
Progress in Development Studies 5, 4 (2005) pp. 279–297

© 2005 Edward Arnold (Publishers) Ltd 10.1191/1464993405ps122oa

I Introduction
In 1992, the Report of the United Nations
Conference on Environment and Development
included a call for a substantial rescaling of
decision-making control over development
programmes. It made a case that a substantial
measure of authority must be transferred to the
local scale in order to ensure sustainable devel-
opment. Principle 22 of that document argues

indigenous people and their communities 
and other local communities have a vital role 
in environmental management and develop-
ment because of their knowledge and tradi-
tional practices. States should recognize 
and duly support their identity, culture, and
interests and enable their effective partici-
pation in the achievement of sustainable
development. (United Nations Department 
of Economic and Social Affairs, 1992; emphasis
added)
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This was certainly not the first call for
localization in development decision-making.
Nor did it argue only for local-scale decisions.
It also affirmed in Article 2 that national-scale
‘states have … the sovereign right to exploit
their own resources pursuant to their own
environmental and developmental policies’
(United Nations Department of Economic
and Social Affairs, 1992). Even when it
stressed localization, as in the quote above, 
it was clear that national states would be 
the ones enabling local and indigenous people
in their effective participation. Nevertheless,
this document both aroused and reflected a
keen interest in localization among scholars
and policymakers concerned with environ-
ment and development. Throughout the
1990s and into the new century, researchers
working on a range of development issues
have increasingly argued that one key to
achieving social justice and ecological sustain-
ability is a localization of decision-making
(Peluso, 1992; Fairhead and Leach, 1996;
Sundberg, 1998; Tsing et al., 1999; Perz,
2001). If we are to move beyond the develop-
ment disasters of the past, this work main-
tains, local people must take a greater role in
determining the course of development.

We term this line of thinking the ‘local
trap’, in which researchers assume that local-
scale decision-making is inherently more likely
to yield outcomes that are socially just or
ecologically sustainable than decision-making
at other scales. We argue against the local
trap. We propose instead a theoretical per-
spective that maintains there is nothing inher-
ent about any scale. In this view, local-scale
control over development is no guarantee
that a just or sustainable outcomes will result
(just as control at other scales does not guar-
antee an unjust or unsustainable outcome).
Scales should be seen not as things in them-
selves with inherent qualities, but rather
as strategies that are pursued by and benefit
social groups with particular social and envi-
ronmental agendas. For example, localization,
which is a rescaling of decision-making con-
trol over development, should be seen as a

strategy that will empower specific interests
at the expense of others. There is no reason
to believe that it will necessarily empower
groups who favour justice and sustainability.
It could also empower those who benefit
from oppression and environmental exploita-
tion. It is the agenda(s) of those who are
empowered, rather than the inherent quali-
ties of the scale itself, that will determine
social and environmental outcomes. In each
local context, the specific combination of
empowered groups and agendas will vary,
depending on the specific way localization
unfolds in that instance. Localization will
therefore lead to a range of different social
and environmental outcomes, depending on
the specifics of each case.

Moreover, localization is almost never
absolute. Rather it involves a measure of local-
ization such that decision-making at the local
scale still must articulate, again in undeter-
mined ways, with decision-making framed at
other scales, common examples of which are
the national-scale state, international NGOs,
or multilateral development banks. When we
reject the local trap and eliminate the assump-
tion that there is something inherently just 
or sustainable about the local scale, we are
faced with a new imperative for research 
on environment and development. We are
forced to critically examine in each case the
particular dynamics of localization. We must
determine through careful analysis if local-
izing decision-making will lead to social justice
and ecological sustainability, or if other strate-
gies, such as regionalizing, nationalizing, or
globalizing decision-making, will achieve
those goals more effectively.

To develop our argument against the local
trap, we begin by briefly setting out a theoret-
ical perspective on scale that stresses that
scale is socially produced. We then present a
review of the literature on environment and
development where we more fully articulate
the nature of the local trap, and how our
approach to scale helps eliminate it. Our goal
is not to invalidate this body of excellent
research but to argue that it can benefit from
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a more careful treatment of scale. The
remainder of the paper is a case study of a
particular instance of the localization of
development decision-making in the Brazilian
Amazon. We offer the case as an illustration
of our argument: that localization leads to a
complex set of social and environmental
outcomes, all of which are the result not of
localization itself, but of the diverse and unde-
termined agendas of those empowered by
localization.

II The politics of scale
Our contention that there is nothing inherent
about scale draws on a developing literature
in critical geography on the nature of scale
and contemporary rescaling. A central argu-
ment of this work is that scale is socially con-
structed; a particular scale has no objective,
pregiven character (Smith, 1992; Delaney and
Leitner, 1997; Howitt, 1998; Marston, 2000).
Neil Smith (Smith, 1992; Marston, 2000)
argues that ‘there is nothing ontologically
given about the traditional division between
home and locality, urban and regional,
national and global scales’. Instead, he con-
tends, the qualities of each scale and the
relationships among them are determined
through social and political struggle. While
this principle of social construction is almost
cliché in the social sciences, what flows from
it is, we argue, significantly destabilizing for
current thinking about scale. If we take this
principle seriously, we cannot assume a priori
anything about the extent, characteristics
and functions of a particular scale or scalar
arrangement. Rather, we are forced to criti-
cally examine how scales and their interrela-
tionships are produced by social actors
through political struggle in order to advance
their particular agenda (Jonas, 1994). In this
conception, scale is not an external entity to
which actors respond; it is rather a strategy
that they mobilize to realize their interests.
This shift toward examining the political
genesis of scale is why the phrase ‘the politics
of scale’ has become the catchphrase of the
literature (Swyngedouw, 1997a, b, c ).

A specific application of this argument is
the work by political and economic geogra-
phers on the nation-state (Peck and Jones,
1995; Behnke, 1997; Jones, 1997; Leitner,
1997; Brenner, 1999; MacLeod, 1999; Purcell,
2003). For example, John Agnew (Agnew,
1994) shows that although state sovereignty
has recently been organized at the national
scale, the national-scale character of state
sovereignty is not pregiven and eternal.
Rather, during the contemporary era particu-
lar political interests have worked to make
state sovereignty predominantly national. In
the past state sovereignty has been fixed at
smaller scales (the urban, the regional) and 
at larger scales (the imperial). It seems to be
currently emerging at a continental scale (the
EU) and perhaps even a global scale (Falk,
1994; Sassen, 1996; Morris, 1997; Holston,
1999 a, b; Holston and Appadurai, 1999;
Wallace, 1999; Falk, 2000; Hardt and Negri,
2000). Agnew thus demonstrates that it is
wrong to assume an inherent and eternal link
between the national scale and state sover-
eignty. Instead, research on the state must
focus on the motivations and strategies of
those who construct state sovereignty as
national, and of those who work to reproduce
state sovereignty at new scales such as the
city, the continent or the globe. Moreover,
since each scalar manifestation of the state 
is the product of political struggle, we cannot
assume that some state scales are more desir-
able than others. A transfer of sovereignty to
a local-scale state might provide its citizens a
means to resist the tyranny of an oppressive
national-scale state (as we might hope for in
contemporary Russia), but it could just as
well allow the local-scale state to enact
repressive policies and terrorize its people. It
is worth remembering, for example, that the
Confederate States of America fought the
Civil War in the name of localization and local
control.

Clearly this brief recounting of a large
literature cannot ‘prove’ that scale is socially
produced rather than given. We refer 
readers seeking a complete exposition of 



the argument to the work cited above. We
draw on the scale literature as a source of a
particular set of well-developed theoretical
principles that we argue can help overcome
the local trap and re-direct research in envi-
ronment and development. We intend that
the drawbacks to the local trap, and the
importance of avoiding it, are made clear in
the following section.

III Environment, development and 
the local trap
Following these principles, we argue that the
local trap is wrong to assume the local scale is
inherently more socially just or ecologically
sustainable. However, to be fair, the precise
nature of the local trap is somewhat more
complex than we have suggested so far.
Embedded in the local trap’s assumptions
about localization is a set of assumptions
about democracy and popular sovereignty.
The assumption being made in much devel-
opment literature is not simply that localiza-
tion leads to justice/sustainability, but that
localization leads to democratization, which
then tends toward justice and sustainability.
This logical string opens up a whole raft of
assumptions that are extremely common in
the literature on environment and develop-
ment. First, localization is regularly conflated
with democratization, even though localiza-
tion can just as easily lead to tyranny and
oppression. Secondly, ‘local people’ are con-
flated with ‘the people’ of democracy’s popu-
lar sovereignty, even though ‘the people’ can
be (and has been) defined at a range of scales.
Thirdly, ‘community’ is commonly conflated
with ‘local-scale community’, even though
communities exist at all scales. Fourthly, and
following from the mis-steps above, local
‘community-based development’ is then
conflated with ‘participatory development’
even though local-scale community control
does not necessarily lead toward greater
popular participation. And fifthly, the modifier
‘local’ is regularly used to stand for more spe-
cific ideas such as ‘indigenous’, ‘poor’, ‘rural’,
‘weak’ or ‘traditional’, even though there is

nothing essentially local about any of these
categories.1

We contend that these flawed assump-
tions stem from the same source: the
assumption that there is something inherently
desirable about the local scale. The assump-
tions lead to unsound conclusions and
misguided policy recommendations. It is dan-
gerous to think and say ‘localization’ when we
mean ‘democratization’, because such impre-
cision will lead to policy recommendations
that champion localization, and these may or
may not lead to greater democracy. It is
important to be clear that we agree strongly
with the argument that in the long term more
democratic control over development will
lead to greater social justice and ecological
sustainability. However, we reject the
assumption that localization has any neces-
sary ties to democratization, and that local-
ization is always the best way to bring about
greater popular control over development.
Scholarship and policy in environment and
development must reject the local trap and 
its conflation of localization with democracy.
It must remain clear that while the true goals
of development reform may be democracy,
justice and sustainability, such goals must not
be conflated with devolution or localization.
A successful democracy can be local,
regional, national or global. Its ‘people’ can
similarly exist at all scales. A global ‘commu-
nity’ is just as conceivable and desirable as a
local one. We must aspire to global ecological
sustainability just as much as to local sustain-
ability. Development goals may be, in short,
to empower weak people, poor people or
indigenous people not to empower local
people. To most effectively reject the local
trap and avoid its problematic assumptions,
we adopt the theoretical starting point that
there is nothing inherent about scale. We
start off by assuming that empowering local
people may or may not lead to the outcomes
desired by scholars and policymakers. When
we reject the local trap, we are forced to crit-
ically examine the social and environmental
agendas of those empowered by a particular
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development programme. It is these agendas,
and not the inherent qualities of a particular
scale, that will determine the programme’s
social and environmental outcomes.

1 The roots of the local trap
We contend that the local trap has its intellec-
tual and political roots in several key trends,
both in development studies and beyond. The
broadest trend, one that involves much more
than just environment and development, is
the increasing salience of the struggle
between neoliberal globalization and its oppo-
nents. Over the past 30 years, neoliberal cap-
italism has become increasingly hegemonic
by pursuing a strategy of globalization. Many
assume that the best resistance to neoliberal-
ism is therefore counter-strategies of locali-
zation. We can see this error in many places:
in manifestos for localization as a way to
resist the increasing power of corporations
(Mander and Goldsmith, 1996; Hines, 2000),
in calls for re-establishing local places as bases
for subaltern resistance to globalization
(Escobar, 2001) and in the pervasive labelling
of ongoing demonstrations against organiza-
tions such as the World Trade Organization
(WTO), International Monetary Fund (IMF),
World Bank, and G-8 as ‘anti-globalization’
protests rather than anti-corporate, anti-
capitalist or anti-neoliberal protests. We also
see, if more rarely, the opposite argument
that global neoliberalism can only be coun-
tered by a similarly global-scale strategy of
resistance (Hardt and Negri, 2000). All of
these arguments conflate the thing to be
resisted (neoliberalism) with its scalar strat-
egy (globalization). The error is in assuming
that there is both a necessary tie between
neoliberalism and globalization and that a
particular scale is ideally suited to resistance.
Of course, strategies of globalization and
localization can both be used to resist neo-
liberalization. Given that neoliberalization
itself plays out at a range of scales, it is fairly
clear that resistance must be similarly multi-
scalar, rather than limited to one ‘ideal’ scale.
This larger debate is, of course, relevant to

environment and development through
debates about the so-called ‘Washington
Consensus’, which sees neoliberalization as
the key to development in the global South
(Comeliau, 2000; Gore, 2000; Arrighi, 2002).
As with the resistance to neoliberalism more
generally, those in development circles who
advocate resistance to the Washington
Consensus tend to champion localization as
the key to resisting neoliberalization and
democratizing the development process.

The preference for the local scale in the
development literature has also been rein-
forced by the growing popularity of post-
structural post-colonial, and post-modern
perspectives (Shiva, 1989, 2002; Escobar,
1995, 2001; Sundberg, 1998). Despite their
manifest diversity, nearly all of these
approaches share a commitment to anti-
essentialism, difference and particularity.
They therefore favour local-scale strategies
of resistance, because the local scale allows
each particular movement, group or place 
to resist neoliberal development in their own
particular way. Anti-essentialist approaches
are much less inclined to larger-scale approaches
that, they fear, might require particular
groups to conform to a generalized agenda
that emphasizes their common concerns as
‘peasants’, ‘rural poor’ or ‘indigenous people’.
Although upscaling resistance does not, in
fact, require a levelling of difference and an
exclusive emphasis on commonality, never-
theless anti-essentialist perspectives are
reacting largely to the legacy of international-
ist labour politics, which did indeed argue for
levelling difference and emphasizing a shared
identity as workers in the service of the strug-
gle against capitalism. The intellectual and
political instinct of post-structuralism, there-
fore, is that ‘strategies of localization’ are
inherently better suited to resisting what 
they see (ironically) as an essentially global
capitalism (Jonas, 1994; Escobar, 2001).

Probably even more important than 
the anti-essentialist inclination toward the
local has been the well-known and spectac-
ular failure of top-down, expert-driven 
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mega-development projects managed mostly
at the national and international scale by
nationstates and multilateral development
banks. These projects were mostly anti-
democratic, socially unjust and ecologi-
cally destructive. The campaign against
mega-development worked to counter these
flaws, and one of its principle strategies was
to rescale the national–international character
of mega-development by calling for a localiza-
tion of decision-making control. The goal was
to replace large-scale, anti-democratic, unjust
and destructive mega-development with
more localized, democratic, just and sustain-
able development. As this pitched battle came
increasingly to define the politics of develop-
ment, it became common to conflate the local
scale with democracy, justice and sustainabil-
ity, and larger scales with authoritarianism,
inequality and ecological destruction. The
anti-mega-development campaign, despite
its important achievements, thus helped
entrench the local trap as a common assump-
tion in the development literature.

2 The local trap in research and practice
The outcome of these several trends has
been scholarship and policy making on envi-
ronment and development that is deeply
marked by the local trap. For example, the
currently popular emphasis on ‘participatory
development’ is concerned in part to open
development decision-making to a greater
number of people. But frequently the idea of
participation is equated with localization of
decision-making (Platteau and Abraham,
2002). Greater popular participation is often
equated with greater participation for ‘local
people’ (Peluso, 1996). Increased participation
is therefore assumed to be synonymous with
localization of decision making. Adams and
Rietbergen-McCracken (1994), for example,
argue that

there is a growing body of evidence to suggest
that development efforts have a greater chance
of being successful in the long run if the key
players – governments, donors, and most
important, local people – feel they have a

genuine stake in the outcome. This involves
enabling them to influence and share control
over the development initiatives, decisions, and
resources that affect them. (Adams and
Rietbergen McCracken, 1994: 36; emphasis
added)

After the mega-development fiascos, it has
become clear that governments and donors
have had plenty of control over development,
so a part of Adams and Rietbergen-
McCracken’s solution to improve develop-
ment outcomes is to ensure that ‘local people’
have a greater share of influence and control
over development. Horowitz (1998) stresses
‘the need for local people to be given strong
incentives to participate in co-management’
of protected areas. James Scott (1998) con-
cludes that there must be a greater role 
for local people in shaping development pro-
grams. Costa et al. (1997) write that ‘“partic-
ipation” and “participatory development”
have become mantras in contemporary
development discourse. But certain cultural
settings are better suited to local participation
and collective action than others’. Costa and
his colleagues slip easily from ‘participation’ in
the first sentence to ‘local participation’ in the
second, assuming they are synonymous.
Kleemeier (2000), similarly, freely assumes
that local control is synonymous with greater
participation. The mistake of equating more
participation with the participation of local
people is quite common in the academic and
policy literature on participatory development
(Wright, 1994; Fairhead and Leach, 1994;
Clark, 1995; Warner, 1997; Michener, 1998;
Biggs and Smith, 1998). It is a mistake to
equate ‘the people’ of democratic popular
sovereignty with ‘local people’, since the
people can and should exist at a range of
scales. The most democratic outcomes are
frequently not the most local ones.

Another tradition marked by the local trap
is the work on ‘community’ and ‘community-
based’ development, of which the concept 
of community-based natural resources
management (CBNRM) is perhaps the most
well-known. CBNRM, as Tsing et al. (1999)
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tell us, is based on the premise that local
populations have a more immediate interest 
in sustainable use of resources than are the
national state or distant corporations. Here
the idea of ‘community’ is frequently con-
flated with ‘local community’. ‘Community-
based management’really means more control
for local-scale groups, and becomes bound 
up closely with the localization of decision-
making. Brand’s work on Jordan is a particu-
larly illustrative example. After citing James
Scott’s conclusion that local people must 
take a greater role in development decisions,
she contends (Brand, 2001) that Scott’s ‘call
parallels the wisdom that gradually emerged
in the international development and aid
communities regarding the need for commu-
nity participation. ... As a result, most proj-
ects now insist ... upon consultation with
local communities’. Within a paragraph, she
moves easily from ‘community participation’
to ‘consultation with local communities’. 
She sees these as self-evidently equivalent,
because she assumes ‘community’ to be syn-
onymous with ‘local community’. Of course,
communities can exist at all scales, as Brand
herself confirms by referring to ‘the interna-
tional development and aid communities’.
But when the ‘international development
community’ writes about ‘community-based’
management and ‘greater community control’,
it nearly always means local-scale communi-
ties. The main thrust of community-based
management, therefore, is to call for a local-
ization of decision making. It assumes that
this localization will inherently produce more
democratic and sustainable development.
This elision is common throughout the
CBNRM and other ‘community-based’ litera-
ture (Colchester, 1993; Western and Wright,
1994; McDaniel, 1997; Smith-Nonini, 1997;
Wainwright and Wehrmeter, 1998; Agarwal
and Gibson, 1999; Twyman, 2000; Blanchet,
2001; Veron, 2001).

The local trap affects a range of other
approaches as well. The work on productive
conservation networks (PCNs) contains a
strong tendency to assume that local control

over the networks will result in just and
sustainable practices (Hall, 1997, 2000; Perz,
2001). PCN researchers are well aware that
local-scale arrangements are not always just 
and sustainable. However, this fact does 
not prompt scepticism about the assump-
tion that localization is inherently desirable.
Researchers continue to be influenced by 
the idea that local-scale programmes should
have worked because they ensured local
control. Considerable effort, therefore, is
expended needlessly to explain why a given
local-scale arrangement failed to produce
justice or sustainability. Similarly, research on
common property regimes (CPRs) regularly
assumes that local-scale CPRs should be
more successful than larger-scale ones (Baland
and Platteau, 1999; Ostrom et al., 1999;
Thorburn, 2000; Boelens and Doornbos,
2001). Campbell et al. (2001) conclude their
detailed study of CPRs in Zimbabwe with the
contention that the ‘choice of how resources
can be used should lie with local communities,
rather than with Acts [made by national-state
lawmakers]’. In the same way, those working
on sustainable and social forestry commonly
assume localization will lead to the outcomes
they desire (Fairhead and Leach, 1994, 1996;
Peluso, 1996; Heermans and Otto, 1999). As
Peluso (1992) argues, ‘ideally, social forestry
programs and philosophies are intended to
involve local people in the management and
distribution of forest resources’. As with the
PCN work, even when Peluso’s ideal is
realized in practice, it can fail to produce 
the desired outcomes. Where social forestry
fails, she argues, it fails because the ideal of
localization was insufficiently realized. For
her the answer is a more perfect localization,
while failing to see that there is nothing
inherently desirable about the local scale.

3 Developing concern
Recently a growing literature has begun to
critique the uncritical acceptance of the 
local in development studies, and especially 
in the participatory development tradition
(Long, 2001; Manor, 2004; Hickey and
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Mohan, 2005).2 For example, Mohan and
Stokke (2000: 249), contend it is ‘crucial to
pay attention to issues of scale’. They write,
‘the issue of scale ... has been especially
central in recent discussions about ... global-
ization’ (2000: 261). And they argue ‘the link-
ages between scale and politics have become
more complex, but more crucial, in these
global times’ (2000: 262). Nevertheless, they
do not engage scale theorists or offer their
own theorization about scale that could help
avoid the ‘dangers of localism’ they fear. They
do refer, in the conclusion, to Massey’s notion
of a ‘global sense of place’ as a way to avoid
the dangers. This concept might be a viable
alternative, but Mohan and Stokke do not
develop theoretically how the place literature
might help.

As with Mohan and Stokke, the concerns
about the local that have emerged so far have
not offered a theoretical way to avoid the
local trap. Bebbington et al. (2004: 201),
speak of the ‘important issues regarding the
links between culture, power and scale’, but
they do not develop a theoretical way to think
about scale. Williams et al. (2003: 174) argue
that ‘it is important to ensure that there is
careful consideration of appropriate scales of
action’, but they, too, do not offer a system-
atic way to think about scale in this context.

Generally, concerns are based on empirical
findings that contradict the local trap’s
assumptions (Schroeder, 1999a, b; Zimmerer,
2000). But this empirical strategy has only
mildly tempered the tendency to assume a
link between local scales and desirable 
outcomes. Without a well-developed theory
of scale, the default position of develop-
ment studies – its intellectual and political
instinct – is likely to remain the idea that 
local-scale arrangements, while not always
perfect, at least tend to be more emancipa-
tory and environmentally sensitive. Empirical
counter-examples will likely not changes this
instinct. We contend that what is needed 
is not more empirical red flags, but rather a
theoretical starting point that clearly rejects
the assumptions of the local trap.

We therefore begin from the a priori
assumption that there is nothing inherent
about scale. We strongly support calls for
greater democracy, sustainability and justice
in development practice. However, we main-
tain that localization has no inherent connec-
tion to these goals. More local control can
lead to greater democracy, but it can also lead
to a more authoritarian, patriarchal or ecolog-
ically destructive outcomes, depending on
who is empowered by localization. Similarly,
while control at larger scales can lead to the
mega-development tragedies of the 1970s, it
could also help put in place a set of demo-
cratic and sustainable principles to guide
development, and these could serve to chal-
lenge repressive or destructive local regimes.
It is critical to resist the misleading tendency,
so common in the literature reviewed above,
to conflate the local scale and localization
with any of these three main goals. Instead, in
each case localization (or any process of
rescaling) must be approached critically. We
cannot support localization before the fact,
and we must avoid assuming that it is equiva-
lent to democratization, justice or sustain-
ability. We must instead examine without
preconception what outcome localization will
have on democracy, justice and sustainability.

In the remainder of the paper, we present a
case study of development in the Brazilian
Amazon to illustrate our points. We examine
a development programme that emphasized
localized decision-making control as a way to
encourage sustainable agricultural practices
and stem deforestation. We find that localiza-
tion itself was inherently neither desirable nor
undesirable. Rather it was contingent.
Localization did not itself produce outcomes.
It functioned only to empower particular
groups. It was not the inherent properties of
the local scale or local people that determined
the social and ecological outcomes of the pro-
gramme; rather it was the agendas of the
groups who were empowered. Moreover,
these agendas were not fixed and pregiven,
the natural outgrowth of the groups’ local
character. Rather the agendas were forged
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over time through the development process
as actors created and reacted to an evolving
milieu of ecological conditions and social
relationships.

IV The localization of development in
the Brazilian Amazon3

As in other places, recent development
politics in the Brazilian Amazon have been
shaped by the notion that localization leads 
to social justice and sustainability. In arguing
for more power for local Brazilian communi-
ties in development decision making, activists
have pointed to the disastrous social 
and environmental outcomes of mega-
development projects in Amazonia. One of
the programmes often referred to in the anti-
mega-development bank (MDB) campaign
was Polonoroeste, the now infamous project
of the early 1980s in the state of Rondonia,
Brazil. Like other mega-development projects
of the 1980s, it was conceived, organized and
implemented primarily by national-scale
(Brazilian government) and international-
scale (World Bank) organizations. The goal of
the project was to bring greater order and
sustainability to agricultural colonization of
the rainforest (Schwartzman, 1986 a,b; Rich,
1989, 1990, 1994; Brown, 1992). Over half of
Polonoroeste’s US$1.6 billion funds went to
large-scale infrastructure development,
namely the paving of the BR-364 highway, a
route that bisected the state and provided the
only overland route connecting Rondonia’s
capital city, Porto Velho on the Madeira River,
with the more developed and populated
regions of Brazil to the south (World Bank,
1981). Thousands of peasant families and
would-be urban entrepreneurs rushed up the
highway in numbers that overwhelmed
government services for land titling, agricul-
tural extension, health and education. By
most measures, the project brought acceler-
ated deforestation rates and human suffering.
Colonist farmers failed at high rates, aban-
doning their plots and either moving further
into forested environments to establish 
new agricultural plots, or filling urban areas

unprepared to provide adequate social
services. Cattle ranching, which exacerbated
deforestation, continued to be the most
prominent land use on rural properties.
Indigenous groups were exposed to disease
and violence as the modern agricultural
frontier advanced upon their traditional 
lands, and together with rubber tappers, the
‘forest peoples’ found their environments 
and culture in peril (Davis, 1977; Food 
and Agriculture Organization Cooperative
Program (FAO-CP), 1987; Fearnside, 1989;
Hecht and Cockburn, 1990; Browder, 1994).
By 1985, 11.37% of Rondonia’s forests had
fallen (Fearnside, 1989). The period became
known as the ‘Decade of Destruction’
(Cowell, 1990).

Grassroots organizations from Rondonia
joined the wider campaign to organize against
the destructive nature of mega-development
(Schwartzman, 1986a; Keck, 1998; Keck and
Sikkink, 1998). Polonoroeste was discussed 
by name in numerous US Congressional
Committee Hearings in the mid-to late-
1980s. The hearings were designed to exam-
ine the question of how MDB practices were
leading to wanton environmental destruction
and human rights abuses. The then-president
of the World Bank, Barber Conable, referred
specifically to Polonoroeste’s failures, and the
World Bank’s role in it, when announcing the
need for reform in the World Bank (Rich,
1994). New Bank documents declared inten-
tions to work together with groups represent-
ing civil society to address the social and
environmental problems of development
(World Bank, 1988, 1990).

As part of this reform effort, in the 1990s
the World Bank launched Planafloro, a new
development project for Rondonia in which
the Bank would demonstrate to its critics that
it was serious about funding projects that
addressed the abuses of the past. World 
Bank reports cited centralized decision-
making by national- and international-scale
organizations as a major factor in the human
and environmental failures of Polonoroeste,
and so Planafloro’s goal was to localize
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decision making and increase the participation
of local civil society groups (Dixon et al.,
1992). Planafloro created a Rondonian state-
level council that would review the progress
of the project on a monthly basis and establish
local commissions to oversee various aspects
of the project. Rondonia’s NGOs and small-
scale grassroots organizations (the develop-
ment literature’s ‘local people’) would be
represented on the council.

In addition to these changes, activists
pressed for still more localization. Not long
after disbursements for Planafloro began, the
newly organized oversight groups filed a
petition for the project to be reviewed by the
World Bank’s Independent Inspection Panel.
Critics alleged serious irregularities in project
implementation (Millikan, 1995). Although
the Inspection Panel’s request to review the
project was denied, pressure by Rondonian
civil society led to negotiations with the
Rondonia state government about how to
implement a more meaningful localization of
the project (Leroy and Menezes, 1996). To do
this, the government and NGOs created a
new programme within Planafloro, worth
US$22 million, that would allow grassroots
groups organized at the local scale to apply for
grants for development projects in their
respective communities. The programme,
called PAICs (Community Initiative Support
Projects), built on already existing, but much
less funded, localization programmes within
Planafloro. Project funds up to US$150 000
per group were granted to associations and
cooperatives of colonist farmers, rubber tap-
pers and indigenous groups throughout the
state. The grants were used to carry out small
infrastructure projects, construct health,
school and other community meeting facili-
ties, and develop resource extraction activi-
ties considered socially and ecologically
sustainable (Rondonia).

The local trap leads us to assume that local-
ization should result in greater social justice and
environmental sustainability in Rondonia. It
would argue that localization would enable
organized groups throughout Rondonia to

implement projects that they need for their
community. After all, they are best positioned
to determine their development needs, and
they are best equipped to ensure that develop-
ment does not harm their surrounding environ-
ments. Localization would empower local
people to adopt agricultural production strate-
gies that lead to conservation of forest
resources, since that is in their best interest.
Moreover, such a localization of development
would be seen as a result of, and a further
contribution to, democratization in Brazil (da
Rocha, 1995). However, if we reject the local
trap, we are forced to examine the specifics of
the case. We must interrogate the contingent
political struggles and ecological dynamics 
that produced actual development outcomes.
We must resist the trend of thinking that
localization will lead to socially and ecologically
sustainable development in Planafloro just
because Polonoroeste’s large-scale, centralized
development created such awful destruction.

We continue our case study by examining 
a particular kind of development activity,
beekeeping. Within Planafloro, apiculture 
was promoted among grassroots organiza-
tions as socially and ecologically sustainable.
The case illustrates that localization itself does
not lead necessarily to particular development
outcomes. Instead, localization transforms 
the power relations that shape development.
In Rondonia as elsewhere, it was the agendas
of the actors empowered by localization that
led to particular development outcomes.
Moreover, those agendas were neither fixed
nor self-evident. They changed in complex
and unpredictable ways as actors reacted to
and helped shape the evolving context of
Planafloro. The case therefore demonstrates
clearly that the particular outcomes of a given
scalar reorganization (such as localization) are
contingent: they cannot be divined a priori but
must be analysed as the result of a complex
and changing politics of development.

1 Beekeeping and ‘the local’
Throughout the world in the 1980s, interna-
tional promoters of beekeeping were very
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much on the localization bandwagon.
Notions about the socially and ecologically
desirable characteristics of ‘the local’ are
spread throughout a large promotional litera-
ture on beekeeping, including Brazilian bee-
keeping trade journals and proceedings from
the International Bee Research Association,
one of the major beekeeping booster organi-
zations in the world. Those notions include
the following. Beekeepers can start opera-
tions with little capital and labour investment,
meaning they can rely on family labour and
locally available materials to construct bee-
hive boxes, protective clothing and equip-
ment needed to work with bees, eventually
leading to agglomeration and growth of
cottage industries related to beekeeping.
Beekeepers benefit strongly from coopera-
tive arrangements with other beekeepers.
Therefore, beekeeping helps develop and
strengthen social capital and civil society.
Honey is a valuable commodity and, because
it is harvested from the local natural environ-
ment, beekeepers have a strong economic
incentive to preserve the local vegetation
cover. In the 1980s beekeeping promoters
thus argued for the localization of decision-
making power with respect to how beekeep-
ing development is planned and implemented.
The logic was that local beekeeping organiza-
tions, not national-scale agricultural ministries
as in the 1950s-1970s, should be the ones to
decide how beekeeping should be developed
in their communities because they work 
with the technology most appropriate for
their local ecological conditions and culture
(Anonymous, 1985, 1989; International Bee
Research Association (IBRA), 1985, 1989,
1994; Aquino, 1989a,b).

Such rhetoric about the local human 
and ecological system in beekeeping was
appropriated successfully by Rondonian bee-
keepers in their project proposals to the
Planafloro community initiative programme.
In 1996–1997 alone, the Planafloro pro-
gramme allocated US$1.1 million to commu-
nity projects in which beekeeping was one 
of the major components. The money was

deposited directly into the bank accounts 
of grassroots organizations for them to use
and account for as they proposed. The pro-
gramme thus gave grassroots organizations
an unprecedented amount of control over
their own development. But, as we see, this
shift in control by itself tells us little about
development outcomes. The actual results
were determined by complex and shifting
political, economic and ecological factors that
a priori assumptions about ‘the local’ hide
from view.

2 Beekeeping and the social relations of
localized development
Our case study focuses on the political, eco-
nomic and ecological dynamics of beekeeping
in the municipality of Campo Alto, Rondonia
(a pseudonym). Beekeeping in Campo Alto
emerged as an important development strat-
egy through a very particular politics having
to do with the activities of the municipality’s
Rural Workers Union. The union first organ-
ized itself toward the end of Brazil’s military
dictatorship in the early 1980s. Leaders of the
union were affiliated with Brazil’s leftist
Worker’s Party, or PT, and the union organ-
ized farmers to pressure what were typically
right-wing local, state and federal agencies to
provide better roads, schools, health care and
other government benefits to the poor, rural
population of the municipality. As part of this
agenda, in the mid-to late-1980s some of the
union’s leaders were experimenting with bee-
keeping as one way to ensure the livelihood of
rural people. The project was successful
enough that others in the area began to join 
it, and by the early 1990s a group of beekeep-
ers affiliated with the union began to pool
their honey production and purchase of pro-
duction inputs to make their operations more
efficient.

As the beekeeping operation gained
momentum, an NGO working with funds
originating in Europe began funding the union
to expand its beekeeping programme. The
NGO saw the beekeepers as precisely the
sort of local group that should have greater
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control over their own development, control
they believed would lead to justice and sus-
tainability. The NGO’s assistance helped the
union expand honey production greatly. Their
success in securing independent funding
encouraged the beekeepers in the Rural
Workers Union to break away. They reasoned
that being independent allowed them to form
an official cooperative that would be better
able to attract funds specific to the coopera-
tive’s mission to process, package, store and
sell members’ honey. Planafloro funds, when
they became available, reinforced this split.
Operating mostly independently, both the
remaining union and the cooperative applied
for and received funds to carry out their own
localized community development projects.
For their part, the remaining union continued
to focus on projects to help rural workers
ensure their livelihood. As a general rule, they
tried to do so without acquiescing to the
increasingly prevalent neoliberal development
model, in which rural workers were encour-
aged to become fully incorporated into and
dependent upon global markets. They instead
pursued projects that could help farmers be
more self-sufficient, so they could better
protect themselves from the often volatile
markets for their crops.

The beekeeping cooperative, on the 
other hand, began to move in a much more
market-oriented direction. They pursued
both Planafloro funding and grants from well-
known international environmental NGOs
and multilateral development institutions.
The president of the cooperative was a skillful
political entrepreneur who by the 1990s
understood that international donors were
actively seeking out local grassroots organiza-
tions fighting to improve the livelihoods of
small farmers and protect rainforest environ-
ments. He began to promote the cooperative
as just such an organization to the regional,
national and international sustainable devel-
opment community. Unlike the union, which
pursued more radical and oppositional politi-
cal goals, the cooperative presented itself to
the development community as a group that

would integrate itself into global commodities
markets, but do so in a way that ensured
social justice and environmental sustainability
in the local area. The idea, which resonated
strongly with the productive conservation
literature, was that it is possible to produce
marketable commodities by means of alterna-
tive production strategies that preserve local
ecologies. The cooperative attracted increas-
ing international attention with this strategy,
and through the mid-1990s it received numer-
ous unsolicited contacts from donors eagerly
searching for such organizations. Their suc-
cess in securing grants solidified the power of
cooperative leaders within the organization,
because they were skilled at speaking to the
donor agencies in a way that ensured the flow
of funds.

One faction of cooperative leaders, headed
by the president, came to see the grant
money as an opportunity to develop a clien-
telist arrangement. This faction used the
funds to distribute favours (personal use of
vehicles, meals in the city, loans and outright
graft), in return for continued political sup-
port from cooperative members receiving
such goods. While some funds were spent to
maintain the cooperative infrastructure (staff
salaries, rent, etc.), little was used to develop
the beekeeping production system or to
enlarge the cooperative by recruiting new
members in the countryside. As of 1997, the
number of beekeepers involved in the cooper-
ative had not risen in proportion to the
amount of funds designated to involve new
beekeepers. Moreover, interviews with every
beekeeper in the cooperative indicated no
effort on the part of cooperative leadership to
educate members on improving the efficiency
of their production systems by employing
even the most basic honey bee management
techniques.

Another faction, led by a relative of the
cooperative president, opposed the clientelist
arrangement and advocated a more demo-
cratic governance structure for the coop-
erative. They supported more spending on
development of the honey production system,
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and advocated stronger oversight of accounting
to ensure that as much money as possible
went toward improving honey production
and marketing. Unlike the president’s faction,
the opposition saw great danger in relying on
grant money to keep the organization afloat.
In the minds of opposition leaders, the even-
tual end of grant money flow would mean the
end of the organization. They wanted to
develop the production system so that the
cooperative could eventually sustain itself 
by selling honey on the national and global
markets. Unlike the original Rural Workers
Union, this faction was much more amenable
to integrating the cooperative into commodi-
ties markets. They felt the union’s opposition
politics alone could not ensure the livelihoods
of rural people. They believed it was impor-
tant for small farmers to supplement their
income by producing alternative commodities
such as honey.

After an intense struggle, the clientelist
faction of the cooperative prevailed. The
clientelists were able to offer more immediate
and tangible benefits, and they were skillful in
pressing this advantage to sway the opinions
of most cooperative members. The coopera-
tive has thus moved away from active honey
production and has come to rely increasingly
on securing continual development grants.
Rather than building their project around the
actual production and sale of honey, coopera-
tive leaders have found it much easier simply
to attract new, successive donations from the
development community to keep operations
going. In securing their grants, they focus
their rhetoric on a pure market solution to
farmers’ problems, even if their spending pat-
terns do not bear out that rhetoric. Moreover,
the leaders have increasingly distanced them-
selves from the leftist project of the Rural
Workers Union. The widening political rift
was illustrated clearly when a cooperative
leader ordered removal of a union poster from
the entrance of the cooperative, because he
feared the poster’s prominent display of
socialist ideology would offend potential
customers and donors. In fact, leaders have

gone so far as to develop friendly relations
with the right-wing government of the local
municipality.

So in the case of the beekeeping coopera-
tive localization of development decision-
making created an opportunity for political
entrepreneurs to develop a clientelist system
that led to neither social justice nor sustain-
able honey production. Had the defeated
faction prevailed, it would have likely pro-
duced a more democratic, transparent organ-
ization and greater social justice within the
coopertive. However, the more democratic
faction is unlikely to have created an ecologi-
cally sustainable honey production system
that encouraged farmers to protect natural
forest environments. Despite the rhetoric of
beekeeping promoters discussed above, the
sustainability of honey production systems is
not a given. Rather it depends greatly on the
particular features of local ecologies. In the
case of the cooperative, the species used for
honey production is the Africanized or ‘killer’
bee (Apis mellifera scutellata). These bees do
not thrive in heavily forested areas but in
patchy environments where floral resources
are available from a great variety of sources:
agricultural fields forests and, most impor-
tantly, abandoned fields in early successional
stages with a high presence of weedy flowers
such as iron-weed (Vernonia polyanthes,
Asteraceae) (Condé, 1989; Condé and
Rezende 1990; Marquez-Souza et al., 1993).
An apicultural calendar generated by
Rondonian state agricultural researchers
establishes when bee colonies gain weight on
average during the year. The calendar indi-
cates the times for preparing the colony for
the harvest season and, by correlating the
weight gain with what flowers are blooming
in the area, researches have determined what
environments are most responsible for honey
production. In this case, the importance of
iron-weed during the honey harvest dry-
season months of August and September 
is clearly indicated (Condé et al., 1990).
Therefore, in order for the cooperative to
have been most successful in producing honey

M. Purcell and J.C. Brown 291



292 Against the local trap: scale and study of environment and development

for sale, its preferred ecology would have
been deforested areas where successional
plants such as ironweed were prevalent. In
the end, if the anti-clientelist faction had pre-
vailed and the cooperative had pursued honey
production as its primary source of income,
success would have depended on the local
availability of deforested environments.

Today, the original Rural Workers Union
and the beekeeping cooperative continue to
pursue very different agendas (see Figure 1).
They reject each other’s methods of attaining
development goals, and their split has weak-
ened what had been a growing labour union
movement in the municipality. What this case
illustrates is that the outcomes associated
with localization are highly unstable, unpre-
dictable and variegated. They depend greatly
on who is empowered by localization, and on
what their agendas are. Moreover, they
depend on how those agendas evolve over
time. In Rondonia, localization did not cause

outcomes; it simply shifted power to actors
organized at the local scale. As those actors
both reacted to and helped shape the politics
of development, the original agenda of the
Rural Workers Union splintered into numer-
ous agendas. The cooperative split from the
original union and pursued a less activist,
more market-oriented strategy. The coopera-
tive branch spawned two possible outcomes:
a clientelism that was undemocratic and
ecologically neutral, and a plan truer to 
the grant rhetoric that would likely have 
been more democratic but ecologically
questionable.

The original workers union, for its part,
was not immune to further splits. A more
radical faction felt the leadership was too will-
ing to compromise with the neoliberal vision
of the national and international development
community. The radicals were especially
opposed to the union’s efforts to obtain better
agricultural credit terms from the state and

Figure 1 Evolving agendas emerging from localization of development in 
Campo Alto, Rondonia



federal government. In the long term, they
argued, such measures would never liberate
the rural working class from capitalist oppres-
sion. The answer for the radicals was to form
their own organization that worked to disen-
gage farmers from all forms of government
and international NGO-sponsored credit and
development programmes in order to estab-
lish greater local self-reliance among rural
people.

In sum, localization did not lead unprob-
lematically toward greater social justice and
ecological sustainability. Rather, it led to a
range of unpredictable and shifting outcomes,
each dependent on political struggles that
played out in highly contingent ways.

V Conclusions
When we reject the local trap and start from
the assumption that there is nothing inherent
about scale, a whole series of debilitating
preconceptions fall away. The trap assumes
that localization leads to greater ecological
sustainability. In the Rondonian case, localiza-
tion empowered a number of actors whose
evolving agendas resulted in a range of out-
comes (see Figure 1). Some were ecologically
sustainable, some were not. Rejecting the
trap forces us to carefully analyse the politics
and ecologies of each case. It requires us to
critically examine whether localization will
enable sustainability. In the case of the
particular ecology of Rondonia’s Africanized
beekeeping, it does not. However, in another
case where bees actually do thrive on undis-
turbed, natural vegetation cover, empowering
an agenda of locally organized honey produc-
tion would likely have a material link to
positive environmental outcomes.

Another assumption of the local trap is
that ‘local people’ tend to pursue an inherent
political and ecological agenda that is fixed
and knowable. In fact, as the Rondonian 
case demonstrates, people’s agendas evolve,
often as a response to the dynamics of local-
ization. Agendas can be so transformed as to
contradict entirely previous goals and ideals.
The clientelist leaders of the cooperative,

once leftist activists in the workers union,
ultimately became new rural patrons, closely
allied with the right-wing municipal govern-
ment. Political agendas are in constant histor-
ical motion, and so it is misleading to assume
something inherent and stable about the
agenda of locally organized actors. This mis-
step is tied to a similar error, the idea that
‘local’ groups share a common agenda. As the
Rondonian case shows vividly, local-scale
communities are composed of myriad com-
peting political interests that struggle to
establish their agenda as the dominant
agenda. Even within the beekeeping coope-
rative, two very different political and eco-
logical agendas emerged and struggled for
control. Against the local trap, the Rondonian
case suggests that what motivates the actions
of locally organized groups is not necessarily
social justice and conservation of tropical
forest.

To be clear, rejecting the local trap does
not mean rejecting localization – just the
opposite. Rejecting the local trap means
rejecting all preconceptions about all scales.
Rejecting the local trap necessitates a new set
of intellectual and political imperatives for the
international development community. We
must reject a priori assumptions about any
rescaling strategy. Instead we must always
engage in a critical historical–geographical
analysis of strategies that rescale decision-
making control. Each rescaling will unfold
differently and in complex ways. It will
depend not only on the pre-existing political
and ecological characteristics of a place, but
also on how those characteristics evolve in
the context of rescaling. Rejecting the local
trap means we can no longer assume any-
thing about scale. We must instead set about
the careful work of critically analysing the
complex and dynamic particularities of each
situation.

Notes
1. We develop the literature’s specific mani-

festations of the local trap in Section III, 2,
‘The local trap in research and practice’.
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2. The wider tradition of participatory democ-
racy is partly to blame here. It exhibits a
strong favouritism toward the local for practi-
cal reasons: many assume that participatory
democracy can only work in very small groups
and is therefore best suited to the local scale.
Since the tradition equates active partici-
pation with democracy, the local scale is
assumed to be more democratic than larger
scales. 

3. This case study draws on over two years 
of field work in Rondonia, Brazil. Data was
collected using a range of methods, including
interviews, participant observation, and
archival analysis. The beekeeping cooperative
was the primary focus of the field work.
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