. Since the 19th century, the banks of the 
Paraguay River have been the ancestral territory of the Yshiro indigenous group. Approx-
imately  54,300 hectares of land are registered as their property (FAPI 2018). The Yshiro are 
the largest human community in the area, and most of their population lives in colonies 
around the municipality of Bahía Negra. They are part of the “Yshiro Nation.” The popu-
lation’s livelihoods and economic models in the Bahía Negra district vary widely, from 
agricultural subsistence practices to activities in the export-oriented livestock sector 
(Salas-Dueñas et al. 2004; Swarts 2000). The cultural diversity found in Bahía Negra shapes 
its governance patterns, including the nearby RNNP (Eufemia et al. 2019; Zanardini and 
Biedermann 2001).  

For millennia, this part of the Chaco region was inhabited exclusively by indigenous 
peoples. In 2022, the indigenous communities of the Ayoreo and Yshiro make up most of 
the population, with the latter being deeply culturally related to the protected area region 
(Government of Alto Paraguay 2016). Traditionally, the subsistence strategy of the Yshiro 
community was linked to what the nature of the Pantanal offered, such as the collection 
of carob pods (Ceratonia silique), palm hearts, fruits, and the hearts of several palm spe-
cies, the palmettos of the caranda (Copernicia australis), and the bases of the leaves of the 
caraguata (Bromelia balansae). In addition to gathering activities, they engaged in fishing 
and certain agricultural practices, such as the cultivation of maize, beans, squash, cassava, 
and peanuts. Currently, they live in different communities in the south of the municipality 
of Bahía Negra and their means of livelihood has shifted toward a combination of fishing, 
hunting, small-scale agriculture, cattle breeding, and employment on cattle ranches or in 
the logging industry (Carrón 2003; Mereles 2000; SEAM 2011). 

The rural community also comprises another important population group, which in-
cludes the descendants of immigrants or former day laborers who, in the 20th century, came 
from other parts of the Paraguayan Chaco to work in the tannin industry. However, with 
the end of the tannin industry in the late 1980s, many of them remained, despite the lack of 
further employment opportunities. At present, they earn their livelihood from fishing and 
small agricultural production, including the raising of goats and, on a smaller scale, cattle 
and poultry. Further, some work as guides for Brazilians who travel the Paraguay River 
for sport fishing (Carrón 2003; Mereles 2000; Swarts 2000). Additional employment op-
portunities for the rural community exist at the port of Bahía Negra as well as within 
public institutions and the private sector, mostly on neighboring cattle ranches. 

Its geographical isolation from major consumption centers and its difficult access 
conditions have long inhibited the economic development of this region. Historically, the 
Pantanal was sparsely populated, with economic activity limited to low- density cattle 
ranching (Junk 2013). While still in a relatively good ecological state, this has changed 
because of new economic and political demands in the region. Further, climate change 
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has increased pressure on the Pantanal and its catchment area in recent decades. In each 
occupying country, the Pantanal has been moving into the focus of national economic de-
velopment efforts in recent years. As a result, this unique ecoregion, with its high biodi-
versity and ecosystem services, is under threat. The livelihood of rural and indigenous 
communities is also threatened by misguided and poorly developed land-use change, in-
cluding large-scale deforestation for intensified agricultural production, like cattle ranch-
ing, periodic burnings, uncontrolled fires, pollution, and large infrastructure pro jects, such 
as dams and hydropower schemes (Junk and Nunes de Cunha 2005; Alho and Sabino 2011; 
Bergier 2013; Calheiros et al. 2012). These activities have caused a wetland loss of approx-
imately 12% of its area since 1980 (Rice et al. 2018). 

As a biodiversity hotspot and a unique site for wildlife conservation in Paraguay, the 
ecological importance of the national park lies in its location, which makes it representa-
tive of the large ecological transition area between the Amazon region and the Chaco re-
gion. Due to the convergence of the different natural systems, the diversity of flora and 
fauna in the national park is remarkable, and some of the animal species classified as 
threatened by the International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN) can only be 
found in this region of the country (Asociación Guyra Paraguay 2003; 2018; Salas-Dueñas 
et al. 2004; SEAM 2011). 

Due to its ecological importance, the Rio Negro National Park was officially founded 
in 1998 within the borders of the Ramsar site of the Paraguayan Pantanal with an original 
surface area of 30,341 hectares (Resolution n. 427/IBR). Three years later, in 2001, the Gran 
Chaco Biosphere Reserve (4,707,240 hectares) was established in the region, with the now 
“Reserve Area for the Rio Negro National Park” as a buffer zone of 281,630 hectares (De-
cree SEAM No 13,202) (Government of Paraguay 2000; SEAM 2011). Subsequently, in 
2004, the area was divided into two geographically separate conservation units (the north-
ern and southern expansion zones), and the reserve area of Rio Negro National Park was 
reduced to 123,786 hectares (Decree SEAM n. 14,218). Thus, as of 2022, the RNNP is a PA, 
last created by Decree n. 14.218/2004 from the Paraguayan executive power, with the ob-
jective to protect this unique ecosystem and favor the sustainable development of the com-
munities surrounding this socio-ecological system. The formal governance of this PA is a 
government-led governance model.   
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Figure 4. The Paraguayan Pantanal. Source: Global Elevation (Esri, DigitalGlobe, GeoEye, Earthstar 
Geographics, the French Space Agency (CNES)/Airbus Defense and Space, the U.S. Geological Sur-
vey (USGS), Adapter Engine Extended (AEX), Getmapping, Aerogrid, Institut Geographique Na-
tional (IGN), Zonificación Sísmica–Geotécnica (IGP), swisstopo, and the Geographic Information 
Systems (GIS) User Community); Dirección General de Estadística, Encuestas y Censos (DGEEC) 
(2015). 

2.2. Methods 
Designed as a qualitative case study analysis, this work assesses the situation at the 

case study site based on empirical evidence as of 2022. This format is chosen because it is a 
feasible technique that facilitates a sustained exploration of the PA governance system in 
the specific case of the Río Negro National Park and provides an in-depth analysis from 
below of its performance in terms of effectiveness and justice to deliver the desired “out-
comes” for the protection of the RNNP. These outcomes include ecological integrity and 
the dignity of life of those individuals and communities subjected to this governance sys-
tem, in other words, the promotion of socio-ecological justice. 

In order to gain insights into otherwise inaccessible dimensions of human life in the 
rural and indigenous community in the district of Bahía Negra, primary data was col-
lected through participant observation. This methodological approach, in which the re-
searcher interacts with people in their everyday lives, is well suited for exploring processes 
and relationships between different people and events, understanding continuities over 
time, and acquiring knowledge about the immediate socio-cultural contexts in which hu-
man existence develops (Jorgensen 2015). The primary forms in which the information 
was recorded in Bahía Negra and the indigenous community of the Yshiro in Puerto Di-
ana, located in the southern part of the municipality of Bahía Negra, were the keeping of 
a field diary alongside the use of photographic and audio equipment. 

Additionally, a focus group discussion (FGD) was carried out in the community of 
Puerto Diana with community representatives, leaders from the indigenous community 
of Yshiro, and members of the Union of Indigenous Communities of the Yshiro Nation 



Soc. Sci. 2023, 12, 71 11 of 29 
 

 

(UCINY). This method is proven to be a good way to gather people with similar back-
grounds or experiences to discuss a specific topic of interest. The strength of FGDs is that 
they rely on allowing the participants to articulate agreements or contradictions during the 
discussion (Krueger 1988). This methodological approach allows the researcher to gain 
insights into a group’s way of thinking, as well as the spectrum of opinions and ideas, in-
cluding inconsistencies and differences that may exist in a particular community in terms 
of beliefs, experiences, and practices (Start and Hovland 2004). Our FGD focuses on land 
conflicts in the research area and indigenous cosmovision. 

From the primary data collected in these two first stages of the research process, dif-
ferent actors and groups of actors (Appendix A) were identified and contacted during the 
research stay in Paraguay, including representatives from the public sector, civil society, 
and private sector, thus enabling a first draft of actor mapping for the PA governance. 
Groups of actors refer to people belonging to the same institution (e.g., one interview with 
different representatives from the ministry). This scope ensures a diversity of the actors’ 
perspectives. The actor mapping was then further developed after conducting a total of 
27 semi-structured interviews with key informants from the public sector, civil society, 
and private sector. In qualitative research, a semi-structured interview is a frequently used 
and validated method (Mason 1994; Johnson 2001). Following the analytical framework 
adopted (Figure 2), an actor mapping was made applying the “all-subjected” principle. A 
clear definition of who is subjected to the governance system (its actors) enables assessing 
not only the justice of the system but also its effectiveness. 

From the public sector, interviews were conducted with representatives of the Envi-
ronmental Secretariat, which is the PA’s managing authority. Individuals include admin-
istrative officials in Asunción as well as the park guard, who directly works in the pro-
tected area. In addition, interviews were conducted with representatives of the Tourism 
Secretariat as well as with regional and local officials from various authorities and from 
the military. Civil society is represented by members of national and international envi-
ronmental and human rights non-governmental organizations (NGOs), experts from ac 
ademia, rural and indigenous community members, as well as the local media. 

All interviews were formulated to address the following topics: general information 
regarding the PA (e.g., what are the threats and challenges to and for the PA?) and its 
management (e.g., how is the PA managed? By who?); local participation in PA manage-
ment (e.g., are there existing forms of participatory management of the PA?); power rela-
tions (e.g., what sector holds the stronger power/influence?); influences and cooperation 
among different actors and sectors (e.g., with regard to the PA, how are institutions, civil 
society groups, and the private sector interconnected and related?); and the socio-eco-
nomic context of the PA and its surroundings (e.g., what is the socio-economics of the 
region?) (see Appendix A). 

The interview protocol (see Appendix A) is partially based on the Management Effec-
tiveness Tracking Tool (METT), which is the world’s most frequently used PA manage-
ment effectiveness evaluation tool. It was developed to report progress in improving man-
agement effectiveness in individual PAs by applying a simple, questionnaire-type ap-
proach with two sections (Leverington et al. 2010). First, threats to the PA are identified 
and ranked. Next, it comprises an assessment form, which provides valuable information 
about the PA, such as its legal status, PA regulations, PA objectives, planning processes, 
staff, budget, participation of local communities and indigenous peoples, and economic 
benefits (Stolton and Dudley 2016). It was considered useful to structure the interviews on 
the basis of METT in order to identify the main threats and their impact on the PA, even 
though the identification of threats and their impact was not the main focus of this re-
search. Understanding these provides important data that better contextualizes the study 
area. Applying the METT questions enabled a better delimitation of the PA governance 
actors and the relationships between them, their territory, and the governance system (as 
proposed by the socio-ecological approach). 
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A pre-test of the interview guideline was carried out with WWF employees, which 
enabled the adaptation of the survey to the local context. The interviews were recorded with 
the formal authorization of the interviewees. The primary data collected through the 
aforementioned methods was then augmented with secondary data through an analysis of 
documentary evidence. The study (including data collection and treatment) took place 
from May 2018 to June 2019. 

3. Results 
The results (Figure 5) are presented in two subsections: (a) scope of action and actors, 

and (b) actors’ participation. Both subsections provide the current scenario and the infor-
mation needed for the PA governance performance assessment in terms of effectiveness 
and justice. Seeking to avoid the top-down “one-solution-fits-all” approach, Section 3 aims 
to identify specific issues in the current RNNP governance system using a bottom-up ap-
proach that will, in Section 4, result in proposals for improving the PA governance system. 

 

Figure 5. Summary of results connecting operational indicators to case evidences. 

3.1. Scope of Action and Actors  
Without denying the importance of the official creation of the RNNP by the Para-

guayan Government, the data collected for baseline information show that the compli-
cated processes throughout the years, alongside the many and frequent legal changes us-
ing non-binding regulations, have created a weak legal framework, severely restricting 
the performance of the governance of this PA. Furthermore, the fragmentation of the area 
has distorted the objectives of the PA, creating considerable legal, technical, and manage-
ment challenges for the implementation of measures on site, constituting a threat to the 
effectiveness of the governance of this PA (SEAM 2011). This situation is aggravated by 
the fact that only the core zone of the RNNP is state-owned (30,000 hectares), while the 
two expansion zones comprise private properties where productive activities take place 
and cause considerable land-use changes. In some parts of the buffer zone, extensive ag-
riculture is practiced, which is accompanied by severe deforestation, though some civil 
society actors in other parts of the buffer zone have acquired land for conservation 
measures (SEAM 2011).  
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In addition, the protected area authority is the Ministry of the Environment (SEAM), 
which until June 2018 had the status of a secretariat and was affiliated with the Ministry 
of Agriculture, only recently becoming an independent ministry. However, SEAM has 
neither infrastructure nor staff within the protected area, and the department for protected 
areas within SEAM has no budget responsibility of its own, meaning its expenditures are 
within the limits of the funds allocated to the Directorate General for the Protection and 
Conservation of Biodiversity (Asociación Guyra Paraguay 2003; 2018). These features re-
lated to the scope of action of the RNNP governance system lead to issues in terms of 
effectiveness in achieving its desired outcomes.  

In terms of its actors, the confrontation between the data collected for baseline infor-
mation of the RNNP and the data collected for the actor-mapping is summarized in Figure 
6. These results show that some key rightholders and stakeholders who are, in fact, actors 
within the PA governance system are neither legally nor institutionally recognized as 
such. Furthermore, as shown in the next sub-section, the legal provision for the political 
participation of some actors, i.e., the legal protection of their rights to participate, is not 
implemented in the RNNP governance system.     

 
Figure 6. The actors (the “who”) of the RNNP governance system. 

“The entire region is characterized by the absence of the state” (PS3). 
This statement reflects the challenging baseline in the whole district of Bahía Negra. 

It is deplored and lamented by the majority of the actors interviewed, including from the 
civil society and public sector representatives. The state’s absence in this remote area is 
evident in many respects, such as the lack of infrastructure, disrupted electricity supply, 
poor public transport connections to larger cities, a lack of medical services and hospitals, 
and no existing higher education institutions. The public sector is strongly influenced by 
the prevail ing two-party system, either liberal or Colorado. 

At the national level, the government provides political guidelines for environmental 
policy and establishes the legal basis for the declaration and safeguarding of land tenure 
rights for protected areas in Paraguay. However, according to experts from national 
NGOs and academia, the lack of political will to develop and support a national environ-
mental agenda has been and still is evident in the fact that the central government primarily 
pur sues economic goals, focusing mainly on the private sector. 
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“The economic incentive to take and implement environmental measures is part of 
the weakness of the whole system” (CS4). 

Although this sole fixation on economic interests, decoupled from national measures 
to improve socio-ecological protection, is severely criticized, ultimately it is reflected in 
the national budget distribution. In 2018, only 0.08% of the national budget (Government 
of Paraguay 2018) was allocated to the environmental authority, the Ministry of the Envi-
ronment (SEAM), which disposes of the mandate for implementing the national environ-
mental policy alongside environmental and nature conservation concerns (Government 
of Paraguay 2000). Up to and including June 2018, SEAM had only the status of a secre-
tariat and was affiliated with the Ministry of Agriculture, only later becoming an inde-
pendent ministry. In the logic of Borrini-Feyerabend et al. (2013), SEAM has the role of a 
rightsholder, as it disposes of the de jure management authority over the national protected 
areas and is the main institution for carrying out activities in this context (PS1). Experts 
stress that the current institutional development of the Secretariat has been underpinned 
by a general “disempowerment of the institutionalism of the SEAM” (CS3). Its de jure 
management responsibility is not reflected in its de facto management implementation for 
several reasons. Various experts recognize and emphasize the scarce personnel situation, 
both in the capital and on site within the RNNP, including a lack of a permanent park 
ranger or other park personnel as well as a lack of financial security. This is reflected in 
the following statement: 

“The national system of protected areas is quite weak, starting with the institution 
that manages these areas.” (CS4) 

Even if the employees are highly committed to conservation, the dependency on the 
national government impedes the implementation of measures that serve to ensure the 
conservation of its protected areas, thus limiting its scope for action. In addition to the 
Ministry of the Environment, the Secretariat for Tourism (SENATUR) is a rather new actor 
in the region, which is gaining in importance within the context of the UNESCO application 
to declare the Paraguayan Pantanal to be a world natural heritage site. Due to the lack of 
infrastructure and the difficult access to the region, tourism has not yet played a major role. 
The interviews show that the declaration establishes a remarkable potential to improve the 
visibility and network of this neglected territory: 

“The project of the UNESCO declaration has a chance to move forward in term of 
building and strengthen a network among the different actors.” (CS5). 

Their interest is both economic and ecological, as SENATUR aims to increase the 
number of tourists in the region, thereby creating new income opportunities for the local 
population while maintaining the protection of the Paraguayan Pantanal (PS3). As in the 
case of SEAM, the national budget for the tourism sector is small, severely restricting 
SENATUR’s scope for action (Government of Paraguay 2018). At a national level, one fur-
ther actor is the military, whose presence in the region is based on national sovereignty 
and border protection purposes along the river. Although it has military bases in the im-
mediate vicinity of the protected area in the buffer zone, there is no direct overlap between 
the protected area authority and the military. The fact that the military has been active in 
the region for many decades has a positive effect on the relationship between the military 
and the rural population, especially as the national government seems to be absent from 
the region. However, this does not apply to the relationship between the indigenous pop-
ulation of the Yshiro community and the military, which is burdened by past territorial 
conflicts (SEAM 2011). 

At a regional level, the government of the department of Alto Paraguay is responsible 
for regional development planning and assumes an important strategic role. Development 
planning is an essential activity of the government, which precedes action and guides the 
efforts of the Departmental Government Administration, facilitating the achievement of 
objectives and, consequently, the fulfillment of its objectives. Currently, the focus of the 
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government of Alto Paraguay is primarily on the economic development of the region. Alt-
hough the regional development plan of Alto Paraguay considers environmental issues, 
Rio Negro National Park is not included in the plan (Government of Alto Paraguay 2016). 

Regarding the local level, the interest in environmental issues and knowledge of the 
importance of the national park for the protection of the Pantanal were not widely per-
ceived in the interviews with administrative representatives of the municipality. Their 
main interest is economically driven, focusing mainly on livestock production, which 
promises higher incomes and tax revenues. The local administration does not seem to 
have high intentions to enhance environmental protection, and although an environmen-
tal council within the municipality is supposed to exist, it was not perceived as active. 

In summary, for the key public sector actors, the limited budget, the limited human 
resource capacity, and the often politically motivated change of staff due to the two- party 
system have weakened the institutions concerned. The need for a more consolidated civil 
society as a social actor that can complement public institutions in the field of environ-
ment and nature conservation is highlighted in interviews with various experts. 

“The complement comes from the civil society organizations, which, in my opinion, 
must cooperate with the state institutions, which are really very weak in terms of envi-
ronmental aspects, in the form that state measures to protect the environment are sup-
ported by the environmental civil society” (A1) 

Three key actors in civil society have been identified as working closely with other 
actors at a further level (the indigenous community of the Yshiro, the rural community in 
Bahía Negra, and the locally active NGO Guyra Paraguay). In addition to consolidated 
groups, there are other actors working in the field of nature conservation, which are also 
briefly presented. 

In the Bahía Negra district, the indigenous community of the Yshiro and the rural 
community are the most important population groups and rightsholders, whose relation-
ship is marked by conflict and mistrust. The indigenous community of the Yshiro has been 
identified as a key actor and rights holder in the region, which is closely linked to the Pan-
tanal and its natural resources. As they have been using and living in this territory for 
several centuries, the Yshiro community possess a profound knowledge of the flora and 
fauna of the region, as well as their ecological connections. The Paraguayan Pantanal is of 
great cultural significance for this group, and they pursue cultural and subsistence-ori-
ented interests. In 2001, leaders and community members of the Yshiro founded the Union 
of Indigenous Communities of the Yshiro Nation (UCINY), aiming to promote the land 
tenure rights of the indigenous population and increase the participation of indigenous 
people in decision-making processes. This self-institutionalized group receives support 
and legal assistance from the national NGO Tierraviva, which is committed to promoting 
and defending the human rights of indigenous peoples in Paraguay with a focus on the ter-
ritorial restitution  of ancestral territories (Eufemia et al. 2018). The Yshiro have land ten-
ure rights in the immediate vicinity of the core area of the national park, as well as in the 
buffer and expansion zones. However, many conflicts over land access and rights exist in 
the region and their access to culturally important ceremonial sites is often denied by the 
current landowners. The community of the Yshiro lives in different communities along the 
Pantanal, the largest  being Puerto Diana, about two kilometers south of the municipality 
of Bahía Negra. Furthermore, land grabbing and group marginalization are pressing prob-
lems revealed in the interviews. Both are motivated by the economic interests of a minor-
ity of large-scale landowners (e.g., landlords, etc.). In the context of Paraguay, the high 
dependence on extractivist models based on exploiting natural resources on a large scale 
is an engine of inequality that has led to a high concentration of land and wealth (Eufemia 
et al. 2018). 

“There is little knowledge and interest of natural resource management and admin-
istration among the rural population” (PS 5) 

Additionally, major projects by international donors in the region were classified as 
a negative experience: “Many government and NGO projects in the past have failed and 
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had no impact on the community and its wellbeing, and thus did not benefit the commu-
nity. This creates a great lack of trust on the part of the community.” (PS5) 

The rural community in Bahía Negra is also another important key stakeholder in the 
National Park area. Due to the remoteness and distance of the national park, the connec-
tion of this population to the protected area remains low. Nature conservation measures 
are not a priority for them. As they often live in precarious situations, the interviewees 
highlighted the state’s obligation to take measures to create new income opportunities, 
thus sustainably improving their living conditions. The commitment of this population 
group can be classified as low; only a few institutionalized groups exist, such as some pro-
ducer groups, which usually only serve as a platform for selling products and are less con-
cerned with political participation or exertion of influence. However, the Asociación Eco 
Pantanal must be mentioned, which comprises young rural community members who are 
committed to the protection of the Paraguayan Pantanal. Nevertheless, the organizational 
strength of this group cannot be further analyzed because their interest in cooperating 
within the research was very low. For this reason, a more in-depth analysis of this actor 
cannot be carried out. 

At the national level, two environmental NGOs in particular, Association Guyra Par-
aguay and the World Wide Fund for Nature (WWF) Paraguay, play a significant role. Both 
organizations have very well-trained personnel with diverse knowledge of the region, 
and they cooperate closely with each other.  

The national NGO Guyra Paraguay has been present in the region for a long time 
and maintains an ecological research station with an associated ecotourism project in the 
buffer zone of the RNNP. The protection of natural resources and scientific research in the 
region are the NGO’s main objectives. As part of its ecotourism project, Guyra Paraguay 
is, as of 2022, the only actor in the region able to receive national and international tourists. 
The organization is in constant dialogue with the various actors from the civil and public 
sectors. 

The international environmental organization WWF plays one of the most important 
roles at the macro level and is committed to the protection of the Paraguayan Pantanal. 
Within the framework of its Chaco-Pantanal Program, WWF Paraguay, in collaboration 
with the Technical Secretariat for Economic and Social Planning (STP) of Paraguay, has 
drawn up a plan for joint actions for the development of programs in various fields, in-
cluding cooperation for sustainable development and technical cooperation. In this con-
text, both institutions are striving to strengthen the strategic planning of the municipality 
of Bahia Negra, for which Urban and Territorial Planning (POUT) of the municipality is 
currently under development. The aim is to initiate an inter-institutional participatory 
planning process involving all actors living in the municipality. 

Private sector actors in the region around the National Park are mostly large land-
owners, who mainly operate export-oriented extensive livestock farming and, thus, pri-
marily pursue economic interests in the use of the natural resources in the region. They 
possess partly secured land rights in the expansion and buffer zone of the national park, 
which are often directly linked to non-transparent and corrupt related land acquisition pro-
cesses. Land-use change due to extensive livestock farming poses a concrete threat to pro-
tection, as the ecosystem is severely disturbed by large-scale, partially illegal deforesta-
tion, which often takes place without permission from SEAM, the competent authority. In 
addition, land rights conflicts with the indigenous population of the Yshiro community 
are increasing as the cattle breeders further clear forests to secure access to their farms, 
often illegally. 

“This is one of the many violations that a cattle rancher with his class power and 
economic power can do, he opens a path without communicating to any Paraguayan in-
stitution and without consulting the people” (CS6) 

The claim to the same territories is the main cause of conflicts between local indige-
nous groups and large-scale cattle breeders, in which two contradictory concepts of land 
law predominate: the collective customary law of the indigenous peoples and the private 
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property law of the agricultural lobby. The private sector actors have a very well-estab-
lished representation of their interests in the capital, institutionalized in the form of the 
Rural Association of Paraguay (ARP), and, thereby, can directly influence decisions con-
cerning the use of the expansion zones of the protected area, which is strongly criticized 
by many civil society actors. 

“The power of agribusiness in Paraguay is incredibly high..., they are the ones who 
rule, establish public policies and economic infrastructure, these people are very influen-
tial in all institutions” (CS6) 

These unequal power constellations between private sector actors and the local com-
munities represent a challenge not only in the Pantanal but apply throughout Paraguay. 
“The rural association of Paraguay, representing large-scale soybean producers in the 
western part of Paraguay, and cattle farmers in eastern Paraguay, are the ones who influ-
ence and command the politic all over Paraguay” (CS3). 

On the other hand, the Urban and Territorial Planning process has been identified as 
an important opportunity to increase bridging social capital in the research area and to 
create trust and improve cooperation mechanisms among the local communities. There-
fore, it constitutes a potential tool to empower these groups. 

“Communities are strengthened as they learn from other communities. Socialization 
mechanisms are what matter.” (CS5) 

3.2. Actors Participation  
The baseline information on the RNNP governance system gathered during the re-

search process shows a weak legal framework (the “what” of the governance system, Fig-
ure 2), with the absence of a law approved by the Parliament for the secured protection 
and continuation of the PA and of a management plan approved by all right holders and 
stakeholders. It can be argued that such weakness contributes to the disempowerment of 
the already vulnerable actors, strengthening the actors with better organization and eco-
nomic power. 

In the current governance system, an imbalance of power and interest between the 
various actors in the public sector, civil society, and private sector that directly or indi-
rectly influence the protection and use of natural resources prevails throughout the study 
area. The three sectors count platforms, groups, or institutions of varying degrees of con-
solidation, which positively or negatively influence their participation in decision-making 
processes. Additionally, inter- and cross-sectoral collaboration between the different 
groups and institutions varies significantly. In this sense, both initiatives of inter- and 
cross-sectoral collaboration and profound conflicts between actors have been identified. 

Although the civil society sector counts with a few well-equipped NGOs, the local and 
indigenous communities are marginalized and only partially consolidated into groups, 
thus severely impairing the recognition of these individuals and groups (their views, 
knowledge, and interests) as well as their representation in decision-making processes. 
Intersectoral conflicts further weaken the sector. They are diametrically opposed to the 
large private sector with its powerful agribusiness lobby, which exerts a strong influence 
on public institutions and public policy-making, linking purely economic interests with 
the region and posing a concrete threat to ecological protection, especially in the course of 
large-scale deforestation for extensive livestock farming. Even though SEAM is the formal 
management authority for the PA, with the mandate for its ecological protection, it has 
insufficient human, financial, and technical capacity to counteract the strong agricultural 
lobby and to develop and effectively implement conservation measures, thereby securing 
a sustainable environmental agenda and promoting socio-ecological justice. The national 
and international civil society organizations active in the region are perceived as im-
portant components of the public institutions. 

In the context of the interviews, the lack of political interest on the part of the national 
government in a national environmental agenda is highlighted. 
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“The disempowerment of SEAM is a direct consequence of the government’s under-
standing of the country’s future, which is not based on sustainability, but on the commod-
ification and financialization of public goods and nature.” (CS3) 

Civil society actors are critical of the national government’s clear focus on the coun-
try’s economic development, which is completely decoupled from the environmental 
agenda. Consequently, the economic sector and the environmental sector are polarized, 
while bridging mechanisms between these institutions do not exist in this context. 

“We want the Paraguayan state to understand that its constitution defines Paraguay 
as a pluri-ethnic and multicultural state. We indigenous people, we Yshiro, are part of this 
nation. We are part of this region.” (Community member FGD) 

This quote clearly reflects the lack of recognition and, consequently, representation 
of indigenous culture in Paraguay in general. The recognition of people with different 
identities, cultures, and values that live in the socio-ecological system of the protected area 
is fundamental not only for the justice but also for the effectiveness of the RNNP manage-
ment so it can achieve its desired outcomes. To this end, mechanisms that guarantee the 
recognition followed by proper representation of the various populations and interest 
groups among different sectors should be fostered by the PA authority. However, “SEAM 
has no policy or vision for the indigenous people, and it does not have a minimum focus 
on the knowledge of indigenous people” (CS6).  

This lack of recognition and representation of indigenous cultures is not seen as an 
isolated case of the institution SEAM, but instead is criticized as inter-institutional, which 
is deeply rooted in society and reinforced by the media and public education. 

“There is a disconnection and disinformation in Paraguayan society that comes from 
the structure and from the system itself and how the press and the media touch on the 
issue of the indigenous.… Talking about indigenous people is talking of assistance, how to 
do it to equal them to us, as when we are looking to respect differences and diversity 
because we are different. This is what would enrich Paraguay, to have a community that 
has a cosmovision, a community that protects the forests that we need to live.” (CS3) 

The protection of the environment and the right of the population to a healthy environment 
are guaranteed in the first part of the Paraguayan Constitution (Government of Paraguay 1992) and 
it is mandated to SEAM (Law No. 1561/00). However, the safeguarding of environmental protection 
in the Constitution is facing great difficulties in Paraguay. “Conservation and environmental protection 
guaranteed in the Constitution does not work as long the actual implementation is not in favor 
of nature” (A1). 

In this context, the institutional fragility of SEAM constitutes a major challenge. Ad-
ditionally, land tenure rights and a binding legal status of the PA are essential for safe-
guarding the integral ecological protection of the protected area. While the RNNP core 
zone is state-owned, land tenure rights for the two expansion areas that contain private 
properties of various owners, including large national and foreign landowners, are not 
secured. On the other hand, the legal status of the PA is not legally binding, as its estab-
lishment is based exclusively on a presidential decree and not on a law approved by the 
parliament. Therefore, the decree can be revoked or amended without a parliamentary de-
cision. 

4. Discussion 
Good governance of protected areas can be ensured in countries with well-equipped 

and well-funded public environmental institutions (effective scope of action), a consoli-
dated civil society (strong actors), and protected areas that are governed on the basis of 
common and transparent decision-making processes based on a secure legal framework 
(fair procedures). However, ecological conservation is threatened by challenging institu-
tional settings in many countries, where land ownership and resource tenure may be un-
clear, environmental government agencies have poor capacity and limited political sup-
port, members of local communities are poorly consolidated, and powerful individuals 
seeking economic benefits through unsustainable natural resource exploitation often act 
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with impunity (Barret et al. 2001; Clements et al. 2010). In such contexts, the lack of capac-
ity, cooperation, and structure impede the full recognition and effective representation of 
all relevant actors, which is a critical element of good governance for protected areas (CBD 
2004; Balasinorwala 2014). 

Regarding the case study of this paper, the aforementioned results indicate that the  in-
sufficient human, financial, and technical capacity of the formal PA’s management au-
thority constitutes the main barrier to the fulfillment of its tasks and responsibilities to 
protect the ecological integrity and local communities of the RNNP, further endangering 
the Pantanal ecosystem. Furthermore, uncertain land use rights and a lack of binding laws 
embedded in a political context that favors economic interests lead to severe land-use 
changes within private properties, including extensive deforestation and the progress of 
the agricultural frontier, exacerbating social conflicts in the area. These issues within the 
scope of action (Figure 5) of the RNNP governance system lead to low levels of effective-
ness to achieve its desired outcomes. 

This is compounded by a lack of recognition of the poorly consolidated local com-
munities as key actors within the RNNP governance system (Figure 6). These are margin-
alized communities with limited access to, among other things, education institutions and 
health care. This misrecognition, in turn, leads to a limited, if not a complete lack, of rep-
resentation of these communities, their views, knowledge, and interests in rule-making 
and decision-making processes within the RNNP governance system. These issues within 
the actors and procedures (Figure 5) of the RNNP governance system lead to low levels of 
justice, hence limiting the basic capabilities of the local communities to thrive within their 
environment. However, the issues of misrecognition and misrepresentation also impact 
the effectiveness of the system, contributing to significant conflicts of interest between the 
local communities and the agricultural lobby, ultimately signaling a lack of cooperation 
between the various actors to find common strategies for coordinated protection of the 
PA. Effectiveness and justice are, therefore, deeply intertwined. 

In such a context, it is justified to question how the current performance of the PA gov-
ernance system can be improved to better achieve its desired outcomes, promoting eco-
logical integrity and dignity of life (socio-ecological justice) for the individuals and com-
munities comprising the socio-ecological system of the PA. 

PA experts emphasize that there is no “best PA governance model” (Borrini-Feyera-
bend et al. 2013). However, due to the complexity of conservation problems, many authors 
doubt that exclusively government-led approaches to govern protected areas can succeed 
(Armitage et al. 2012; Borrini-Feyerabend et al. 2013; Stanciu and Ioniţă 2014; Worboys et 
al. 2015). Therefore, the current government governance model in Paraguay, in which the 
sole responsibility for PA currently lies with SEAM, the national ministry of the environ-
ment, must be questioned. 

Especially in the context of developing countries that lack sound, stable, and sup-
portive legal and political frames (Stoll-Kleemann et al. 2006), the implementation of con-
sistent protected area policies is threatened (Barret et al. 2001). Such a statement applies 
to the Paraguayan context, since environmental concerns are not cross-cutting aspects an-
choring the national political agenda in all sectors. On the contrary, the national govern-
ment’s strong focus on the country’s economic development, decoupled from environ-
mental aspects, is the baseline for the institutional weakness of the RNNP managing au-
thority. These contradictions and the lack of cross-sectoral cooperation in the public sector 
are common in Latin American countries (Rivas Toledo 2006). 

4.1. Finding Pathways: Inclusive and Empowering Governance System 
Unequal power constellations among public, civil, and private actors, alongside in-

sufficient exchange and cooperation between these sectors, further exacerbate the difficul-
ties in promoting the protection of the RNNP and its expansion zone. In this regard, the 
well-consolidated agribusiness lobby groups have a strong influence on the national legis-
lature, increasing pressure on the PA. In a context in which the environmental authority is 
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unable to ensure that national PAs are effectively and fairly managed, multiple studies high-
light the importance of strong actors in civil society that play a key role in building institu-
tional capacity (Horowitz 1998; Bowles and Gintis 2002; Adger 2003; Pretty 2003; Andrade 
and Rhodes 2012; De Koning et al. 2017). 

To avoid ineffective and unfair top-down management, environmental policies that 
foster community participation are required as part of a successful SEiS system (Ostrom 
2010, 2015). One key component for improving PAG performance is an inclusive govern-
ance system that guarantees the involvement and empowerment of all individuals and 
communities subjected to the governance system in PA planning and management (Pretty 
2003; Andrade and Rhodes 2012). Yet, the current Paraguayan top-down governance ap-
proach severely restricts opportunities for the local communities to be active in decision-
making processes and limits incentives for cooperation in pursuit of protecting the PA. To 
ensure that democratic rights and responsibilities are practiced, as well as that all individuals 
and communities subjected to this PA governance system are recognized and empowered 
to be duly represented in policy-making and decision-making processes, the RNNP gov-
ernance system must shift to a participatory approach. 

The financial and human resources deficiencies of the PA’s management authority 
can be complemented by enhanced inclusion of the local communities, not only in deci-
sion-making processes but also in creating forms of cooperation (Horowitz 1998; Aswani 
and Weiant 2004; Pretty and Smith 2004), where “local people can act as law enforcers on a 
voluntary basis, inhibiting and reducing outsiders’ illegal activity in and around PAs” 
(Andrade and Rhodes 2012). 

Including local actors in decision-making processes can potentially create a sense of 
stewardship and ownership in which residents collaborate with PA managers and act 
jointly to facilitate ecological protection in PAs (Horowitz 1998). In doing so, the effective-
ness and justice of environmental policies for the protection of areas with high biodiversity 
value will be greatly enhanced (Jones 2012). An inclusive decision-making process has fur-
ther potential, as discussed by Andrade and Rhodes (2012). They show that community 
participation in PA management is one of the most important general strategies for devel-
oping local community acceptance of PAs and, therefore, can foster their willingness to 
comply with PA policies and rules. 

4.2. Finding Ways 2: Social Capital, Collective Action, and Social Learning 
An essential pillar of a participatory approach is the creation of a cooperative rela-

tionship with all actors, thus enabling the creation and formation of consolidated groups 
and new networks (Lane 2001; Mascia 2003). However, the emergence of cooperative ar-
rangements is threatened in a society that is pervaded by distrust and conflict (Wade 
2008), which constitutes one central problem in the territory of the RNNP. In this context, 
social capital is related to “features of social organizations such as networks, norms and 
trust that facilitate coordination and cooperation for mutual benefit” (Putnam 1993). This 
is paramount, as social capital will create trust and foster the construction of networks 
and cooperation within, between, and beyond communities, as “people have the confi-
dence investing in collective activities, knowing that others will also do so” (Pretty and 
Smith 2004). 

Three different types of social capital are identified as important for constructing and 
maintaining networks: bonding, bridging, and linking (Woolcock 2001). Bonding social 
capital, the existence of links between people with similar objectives and manifested in 
local groups (Pretty 2003), can only be partially identified in the study area; it varies widely 
within the local communities in the Bahía Negra district. The actors’ analysis shows that, in 
the regional context, bonding social capital within the indigenous community can be iden-
tified in the form of UCINY. However, it could not be identified for the majority of the 
rural community, which has only limited organizational strength and is usually repre-
sented by a lightly connected group without much commitment. 
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In terms of bridging social capital, understood as the capacity of those groups to es-
tablish links with others that may have different views (Pretty 2003), no exchange mech-
anisms could be identified across the local communities. As shown in the results section, 
the lack of trust plays a critical role, not only between the two communities but also in the 
relationship between the community and consolidated civil society actors, like large 
NGOs and public international institutions, since the local communities consider the im-
pact of international initiatives to be positive and have had their confidence in these insti-
tutions severely impaired. 

Lastly, regarding linking social capital, the ability of groups to engage with external 
agencies, either to influence their policies or to draw on useful resources (Pretty and Smith 
2004), the results demonstrate that cooperation mechanisms are limited between the com-
munities and SEAM, the protected area managing authority. 

Weak bonding, bridging, and linking of social capital reveals a fragile social fabric, 
which imposes a great challenge to the implementation of a participatory mechanism. This 
is the case with the local communities around the RNNP due to, mainly: insufficient com-
munity cohesion, a lack of organizational capacity among community members, and dis-
trust among rural and indigenous community members. In this context, strategies must 
be developed to enhance the social capital in the RNNP and, ultimately, to improve col-
lective action by creating and fostering the cooperation of networks in the region. 

Drawing on the findings of Tompkins et al. (2002), a first strategy is the development 
of participatory government-initiated processes to increase cooperation with community 
actors and enhance their commitment to participate in ecological conservation, create so-
cial trust, and reinforce reciprocity among community members. 

Further, in the context of this case study, two other strategies were identified with 
the potential to enhance social capital in the RNNP. The first is network creation through 
participatory territorial and land-use planning (United Nations 2015), since this planning 
process has the potential to develop bridging and linking social capital, strengthen dia-
logue among the actors from all sectors, and provide scope for network creation and cross-
sectoral cooperation in the future. In order to ensure its sustainability in the future, an 
institutionalization of this process must be fostered, for instance, within the framework of an 
inclusive and cross-sectoral council in the local administration. In this sense, social learning 
processes should be encouraged. Social learning is an important component in the devel-
opment of collective action, as it not just facilitates the exchange of ideas, knowledge, and 
skills among individuals and groups but also helps to coordinate their efforts toward nat-
ural resource management (Bonatti et al. 2022). 

Social learning can play a critical role in the success of collective action by, first, facil-
itating the exchange of information and ideas. It allows individuals to share their 
knowledge, experiences, and perspectives with one another, which can help to build a 
shared understanding of the issues at hand and generate new ideas for action. Secondly, 
it strengthens social ties and builds trust, thus enhancing coordination and cooperation 
(Rodela 2013). Social learning can facilitate the coordination of efforts among individuals 
and groups as it allows for the sharing of resources, skills, and expertise, which can help 
increase the effectiveness of collective action. 

Social learning can be a valuable tool in the management of natural resources in the 
RNNP, as it can facilitate the sharing of knowledge and best practices, build trust and 
collaboration among stakeholders, enhance communication and coordination, and pro-
mote public engagement in these efforts (Rodela 2013).  

The second strategy identified in this case study is empowerment through alternative 
income sources. The empowerment of local communities is critical in the sense that they 
have the capacity and support they need to play an active role in decision-making 
(Springer et al. 2021). In this sense, it is of particular importance that mechanisms exist or 
are created to sustainably ensure livelihoods for those marginalized groups that are to 
participate in these processes and networks. This implies that alternative income sources 
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are guaranteed, which ensure the sustainable use of natural resources, thus providing liveli-
hood security (DeFries et al. 2007) and enabling the immediate participation of these actors 
in political processes. In this sense, social learning has the potential to boost the identifi-
cation of alternative income sources, such as community-based tourism. Participation in 
tourism means the active involvement of a person or group of people (purposefully) to 
freely contribute to tourism programs, from decision-making, planning, and implemen-
tation to subsequent evaluation and problem-solving (Gunawijaya and Pratiwi 2018). Ad-
ditionally, it can also help to avoid the main concern about local tourism, which is damage 
to local traditions and social relations between the various regions (Gunawijaya and 
Pratiwi 2018). 

5. Conclusions 
Considering the research objective and research questions, the results of this study 

indicate low levels of effectiveness and justice in the RNNP governance performance due 
to deficiencies within the PA scope of action and the misrecognition of the  local commu-
nities as key actors, leading to representation problems because these actors fail to partic-
ipate in the procedures of the governance system. The results demonstrate that effective-
ness and justice influence each other and, thus, are deeply intertwined. The mapping of 
the actors who are subjected to the RNNP governance system shows the existence of a 
multiplicity of actors who are not institutionally recognized as such by this PA governance 
system (non-recognition). This, added to a weak legal framework and the low capacity 
and resources of the local communities (indigenous and small farmers), contribute to a 
lack of representation of these vulnerable actors, who do not participate in parity with 
other actors in the norm-making and decision-making processes of the RNNP governance 
system (misrepresentation). On the other hand, the insufficient capacity and resources of 
the PA formal management authority (SEAM) undermine the effectiveness of the govern-
ance system performance in achieving its desired outcomes. Additionally, the low capac-
ity and resources of key vulnerable actors, enhanced by the weak legal framework and 
strong influence of other actors (such as large landowners), exacerbate the low effective-
ness of the governance system.  

From the assessment conducted, this study highlights the components of the govern-
ance system that should be improved to achieve the good governance of the PA as a socio-
ecological system, promoting the ecological integrity and the dignity of life (socio-ecolog-
ical justice) of the individuals and communities comprising this system. Proposing strat-
egies for the improvement of this PA governance system, the paper focuses mainly on 
inclusion and cooperation among the public and civil society sectors as one key component 
for improving PA governance performance through a process of social learning, as high-
lighted by several authors and studies (Steiner et al. 2003; CBD 2004; Borrini-Feyerabend et 
al. 2013; Metcalf et al. 2014; de Castro-Pardo and Urios Moliner 2016).  

However, private sector actors play an important role in the study area. As their ex-
tensive livestock production increases the pressure on the PA, the possibilities for involve-
ment and dialogue with these actors must be considered in the development of environ-
mental policies. In this sense, further studies are needed to explore the role of private sec-
tor actors in PA governance in more detail and to provide a baseline for an inclusive ap-
proach that not only considers the local communities and civil society actors in the region, 
but also seeks dialogue with private sector actors. At the same time, this analysis does not 
include strategies and market mechanisms that could support the process of sustainable 
land use and better conversation in the expansion and buffer zone through sustainable 
extraction patterns. Therefore, further studies with a focus on market mechanisms are 
necessary. 

From the results, it is possible to conclude that, in areas where there is a complex set 
related to the influence of several actors, a ‘governance by government’ approach is 
shown to be ineffective at ensuring the effectiveness and justice of the PA governance 
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system. An opportunity to meet this challenge could be inclusive and participatory deci-
sion- making processes, which enable cooperation among all actors and across sectors di-
rectly or indirectly affected by a protected area. To secure the future of the national park, 
opportunities must be sought to facilitate communication between all rightsholders and 
stakeholders, as well as to build partnerships and cooperation. Currently, a lack of collec-
tive action mechanisms hinder the active participation of the poorly consolidated, mar-
ginalized local community in decision-making processes in the region in general, and even 
more so in the protected area. 

In this sense, social capital is identified as playing a decisive role, such that increased 
participation by the local community in decision-making processes can build trust and 
awareness across the community, enabling them to take responsibility and facilitate net-
working between them. Interactive processes among all actors are of vital importance as 
these strengthen trust and foster bonding, bridging, and linking social capital between 
local community groups as well as with public and private actors. 

On this basis, the existing governance performance can be improved by institutional-
izing these platforms to create mechanisms for the implementation of co-planning and co-
management agreements between the local community and the environmental authority 
to promote the functioning and protection of the park in the future. Consequently, a 
shared or hybrid governance model can be understood as a response to the current ‘gov-
ernance by government’ model, in which an empowered local community complements 
the environmental authority, creating a cooperative approach that better reflects the di-
verse socio-economic and environmental context in which the protected area is embed-
ded. 

Finally, as a research limitation, this study did not analyze structural power relations 
constructs. It is indicated as important further research development. 
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