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In September 2016, I was in Honolulu, Hawai’i, along with other environ-
mentalists from around the globe who had converged there for the World 
Conservation Congress. �is was the sixth in a series of such events orga-
nized every four years by the International Union for the Conservation 
of Nature (IUCN), an umbrella organization for some thirteen hundred 
environmental groups worldwide that bills itself as “the largest global en-
vironmental network” and its Congresses as the world’s most signi�cant 
forums for promotion of biodiversity conservation. Sheltered within the 
Honolulu Convention Center from the sweltering tropical heat, more than 
nine thousand delegates met for ten days to chart the future of conserva-
tion policy and practice around the world. �e myriad events occurring dur-
ing this time included a self-styled “High Level Dialogue,” chaired by then 
IUCN director general Inger Anderson, to discuss “Private Finance for the 
Public Good.” Participants included representatives from the nongovern-
mental organization Conservation International (CI), the World Bank, the 
United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP), the Global Environ-
ment Facility (GEF), the US government, and the German Development 
Bank (Kf W). Also represented were the Leonardo DiCaprio Foundation, 
the investment �rm Credit Suisse, and bankers JPMorgan Chase. 

Current public funding, all participants agreed, was far less than that re-
quired to support e�ective conservation action globally. Consequently, they 
concluded, enhanced private-sector engagement was desperately needed 

Introduction
Capitalism on Trial

It is both an indictment of neoliberalism and testament to its 
dogged dynamism, of course, that laboratory experiments do not 
“work.” �ey have nonetheless tended to “fail forward,” in that 
their repeated manifest inadequacies have—so far anyway—
repeatedly animated further rounds of neoliberal intervention. 
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to make up the shortfall. In explaining the potential for this engagement, 
Fabian Huwyler, then representing Credit Suisse, highlighted “an increasing 
interest of investors in investments in nature that generate returns for both 
environment and economy.”1 Camilla Seth explained of JPMorgan’s new-
found interest in environmental issues that “the health of ecosystems and 
the predictability of the services that they provide are of growing concern 
and engagement across the bank.” In order to attract private investment, 
Seth continued, “a big challenge for the conservation community is in learn-
ing to recognize where conservation opportunities provide cash �ows. If you 
want to get private investment into these transactions you have to under-
stand where the revenue is, where the cash �ows are.” Christy Goldfuss, then 
managing director of the White House Council on Environmental Qual-
ity, emphasized that the US government had concluded that “we’re never 
going to have enough public money to address the conservation challenges 
we have,” and hence a key question had become: “How can we set up the 
policies that really establish the markets and the predictability that we’ve 
learned so much that the private sector needs?” Responding to all of this, 
Lynn Scarlett, then CI’s global managing director for public policy, asserted, 
“I think the big question in the room now .  .  . is how do we move beyond 

Figure 1. �e 2016 World Conservation Congress, Honolulu, Hawai’i. Source: IISD/
ENB Diego Noguera.
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‘early days’ so that �ve years hence what we have is a robust and routine 
private sector conservation investment marketplace?” In order to realize this 
intention, Anderson announced at the end of the session, all of these orga-
nizations and others had decided to come together in a newfound Coalition 
for Private Investment in Conservation (International Institute for Sustain-
able Development [IISD] 2016) (see Figure 1).

Encountering Neoliberal Conservation

�is is the new face of the global conservation movement: an increasingly 
interconnected network of actors representing international �nancial in-
stitutions, bilateral lenders, national governments, nongovernmental orga-
nizations, and private-sector �rms from around the world, all increasingly 
focused on transforming conservation into the basis of pro�table enterprise. 
�e conservation movement has always enjoyed a complex set of inter-
connections among civil society, governmental, and private-sector players. 
Yet these connections and the network they have engendered have expanded 
dramatically in recent years. In the course of this expansion, some conser-
vation organizations have become quite large, wealthy, and in�uential. �e 
Nature Conservancy (TNC), headquartered in Arlington, Virginia, em-
ploys more than 4,150 people, works in 72 countries and controls assets to-
taling more than $7 billion (�e Nature Conservancy [TNC] 2020), while 
the World Wildlife Fund, based in Amsterdam, runs over 1,300 projects in 
more than 100 countries, drawing on assets of almost $800 million (World 
Wildlife Fund [WWF] 2020).

In and through this global ascendance, however, the conservation move-
ment’s dominant strategies have changed dramatically. Long gone is what 
Naomi Klein calls the “golden age of environmental legislation,” in which 
the main aim of most organizations concerned with ecological sustainability 
was to “ban or severely limit the o�ending activity or substance and where 
possible, get the polluter to pay for the cleanup” (2014: 203). In the realm of 
biodiversity conservation, this approach translated into a global campaign to 
create and maintain “protected areas” throughout the world, predominantly 
managed via a strongly state-centered “fortress” strategy (Brockington 2002; 
Igoe 2004).2

All of this changed with the rise, beginning in the 1970s, of the global 
political-economic program of neoliberalism.3 �e increasingly hegemonic 
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in�uence of neoliberalism within the global conservation movement can 
be identi�ed in a variety of trends, including the growing prominence and 
power of nonstate actors such as big international nongovernmental orga-
nizations (NGOs) like TNC, WWF, and CI (the so-called “BINGOs”) 
(Chapin 2004) and increasing alliances among these BINGOs and multi-
national corporations as well as international �nancial institutions like the 
World Bank and GEF to generate funding (Levine 2002; Chapin 2004). 
�is has been complemented by the proliferation of privately owned and 
operated nature reserves (Langholz 2003; Palfrey et al. 2021) as well as wide-
spread devolution of resource control to nonstate actors like NGOs and a 
corresponding decline of state-based environmental regulation. It has also 
entailed creation of markets for trade in natural resources, privatization of 
resource control within such markets, and commodi�cation of resources to 
facilitate their trading through creation of so-called market-based instru-
ments (MBIs) including ecotourism, payment for environmental services 
(PES) programs, and biodiversity and wetlands banking, as well as a variety 
of creative newer initiatives described in later chapters.

For the past two decades, I, as part of a growing network of international 
researchers and activists, have been documenting this trend as the rise of 
“neoliberal conservation.”4 Despite increasing promotion of this approach 
by a growing range of actors from public, private and civil society sectors 
alike, however, more than �ve years on from the Honolulu World Conserva-
tion Congress (WCC) the “robust and routine private sector conservation 
investment marketplace” Scarlett and others envisioned there remains elu-
sive. Indeed, available evidence demonstrates that the “market-based” ini-
tiatives around which neoliberal conservation revolves have thus far largely 
failed to create the pro�table markets they pursue nearly anywhere in the 
world. And even when such initiatives do take root, they tend to quickly 
deviate—o�en quite dramatically—from the market logic they originally 
sought to implement, instead promoting forms of intensi�ed state regula-
tion of the very type they claimed to render obsolete. Moreover, the rise 
of right-wing authoritarian populism in a number of societies in recent 
years threatens the future of the neoliberal conservation initiatives that do 
continue to be implemented even in mutated form. As a component of this 
populism, indeed, we have instead witnessed a resurgence of intensi�ed re-
source extraction in order to re-stimulate accumulation in the wake of the 
2008 economic crisis, accompanied by rising levels of violence exercised by 
states and other actors to suppress resistance to this activity.
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Rather than provoking critical self-re�ection concerning the essential 
viability of a market-based strategy, however, all of these daunting obstacles 
in the face of neoliberal conservation’s success have thus far tended merely 
to spur introduction of even grander initiatives aiming to intensify market 
logic still further as the great future promise for global conservation e�orts. 
Consequently, as Jessica Dempsey (2016: 255) observes, the strategy currently 
“exists in an entirely paradoxical situation. It is at once a totalizing main-
stream discourse and one that exists on the margins of political-economic 
life, on the outside of many �ows of goods, commodities, and state policies.”

Yet neither Dempsey nor anyone else has yet convincingly explained why 
this is so. �e present book aims to account for this paradoxical situation, 
which I, following Jamie Peck (2010a), term neoliberal conservation’s perva-
sive tendency to “fail forward.” As Peck describes in this chapter’s epigraph, 
this can indeed be viewed as the essential tendency of neoliberal policies 
more generally. But while this pattern is widely documented, how and why 
it occurs is less clear. Bloch points out in his endorsement of Peck’s text, 
indeed, that “most critics of neoliberalism leave the reader mysti�ed as to 
how such �awed ideas could ever have become so powerful” (Peck 2010a: 
back cover). �e purpose of this book is to explain exactly this with respect 
to neoliberal conservation in particular.

Tracking a Global Process

As previously noted, this project is the culmination of nearly two decades 
of research. �is began with my doctoral dissertation, a multi-sited ethno-
graphic study of the promotion of ecotourism as a strategy for integrating 
conservation and development within a neoliberal framework that led to 
my �rst monograph Romancing the Wild (Fletcher 2014a). Relocating to 
Costa Rica in 2008 to teach at the United Nations University for Peace, 
I expanded my focus to investigate other e�orts to harness conservation as 
an economic development strategy, including sustainable agriculture, for-
estry, and PES. �is research also comprised multi-sited ethnography, mov-
ing between the capital city, San José, where environmental policies were 
generally formulated, and several rural �eld sites in the south of the country 
where such policies were put into practice. In the course of this research, 
I conducted participant observation and semi-structured interviews with a 
wide variety of actors involved in environmental work at both national and 
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local levels, including state o�cials, representatives of NGOs both domestic 
and international, private ecotourism operators and reserve owners, conser-
vation biologists, and local residents in numerous communities.5

In addition to this more conventional �eld research, during my time in 
Costa Rica I also began to participate in what has come to be called “col-
laborative event ethnography” (CEE): studying how environmental policy 
is formulated and negotiated at key international meetings (see especially 
Corson et al. 2014; Fletcher 2014b). In this e�ort, I participated in the Fi�h 
World Conservation Congress on Jeju Island, South Korea, in 2012; then 
continued this research a�er moving to the Netherlands in 2014 by attend-
ing the World Parks Congress (another IUCN event held once per decade) 
in Sydney, Australia, in that year; then the Honolulu WCC in 2016; and 
�nally (in virtual form) the Seventh WCC held in September 2021 (a�er 
being postponed twice due to COVID-19 restrictions) in Marseille, France. 
In addition to this empirical research, I have conducted an extensive review 
of published literature from organizations and individuals central to devel-
oping and promoting the neoliberal conservation project. Combining this 
investigation of high-level policy discussions with exploration of both policy 
deliberation in the Costa Rican capital and its implementation in rural parts 
of the country has, I believe, a�orded me a unique and productive vantage 
point to understand the rollout of neoliberal conservation at multiple scales 
as well as the interconnections among these.6 In this book, I have sought 
to synthesize the results of my own empirical study with a larger body of 
research engaging similar issues in other contexts to develop a more com-
prehensive analysis of the global neoliberal conservation project than my 
individual research could provide.7

Explaining “Failure”

Why so many planning e�orts, in international development and elsewhere, 
have so o�en “failed” in their intended aims has long been a central concern 
for a wide range of critical analysts, who have o�ered a variety of di�erent 
explanations to account for this reality.8 �e most prominent theoretical 
perspectives informing such analysis are Marxism and poststructuralism, 
respectively. For orthodox Marxists, ostensible “failure” of this sort is gen-
erally not considered failure at all, since the explicit intentions of planners 
are commonly seen as merely an ideological smokescreen obscuring a more 
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fundamental objective to facilitate accumulation by capitalist elites. David 
Harvey is paradigmatic of this stance in his popular critique of neoliberalism, 
which asserts: “It has been part of the genius of neoliberal theory to provide 
a benevolent mask full of wonderful-sounding words like freedom, liberty, 
choice, and rights, to hide the grim realities of the restoration or reconstitu-
tion of naked class power, locally as well as transnationally, but most particu-
larly in the main �nancial centres of global capitalism” (Harvey 2005:119).9

Yet such explanations are commonly contested by those working in a 
poststructuralist tradition, who tend to ascribe less duplicitous motives to 
most actors.10 Taking policy makers at face value, poststructuralists thus 
o�er an alternative set of explanations for project “failure.” Much of this 
points toward the pervasive presence of a fundamental mismatch between 
the narrow vision planners usually bring to their work and the complex local 
realities they confront.11

What is seen to be most overlooked as a consequence of such myopia 
di�ers among analysts. For some, it is the essential discrepancy between in-
evitably simpli�ed interventions based on blueprint plans and the dynamic 
contexts within which such interventions manifest.12 For others, it is the es-
sentially political nature of development projects and the contexts in which 
they occur, which are commonly denied through e�orts to prescribe mere 
“technical” interventions (Ferguson 1994; Li 2007). Still others highlight 
how institutional politics also shapes interventions in ways counterproduc-
tive to successful project outcomes.13

While both Marxist and poststructuralist approaches o�er some help 
in explaining the dynamics investigated in this book, there are other im-
portant aspects for which they cannot so convincingly account. It is clear, 
for instance, that few of the countless neoliberal conservation initiatives in 
development around the world produce any actual pro�t, let alone enough 
to attract serious elite investors (Dempsey 2016; Dempsey and Suarez 2016). 
On the contrary, most require continual injections of new capital from 
which no returns are ever earned. Hence, it is di�cult to argue that a logic 
of accumulation actually drives such initiatives (even if pursuing this is 
indeed o�en the aim for at least some actors involved). Poststructuralists, 
meanwhile, have di�culty explaining why, if failure results from how the 
context-speci�c complexities of local realities stymie simple plans, neolib-
eral conservation initiatives tend to fail in such similar ways, and display 
such similar patterns of transformation away from market logic toward 
state-centered regulation, in such di�erent contexts throughout the world. 




