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Abstract. In this paper we propose a framework for understanding how dominant perspec-
tives, or worldviews, influence the crafting of institutions, and how these, in turn, constrain the
functions and goals of knowledge systems. Alternative perspectives carry their own set of
assumptions and beliefs about who should be making the rules, where the best knowledge lies
to guide decisions, and about where more knowledge is needed. Initially, four contrasting
perspectives are elaborated: state-, market-, greens-, and locals-know-best. We illustrate the
framework by exploring the recent history of forest governance in Southeast Asia, finding
several examples of battles of perspectives leading to a new dominant perspective. In each case
the dominant perspective itself, old or new, is shown to be defective in some critical way and
was, or should be, replaced. The problem is that each of the perspectives considers the world
as knowable, manageable, and relatively constant, or at most changing only slowly. Ecological
and socio-political crises, however, are recurrent. Management plans and regulations or
policies that aim to establish “‘the” land-use allocation, the best crop, the best forest man-
agement system or the best price or system of incentives, are doomed to failure. If uncertainties
are accepted as fundamental, solutions as temporary, and scientific knowledge as useful but
limited, then “Nobody Knows Best” is a modest, but effective heuristic for forest governance.

Key words: forest governance, international forest regime, institutions, knowledge systems,
paradigm, pluralism, Southeast Asia, worldview conservation

1. Introduction

A perspective, as used in this paper, is a philosophical framework of goals, beliefs
and methods to guide how society should be organized (Thompson et al. 1990). It
recognizes that people in the face of complexity make use of simplified (and often
prejudiced) stories about how the world works to guide their decisions. Perspectives
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for management of natural resources often include poorly articulated ‘“‘mental
models” about how ecosystems function. Dominant perspectives are very important
for sustainability as, over-time, they guide the crafting of formal institutions gov-
erning natural resources, all the way from their goal statements, whose voices count
in the design, through to the types of policy instruments favored. Perspectives also
shape the way knowledge is used to guide institutional designs. Institutions, in turn,
can re-inforce perspectives by setting boundaries and rules which constrain the goals
and functions of knowledge systems, for example, by defining the directions for
pursuit of new knowledge.

Fortunately, there are often several relatively powerful perspectives expressed in
society. Over time, perspectives wax and wane, with different ones coming to
prominence, in part as a result of how well they help their holders negotiate envi-
ronmental changes, relative to other perspectives, and in part owing to the degree
they allow actors to stay in power or amass power, for example, through new
knowledge, technologies or wealth. We refer to this as a battle of perspectives (after
Janssen and de Vries 1998).

In this paper we propose and then illustrate a framework for understanding how
dominant perspectives influence the crafting of institutions, and how these, in turn,
constrain the functions and goals of knowledge systems. The paper develops the
framework for the case of forest governance in stages. First the set of perspectives is
described. Second the structure of knowledge systems is outlined. Third, some of the
mechanisms by which institutions influence knowledge are identified. The final sec-
tion of the paper then examines the recent history of forest governance in Southeast
Asia, finding several examples of battles of perspectives leading to new dominant
perspectives.

2. Alternative Perspectives

In this paper, we consider five perspectives each named after their assumptions about
where the “best”” knowledge for forest management and capacity for governance lies
(Table I). The first four categories are similar to those used by Dryzek (1997) for
characterizing environmental discourses and adapted by Silva et al. (2002) for
examining policies for sustainable forestry.

2.1. StATE KNOWS BEST

For most of the last century, Southeast Asian societies, in the pursuit of moderni-
zation, and state-building projects, have accepted, almost without question, a
technocratic and managerial view of ecological and social systems. This has been re-
inforced through education and economic incentives. It is a view in which the elites
in power, and their experts in control of knowledge, are seen as having the skills and
foresight to develop land-use plans, forest management systems, and institutional
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arrangements to govern predictable and inexhaustible forest resources (Contreras
2003). A “State Knows Best” perspective has often held sway.

Under the “State Knows Best” perspective forest resources have typically been
degraded by un-sustainable logging practices and conversion to mono-crop planta-
tions that provide only a small subset of the original set of goods and services to a
much smaller group of beneficiaries (Dauvergne 2001). At the same time conserva-
tion areas have been set aside with out recognition or adequate compensation for
previous dwellers and users of forest resources (Vandergeest 1996). Consequently
dissatisfaction with the social and forest outcomes of the ““State Knows Best” per-
spective has grown resulting in conflict with, and organized resistance to, state
agencies (Hirsch 1996). The integration into larger market and knowledge systems of
communities living in forested landscapes has helped open public policy processes
that had earlier limited local access to information and decision-making (Pasong and
Lebel 2000). This has led to the emergence and re-discovery of several alternative
perspectives.

2.2. MARKET KNOws BEST

A Market Knows Best perspective has grown in prominence in parallel with the
power of corporations and the reach of markets into the forest frontier areas. Often
with technical and financial support of international banks, this worldview has been
promoted, as a solution to development, through re-structuring programs that open
economies to trade and investment. Analysis of maximum yields, costs, benefits and,
later, trade-offs and economic valuation of various ecosystem goods and services,
including tourism, are central to the policy justifications, but only rarely address: to
whom will the benefits flow, and who pays?

As elites within the state have often been well placed to capture part of the benefits
as well as determine how markets will operate in practice, complicity among holders
of State- and Market-Knows Best perspectives is common. When the rights to the
benefit stream generated from a forest are determined by centralized power, markets
are even denied a role as a means of resource allocation. Ironically, the response
when this occurs is usually a call for more market mechanisms. The consequences of
this combination for forests have been devastating, and, for local communities,
unjust. Again and again, the quick profits to be made from logging fell to a few
associates of those in power, and were barely captured by the state for re-investment
in public infrastructure, education or other public goods. The development of resorts
and recreational areas often serve narrow “‘markets”’, while others are excluded from
even subsistence practices. Ecological and social externalities, in practice, are not
incorporated in land-use planning decisions about forests and forest management.

Despite the obvious failing of the mental model, today the dominant view among
multi-lateral agencies is the Market Knows Best. This was seen after the financial
collapse of Indonesia in 1997-1998 the World Bank and International Mone-
tary Fund introduced a series of conditions on the “‘rescue package” loan which
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continued the policy of promoting selective cutting, rent capture and market effi-
ciency. The results to date have been very disappointing (see Section 4.2).

2.3. GREENS KNow BEST

Southeast Asia is an example of a region where, at various times, wealthy and
powerful nations have succeeded in undermining the power of local bureaucracies,
pointing to corruption, wasteful logging practices, and environmental disasters. They
have been able to manipulate and persuade, often with science-based knowledge and
the perspective that Greens Know Best. Those Southeast Asian states with still
valuable timber resources remaining have resisted these challenges when it comes to
logging, but, over time, all have conceded to changes in values with regards to
conservation. Unfortunately, many of the mental models adopted, for example, on
how to conserve wildlife in protected areas with systems of national parks with no
human inhabitants, and no hunting or gathering unless for the recreation of
urbanites, did not fit the landscapes or social development contexts of the countries
in the region. With large numbers of people directly dependent on agriculture and
collection of timber and non-timber products, living in areas declared as parks,
conflicts between state and community were inevitable (e.g. Ganjanapan 2000;
Hirsch 1996).

2.4. LocaLs Know BEST

A strong counter-reaction to state, green and corporate-centered views of how forest
resources should be allocated and managed has been the resurgence of community
forestry movements (Laungaramsri 2002; Colfer and Byron 2001). In essence, they
argue local communities or Locals Know Best. For the most part, the emphasis is on
experiential and local knowledge, perhaps traditional (e.g. Santoasombat 2003;
Sardjono and Samsoedin 2001), and much less interest or even outright mistrust in
science-based information. An argument is sometimes made that traditional societies
have been able to live sustainably for long periods of time in their landscape and
have evolved practices and institutions, especially various forms of common prop-
erty, to successfully govern their forest resources (e.g. Laungaramsri 2002). Sound
ecological practices are said to be embedded in social practices.

Some research has tended to glorify the success stories, in part to act as a counter
point to the dominant State Knows Best perspective (Brosius et al. 1998). Interests
conflicting with the state help explain the production of conflicting knowledge.
More dispassionate analyses, however, reveal a wide range in performance. Some
societies have succeeded whereas others have failed. Even more significant is that
many of the conditions under which local arrangements were developed no longer
pertain to the higher densities of forest users, the wider systems of exchange, or
faster rates of exploitation possible with new technologies. On the other hand, many
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forest-dependent and forest-using communities have shown remarkable capacities to
adapt their land use systems and transform their livelihoods when challenged or
provided with new opportunities, arguing for the importance of allowing local
adaptation and flexibilities in policy (Berkes 1999). Thus, although the Locals Know
Best perspective has metamorphosed over time and produced some minor variants,
it remains focused on the importance of local knowledge some of which may be
new.

2.5. NoBopy KNows BEsST

Each of these perspectives considers forest ecosystems and their user groups as
knowable, manageable, and predictable and does not account for the recurrence and
variation of ecological and socio-political crises affecting forest governance in
Southeast Asia. Such crises bring surprises and challenges that require flexibility, the
maintenance of channels of innovation, and the options of diverse and tested
experiences. Management plans and regulations or policies aligned to a single “best”
practice or method leave forest user groups without the capacity or sources of
innovation to cope with new types of challenges.

Each of the previous perspectives results in a set of institutions and knowledge
systems that is ultimately not resilient, because it prioritizes only one set of factors,
those supporting the interests able to exercise power. The Nobody Knows Best per-
spective, on the other hand, values pluralism because it provides multiple sources of
knowledge and institutional options, and makes more transparent the mixed set of
interests in forest management. It allows the possibility of recognizing that poor
forest inhabitants, for example, may use, value and experience forests and therefore
forest ““degradation” in very different ways than those who do not rely directly on
forest resources. To avoid battles between entrenched perspectives, a Nobody Knows
Best perspective intentionally cultivates mechanisms for debate and negotiation. The
types of knowledge fostered under a “Nobody Knows Best” perspective become less
concerned with power and more with understanding of causes and consequences.

The main constraint of this more pluralistic approach is the challenge of coordi-
nation. Everything takes longer as there must be substantial participation, exami-
nation of options and monitoring of past performance. Moreover, the underlying
uncertainties in understanding both social and ecological systems facilitate the
continued co-existence of radically different perspectives even after mutual con-
frontation. This could create institutional gridlocks which would be less likely if
previously dominant perspectives were able to hold sway.

3. Production and Dissemination of Knowledge

Dominant perspectives, and battles among perspectives, frame the way institutions
and knowledge systems co-evolve (Figure 1). While it is well recognized that new
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Figure 1. Conceptual framework for how institutions and systems of knowledge are linked
through perspectives that ultimately help guide forest management and practices.

knowledge can bring about institutional changes, in this paper, the emphasis is
placed on the role of institutions in guiding the production and dissemination of
knowledge.

3.1. POWER AND AGENCY

Power is central to this framework. Perspectives differ in who exercises power (Table I).
For example, in the Greens Know Best, funding agencies, philanthropic organiza-
tions, and parts of the state burecaucracy are emphasized, whereas in Markets Know
Best, firms and consumers are dominant. A Locals Know Best perspective emphasizes
the community actors, living in or near the forest resources. The Nobody Knows Best
perspective promotes the importance of multiple actors, especially facilitators. Some
actors, such as legislators, are not clearly aligned with any perspective but may still
be crucially important to which institutional arrangements ultimately arise in the
dying stages of a battle of perspectives. A key feature of stronger perspectives is that
they reproduce and grow through the formation of alliances or coalitions among
diverse actors.

Perspectives also differ in how power is expressed. Force, persuasion and
manipulation (or the control of agendas) are important dimensions of power in the
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State Knows Best perspective. By contrast, in Nobody Knows Best even the agenda
could be open for negotiation, but in practice dimensions of force and persuasion
will likely maintain a role. Science-based knowledge is of importance for all per-
spectives, but so far has played a minor role in Locals Know Best perspective. The
control of knowledge is a critical expression of power.

3.2. KNOWLEDGE SYSTEMS

Different perspectives obtain their knowledge from different sources (Table I), and
because they favor different interests and aim to organize society in different ways,
they influence the way knowledge systems are manipulated and used.

A knowledge system typically includes components for producing, evaluating,
storing, copying, transmitting and translating knowledge. In the language of a state
or international organizations, for example, there may be components involved with
monitoring environmental changes, others in making assessments of scientific
understanding of observations and causal relations, and yet others in the short
(media) and longer-term (formal education) dissemination of knowledge (Figure 2).
Natural resource managers (from farmers to national park staff) may make use of
decision-support tools to help translate complex observations into actions.

Traditional and local knowledge systems often have similar sets of functions and
structures (Ganjanapan 1996; Berkes 1999; Santasombat 2003). For example,
assessment functions may be achieved by a regular meeting of hunters or collectors
at the end of the day. Stories or direct copying of practices may represent “‘education
and training” functions in the dissemination of knowledge. Whether these are
incorporated into the overall knowledge system used in decision-making and man-
agement depends on the dominant perspective.

Finally, knowledge systems, whether state or local, modern or traditional, should
not be thought of as “fully planned” or consciously designed. The existence of a
knowledge system also does not mean that knowledge somehow flows smoothly
“down the pipes” to the next in line. Previous research on scientific assessments, for
example, has shown that knowledge perceived as legitimate, credible and salient is
more likely to be used and that a pipeline model of information flow is inaccurate:
the production and transfer of knowledge is multi-directional and involves media-
tion and negotiation across multiple boundaries (Social Learning Group 2002; Clark
et al. 2002; Cash et al. 2003). Knowledge may also be distorted, manipulated and
abused as frequently as it is shared.

3.3. MECHANISMS OF INFLUENCE

There are several likely mechanisms by which institutional arrangements can influ-
ence forest knowledge systems. We summarize these in an initial classification in
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Figure 2. Generalized structure of the formal (or state-based) knowledge system for forest
management in Southeast Asia.

Table II, acknowledging that most research to date has examined the converse
relationship — how knowledge influences institutions. In the following discussion
some examples are illustrated of influence on language, research, education,
assessment and practices.

4. Forest Governance in Southeast Asia

Current systems of forest governance in Southeast Asia are products of historical
and more recent battles of perspectives. Forestry science in Southeast Asia still
strongly reflects the colonial history of the region, even in Thailand, which remained
free of formal colonial rule, but not influences (Bryant 1998). Colonizers brought
maps, survey techniques to inventory stocks, and methods to calculate tree growth.
They also brought a view of forests that emphasized timber as a crop, which later
formed the basis of industrial tree plantations, especially to service the pulp and
paper industry. Limited capacities of bureaucracies have meant that, when change



LOUIS LEBEL ET AL.

120

suoneziuesio jo suonerddo aunnor pue saonoeld [RI00S Ul Fpajmouy Jo Surppaquig

90BJ19JUI-A0110d /Y0I18ISAT Y] SSOIO SBIPI JO UONB[SURI)

PUEB UOIEIIUNWIWOD 9)BIIOB] YIIYm SUONBZIUBSIO 10 suonmjsul Suruueds A1epunoq jo uonear)
UonNJOSAI JOIPFUOD Pue ‘Uonenogau 10j sassaooid Arojedronred ur ‘oidurexs 10

‘feuonMIIISUI 10 ‘SOPOW JO dSN UL SB [BIISO[OUYD) IAYIIS ‘Sarnpadold [ewIo) J0j puewap Suneard

(wayy 210q 1By} 2A102ds1ad 2y} 0} 9[qRIOAB] 910U PUB) IAISEI SLIPI JO pealds soyew

yey) sAem ur asanoosip remdod jo syred 1oyjo yim way)y Surudife 10 SAL1059)8d PUR SULI) SUIUYIP-Y
qam 9U) U0 swaIsAs uonewojur orqnd Jo uoneard

‘ol dwrexs 104 -oouerduwios 109 UBD YOIyM ‘(UOI}OB-21 IO UOINOR A[Juanbasuod pue) 3saI0jul JATIOI[[OD
Sunemumns sny [ -orqnd 0) J[qISSI00L UOIIBWLIOJUT dyew 0} saudde Junuawsdur Jurrmbar Ag

W)SAS uonednpa 0} saueyd

pue gejs jo ururen-or anmbar jey) seare 1s210J 10J S[LOS [RUOIIBZIUBSIO JO UOIBIUILIO-IY

. OUNUAIOS-UOU,, PIIIPISUOD 1B A3} SB PAIOUuTI 9q ued ([euonIper) ‘3-9) a8pajmouy Jo SaIpoq $30IN0S
19110 1By} 0S 2In)[no uoneziuesio ojul swdipered AI11S210J OYIIUAIOS,, JAISSAOONS JO uoneiodIioduy
sarnpaoold , urtuoz,, pue uoneoyIssed 10j parmbar ‘Fursuds ajowar pue Jurddew

JO asn oY) yIm pajeIoosse ‘o[dwexd 10J ‘S[00] 10 SISA[BUR JO SOpOoW UIeltdd unowold A[9ANO9[oS

paredwos pue pajepifea 3q ued (seanosedsiad
JuardgIp yum drdoad Aq proy "8-9) swdisAs a3poymouy] JUAIPIP YoIyM AQ SWSIUBYIIW Furear)
SINSSI [BISIOAOIIUOD JNOQE FUIPUBISIIPUN JO SIUIWISSISSE Funenuwins 1o Jurimbay

PAINSBOW PUB PAIOIIUOW dq 0} PAdU JBY) SI0JBIIPUI JO s[qeLIeA Sulkjoadg
SUOT)IPUOD 1S2I0J FULIOIIUOW JOJ WAISAS JR[NFAI B JO JUSWYSI[QRISI oY) Surnmbay

suonedo[e Surpuny ysnoay) 9idwexd Ioj ‘Seare YoIedsal JOJ SIANIUIIUI Y] SULIY

SI07e2IpUI JO asn Y} Jo syudwnysur Aorjod uo

‘ordwrexs 10J ‘uonningsul Y3 Jo juswduyal pue uoneyudwa[dwr 03 paje[ar sojzznd Jo spury mou Junear))
(suoneziuegio-a1

y3noay) Aqpeord£y a1ow 10 04ou ap) sUONLZIUL3IO JUSWAO[IAIP PUB OIBISIT MU JO UONBIID)

$A0MJeId

110ddns-uorsoaq

UOTIBUTWIASSI(]

Sururer], pue uoneonpyg

JUQWISSISS Y/

(SULIOIIUOJA) SUOTIBAIISqQ

[OIB3aSaY

“TQISAS 93PI[MOUY A} DUINPU] SUONNINSU] YIIYM AQ WSIURYIIN WdISAS apapmouy jo juduodwo))

“BISY }SBAYINOG UI SWISAS 9FPI[MOUY PIOUINPUI JABY ABW JUSWISBULRW 1S910J J0J SUONNINSUI YOIYm AQ SWSIUBYIIW JO UOIIBIYISSRID ‘I /qV]



NOBODY KNOWS BEST 121

has come, it has often done so by simple cut-and-paste operations from model leg-
islation in other countries. Much of this knowledge has not really fit the tropical
ecosystems with their poor soils, high diversity, and structural complexity. Never-
theless, extractive uses with the aid of science and technology have been seen as an
essential part of modernization, and contrasted with the backwardness and
destructiveness of swidden (slash and burn) systems (Dove and Kammen 1997,
Bryant 1998).

Governments in Southeast Asia, with the State Knows Best perspective, have been
active in legislating to support their expanding and poorly coordinated bureaucra-
cies. At the same time, an increasing number of international agreements aim to
influence land-use and forest management from a Greens Know Best or Markets
Know Best perspective. As a result, the international forest regime remains frag-
mented and largely ineffective (Taraksofsky 1999) although some international ac-
tors have nevertheless been influential.

In the following two sections, we briefly summarize two very different examples of
recent conflict over forest management and governance using the battle of per-
spectives metaphor. These illustrate that, of the many ways perspectives can influ-
ence knowledge systems, the pathway through institutionalized systems of forest
governance, is an important one.

4.1. DEFINING THE TERMS OF FORESTRY IN THAILAND

The battle between State Knows Best and Locals Know Best perspectives over forest
access, management and control has dominated domestic forest and land policy
agenda in Thailand for more than a decade (Hirsch 1996; Ganjanapan 2000).
Narratives of deforestation and degradation, and counter-narratives of “‘people
living harmoniously in the forest” graphically illustrate the battle of perspectives
(Laungaramsri 2002). In this battle, the control of language has been a fundamental
mechanism by which forest institutions have influenced knowledge systems. The
influence reaches back to the terms used to initially frame forest problems and
forward to the goals of management and research organizations. This is illustrated
using four simple questions:

What is a forest? The Thai Royal Forest Department (RFD), through a judicious
definition of forests, was able to formalize control of almost half the national land
area even though much of this land had no trees, was under cultivation, and was
home to tens of millions of farmers from then on considered illegal squatters (Hirsch
1996; Vandergeest 1996). In practice, the details of land classification, the strength of
local communities, and the attitude of the line agencies (RFD, Military, Border
Police) in the field has had a large bearing on tenure security so in some places there
is little risk of farmers losing their land, whereas in others much land has been taken
(often for re-forestation with exotic pines or eucalypts). The State Knows Best
combined with the Market Knows Best approach to “forest” lands in Thailand
involved lucrative logging or land for plantation deals between the military, the
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private sector and the state, at the same time excluding many farmers from land
ownership.

Who is a forester? Most institutions under the State Knows Best perspective have
been very clear that a forester is someone trained in forestry in the state’s education
system and employed in the state agency. In the age of industrial logging and
plantations, the idea of company employees as “foresters” is also accepted. On the
other hand, the notion that “simple villagers™ or worse still, forest-dependent people,
could be considered foresters, that is, vested with knowledge about and stewardship
of forest lands, has been very difficult for the Royal Forest Department to accept
(Laungaramsri 2002). However, the Locals Know Best perspective has joined the
battle. The contemporary shift towards management of watershed forests and
conservation in protected areas has also led to re-training, changes in core education
for foresters, and creation of new divisions within the forestry and natural resource
management bureaucracies that adopt the Greens Knows Best perspective.

What is forest management? A common goal today under the State Knows Best
perspective is to manage forest to maintain watershed functions for lowland irri-
gation by maintaining a high level of tree cover. Another is that some forest areas
should be being managed to conserve plant and animal diversity for “‘the world” by
minimizing human use to non-consumptive and low-density recreational activities.
Many upland farmers, holding onto to a Locals Know Best view, manage forests as
part of a larger mosaic landscape in different stages of succession for the yield of a
wide variety of non-timber products, fuel wood, and to replenish soil fertility before
the areas will be used again for cropping. A simple version of the Market Knows Best
perspective would support the idea that forest is being managed to maintain a sus-
tained supply of timber. More sophisticated market emphases assign values to
various ecosystem goods and services and propose establishing markets for them, for
example, as in carbon crediting and trading schemes. Forest can thus be managed as
a watershed, wilderness, timber supply, carbon store, or as part of a farming system.
A Nobody Knows Best perspective not only acknowledges that there are multiple
potential uses, but that these uses should be negotiated and monitored.

What is forest research? The state, through control of research and education
budgets, has had substantial control over what is not known. For instance, the lack
of critical scientific research about the hydrological and ecological impacts of
swidden agricultural land-use systems in comparison with permanent agriculture in
the uplands of Southeast Asia, has allowed poorly supported and probably erro-
neous mental models to persist for decades (Forsyth 1996; Schmidt-Vogt 1998; Fox
et al. 2000). As a final example, the ban on the commercial use of non-timber forest
products has been a strong disincentive for research on new and traditional uses of
biodiversity.

Ironically, the battle of perspectives appears to have trapped proponents of the
Locals Know Best in a difficult position: promoting community forestry where what
upland farmers really need is secure access to land for food crop cultivation rather
than trees.
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4.2. INTERNATIONAL INFLUENCES ON LOGGING IN INDONESIA

Forestry science in Indonesia has been strongly shaped by the interest of the state in
resource control. Research and development has facilitated corporate extraction of
native timbers and industrial plantations under management of the state (Dauvergne
2001). As a body of applied science it has failed to address the complexity of multiple
forest uses. A powerful State Knows Best perspective has been resisted and challenged
from within and without, but remains dominant (Peluso 1992; Campbell 2002).

In the face of such dominance, of all international actors, the World Bank has
probably been the most influential. The Tropical Forest Action Plans (TFAP), ini-
tiated in 1985 by the World Bank, the World Resources Institute (WRI), the United
Nations Food and Agricultural Organization (FAO), and the United Nations
Development Programme (UNDP), helped shape tropical logging policies by
channelling aid into management, restoration, and protection of tropical forests and
the establishment of plantations (Dauvergne 2001). In 1989, the World Bank made
loans to the Indonesian government for a set of forest sector analyses in collabo-
ration with the Ministry of Forestry and the FAO. The project led to a set of 17
volumes of assessment, the full reports of which, however, were not made public
(Seymour and Dubash 2000). Over the next decade the World Bank and Indonesian
government were often at “loggerheads” over reforms in the forestry sector, which
the Bank tried to influence through conditions on loans. The strong relationship
between the timber industry and the Ministry of Forestry, however, ensured that a
State Knows Best perspective dominated, at least until the financial crisis of 1997—
1998, and the fall of President Suharto soon after created a window of opportunity
for forestry reform (Silva et al. 2002). Much of the effort up to then had been and
continued to be toward reforming the Hak Pengusahaan Hutan, or Forest Con-
cession and Exploitation Rights System (Barr 2002).

For more than a decade, the stepped reforms to increase market-based efficiency in
harvesting, processing and trade, capturing more of the rent (i.e. on taxes for legal
logs and wood products), and better enforcement of harvesting guidelines, had
driven research agendas, assessments, and decision-support tools of international
and domestic non-state actors, framed in a Market Knows Best perspective.

The pressures for reform carried on after the financial crisis with the World Bank
able to force the International Monetary Fund to include forestry reform issues in the
2nd Letter of Intent as part of the rescue loans for the crippled Indonesian economy.
These efforts (or pressures) have continued, most recently under the Consultative
Group on Indonesia. The forest product monopolies have finally been broken up, and
arenas created for wider participation in forest policy-making. Administrative and
financial decentralization, set in motion by critical laws introduced by Habibie’s short
administration in 1999, have been strongly resisted and may be revoked before
decentralization has had a fair chance to be tested (Thorburn 2002). Powerful actors
with strong links to the post-new order state now appeal again to the States knows
Best perspective. Nevertheless, the attention to improving governance may have the
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most important consequences for future institutional reform as it allows alternative
perspectives to arise and persist. This brings, therefore, the possibility that the Nobody
Knows Best perspective with its advantages as outlined above, albeit with its longer
timeline and the risk of policy gridlock, could rise to the fore.

5. Conclusions

Although it is often claimed that new findings from science are important drivers of
change in environmental institutions, the converse has been less frequently explored.
Research over the past decade has shown that institutional arrangements for the
governance and management of forests in Southeast Asia have had a significant
impact on subsequent production and dissemination of knowledge. Through a range
of perspectives, a relatively narrow set of elite, often corporate, interests is served by
state research, education and development agencies. The knowledge base created has
then helped drive the justification, refinement and revision of the institutions in-
volved in ways that continue to serve the interests and related perspectives. For
forestry, more often than not, this has led to rules that are fine on paper but which
cannot possibly be acted upon.

At the same time the State Knows Best perspective has been resisted and challenged
by indigenous and external knowledge systems. External influences have primarily
been through civil society networks, for example, of environmental and rural devel-
opment non-governmental organizations, and regional scientific networks. The role
of the international forest regime has been modest, but within this, the activities of the
World Bank and the FAO have been important for individual nations. The Con-
sultative Group on International Agricultural Research (CGIAR) research system
has been important in framing debate on many of the forest management issues in
Southeast Asia. The dissemination of its assorted, often contradictory, findings,
assessments and policy papers, has, at a minimum, altered the structure of debates,
bringing additional perspectives beyond those of the state into the battle.

The emerging Nobody Knows Best perspective has created arenas for debate and
negotiation that may allow the knowledge set best able to balance conflicting
interests and find a satisfactory outcome for all stakeholders a chance to emerge.
This is clearly more desirable than a battle of perspectives where reform is just an
expression of power, and any learning crisis-driven.

Accepting a lack of certainty as fundamental, policy interventions as experimental,
and scientific knowledge about forest ecosystems and social organization as useful
but always incomplete, means the Nobody Knows Best perspective provides the
optimal starting frame for a new round of social learning and governance aimed at
achieving sustainability.
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