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Boundary Objects and Global Consensus:
Scalar Narratives of Marine
Conservation in the Convention on
Biological Diversity

•
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The global number of marine protected areas (MPAs) has increased dramati-
cally in recent years, resulting in a ªvefold increase in area covered since 2003.1

Like terrestrial protected areas, MPAs are deªned by the International Union for
Conservation of Nature (IUCN) as any “clearly deªned geographical space, re-
cognised, dedicated and managed, through legal or other effective means, to
achieve the long-term conservation of nature with associated ecosystem services
and cultural values.”2 They range in size, purpose, resource use policies, and
governance structures, for example, from large no-take areas identiªed for their
ecological value and administered by states, to small, multi-use areas protected
by communities. “Marine protected area” is thus an umbrella term that refers to
a variety of spatial approaches to marine conservation.

While individual MPAs are the outcome of particular political processes
and struggles, the cumulative global increase in MPA number and coverage is
the result of a coordinated international effort.3 Proponents of an expanded
global MPA system are primarily scientists and conservationists from the global
North, who argue that an ambitious system of MPAs is required to counter the
precipitous global decline in ocean conditions, including the loss of marine
biodiversity.4 In comparison to terrestrial protected areas, the global number of
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MPAs is small, and rapid expansion of the global MPA system has only begun in
the past ten years.5 As of 2013, there were 10,280 MPAs in the world, covering
2.3 percent of the global ocean area.6 The Convention on Biological Diversity
(CBD) has played a key role in supporting the development of an international
system of MPAs, most notably through its marine protected areas targets
(10 percent of coastal and marine areas, initially by 2012, now by 2020)7 and
through its support of an international scientiªc effort to identify possible areas
for protection on the high seas.8

Critics of efforts to expand the global MPA system, however, note a variety
of concerns. Some critiques are sympathetic, in support of MPAs but concerned
that many are not effectively designed, planned, or managed; create an illusion
of protection when management is absent (“paper parks”); represent insuf-
ªcient islands of protection in a sea of degradation; and have negative social im-
pacts that may ultimately undermine conservation.9 These critics are particularly
concerned that the rush to create MPAs, motivated by the CBD target, increases
the likelihood of ineffective MPAs. Other critiques are more trenchant, noting
the social injustices associated with many MPAs such as displacement, dispos-
session, and negative livelihood impacts, a problem that has long been
identiªed in relation to terrestrial protected areas.10 To some extent, debates
about the MPA target mirror more general debates about the utility of science-
based, top-down MPAs, versus participatory, bottom-up MPAs, and whether
these two approaches can be integrated effectively to achieve both biodiversity
conservation and social equity.11

Why does MPA coverage continue to increase, in spite of concerns both
about MPAs themselves and the utility of the target? Why does the CBD con-
tinue to support the expansion of MPAs as a primary tool for marine
biodiversity conservation? While MPAs were never intended to be the only, or
most important, component of the CBD’s marine conservation program,12 the
measurability of MPAs and absence of other reliable metrics has led to a focus
on MPAs (and meeting the MPA target) as the primary means of pursuing ma-
rine conservation.13 However, measurability alone does not explain the wide-
spread proliferation of MPAs. We argue that the MPA concept is a boundary ob-
ject, ºexible enough to enable diverse groups with divergent agendas to align at
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the CBD around the goal of increasing MPA coverage. Conservation actors en-
gaged in international governance processes articulate their agendas using scalar
narratives regarding the appropriate scale at which to plan, implement, and gov-
ern MPAs, just as they do in particular geographical locations.14 As a boundary
object, the MPA concept accommodates their distinct, sometimes conºicting,
scalar narratives and associated agendas. This analysis demonstrates both the
utility and limitations of boundary objects for global environmental gover-
nance, as they simultaneously enable agreement and prevent consideration of
differences and alternatives.

We begin by describing our conceptual framework, focusing on the role of
boundary objects and scalar narratives in environmental governance. Next, we
present the results of collaborative ethnography conducted at the CBD’s Tenth
Conference of the Parties (CBD COP10), held October 18–29, 2010, in Nagoya,
Japan. We focus on two distinct scalar narratives evident at CBD COP10: a
global narrative in support of MPAs on the high seas, based on ecologically and
biologically signiªcant areas (EBSAs), and a local narrative in support of locally
managed MPAs. Finally, we consider the emergence of the regional scale in rela-
tion to both of these topics and the implications of accommodating distinct sca-
lar narratives in global MPA efforts.

Conceptualizing the International MPA Effort

Boundary Objects

Star and Griesemer introduced the concept of boundary objects to explain how
members of diverse social worlds successfully cooperate in producing coherent
scientiªc representations, despite their different interests and agendas. They
deªne boundary objects as:

objects which are both plastic enough to adapt to local needs and the con-
straints of the several parties employing them, yet robust enough to main-
tain a common identity across sites. They are weakly structured in common
use, and become strongly structured in individual-site use . . . They have dif-
ferent meanings in different social worlds but their structure is common
enough to more than one world to make them recognizable, a means of
translation.15

Building on the work of Latour, Callon, and other scholars of science and
technology studies who examine the efforts of scientists to enroll others in their
projects (a process of “translation”), Star and Griesemer examine how multiple
actors work to interest one another in their various agendas.16 Boundary objects
may be things (e.g., maps, timelines) or concepts (e.g., participatory develop-
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ment, scientiªc theories) that orient actors’ actions and interactions in relation
to a particular project or institution.17 They do not divide or separate groups,
but rather provide a bridge for exchange by enabling groups to tack between
vague, weakly structured meanings and more speciªc, strongly structured inter-
pretations.18 Their interpretive ºexibility facilitates cooperation among a range
of actors in the absence of consensus.19

In relation to environmental conservation and governance, the boundary
object helps to explain the popularity and utility of a range of concepts, includ-
ing ecological indicators, conservation corridors, watersheds, and the Forest
Stewardship Council’s “tick tree” symbol for certiªed wood.20 For example, wa-
tersheds function as a boundary object by resonating with three distinct epi-
stemic communities: the scientiªc community, for whom watersheds are the
natural ecological scale for governance; the neoliberal community, for whom
watersheds represent a decentralized level of governance; and the grassroots
community, for whom watersheds offer a localized focus that facilitates greater
public participation.21 Cohen argues that governance of hydrological systems
has been rescaled to the watershed level in recent years in part because of the
malleability of the watershed concept—it meets the diverse needs and interests
of these three groups.22 This paper builds on Cohen’s assessment of the role of
boundary objects in supporting the social construction of scales for environ-
mental governance. In contrast to the watershed concept that implies a pre-
ferred scale for implementing environmental governance, the MPA concept ac-
commodates multiple scalar narratives, each of which reºects the interests of its
proponents. Thus, in addition to ªxing the scale at which environmental gover-
nance is conceptualized, boundary objects may also support consensus by ac-
commodating multiple scales.

MPAs are conceptualized at a variety of spatial scales and can encompass
the ideals of both participatory approaches that allow for sustainable use of re-
sources and exclusive approaches that restrict use.23 In its weakly structured
form, the MPA as boundary object refers simply to spatial approaches to marine
conservation. In more strongly structured uses, MPAs take a variety of speciªc
forms with respect to governance structures, rules for use, and modes for incor-
porating knowledge.

Scalar Narratives of Environmental Governance

Drawing on work by geographers and others, we understand scale as a political
tool that social actors deªne and construct in support of particular agendas,
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such as gaining control over natural resources and/or a governance process,
rather than as ªxed entities with unambiguous meanings.24 From this perspec-
tive, spatial scales of social and ecological organization are ºuid and relational;
it is the relationships among embedded scales (e.g., local, regional, global) that
are subject to production through political struggle.25 Although this literature
acknowledges ontologically real scalar properties of ecological processes, it also
recognizes that decisions over which ecological processes or scales to emphasize
are often strategic and political.26 Understanding scale as constructed focuses
analytical attention on who is constructing it, how they are doing so, to what
ends, and with what implications.27

The evolution of environmental governance in recent decades can be char-
acterized by processes of rescaling: scaling down from states to local levels of
government; scaling up from states to international institutions, agreements,
and networks; and scaling out from centralized to inclusive, participatory
decision-making processes.28 This rescaling requires, and results from, the con-
current production of scalar narratives that frame environmental problems and
solutions; struggles over the scale at which governance is planned and imple-
mented are simultaneously struggles over the right to control and beneªt from
governance processes.29 Scalar narratives are stories that assert particular “rela-
tionships among processes, scale, and outcomes.”30 These stories associate
spaces, actors, and processes at particular scales to explain events, legitimize
governance interventions, and, in the process, serve distinct political projects.31

For example, a narrative of global environmental problems simultaneously em-
powers international institutions to set policy agendas, prioritizes scientiªc
knowledge, and justiªes a variety of policy interventions at regional, national,
and local levels.32 International institutions such as the CBD are thus signiªcant
for their role in facilitating the construction of scales of governance and deªning
relations among them—at global and other scales. Actors such as environmen-
tal groups strategically employ a variety of scalar strategies in international ven-
ues to advance their goals.33 It is therefore essential to study the “movement of
actors, ideas, and knowledge up, down, and across scales,” and to interrogate
how multiple actors and ideas work to construct these various scales within in-
ternational institutions, and with what consequences.34 Toward this end, we
identify two scalar narratives leveraged in support of MPAs at CBD COP10 and
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interrogate the varied interests they reºect. Our analysis reveals that, as a bound-
ary object, MPAs are malleable enough to accommodate different scalar narra-
tives that reºect diverse social and environmental agendas.

Collaborative Event Ethnography of CBD COP10

Methods

The status of MPAs as a boundary object is not an inherent property of the MPA
concept; rather, its ºexibility is produced through the claims and repeated inter-
actions of the diverse social actors who employ the term and link it to particular
conservation strategies and scalar narratives within a shared institutional con-
text. The CBD COP presents an opportunity to observe the production of these
claims and interactions. Normally dispersed in time and space, multiple actors
from diverse social worlds assemble at the CBD COP to work collectively to-
wards marine biodiversity conservation as a global community.

To study how and why the international conservation community contin-
ues to promote MPAs as the primary tool for marine conservation, we engaged
in collaborative event ethnography (CEE) at CBD COP10. CEE is an approach
in which a team of researchers studies a large international environmental event
and collaboratively collects and analyzes data (see Campbell, Corson et al., this
issue).35 O’Neill et al. identify CEE as one innovative method for the study of
contemporary global environmental governance, especially given the increasing
attention to scale.36 For this study, ªve of the seventeen researchers on the CEE
team followed marine issues across formal negotiations, side events, and other
fora, including “Oceans Day,” a full day of marine-themed side events. The au-
thors collaborated on analyzing our observations after the meeting. In total, we
observed approximately 18 hours of formal negotiations (in Working Group I
and meetings of the marine contact and friends of the chair groups) and 24 side
events (averaging 1.5 hours each) focused speciªcally on MPAs or marine con-
servation (see Table 1). Our data consist of ethnographic ªeldnotes of these
events. We took detailed notes on presentations and statements, as well as audio
recordings and photographs, to document the speciªc ways delegates discussed
relevant topics. We recorded reºective ªeldnotes, to connect our observations to
our theoretical interests (Campbell, Corson et al., this issue). This analysis
draws on our ªeldnotes from these various events, including reºections by indi-
vidual researchers at the event as well as comparisons across all researchers’ ob-
servations after the event. This collaborative effort strengthens our analysis;
while each author followed particular topics or debates related to marine con-
servation (e.g., the high seas or LMMAs), our comparison across these topics en-
ables an overall assessment of MPAs at CBD COP10. All authors were engaged
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Table 1
Marine-Related Sessions at CBD COP10 Observed by the Authors

Date(s) Session #: Title Sponsor

Negotiations

Oct. 18, 28 Working Group I n/a
Oct.20, 22, 25, 26 Contact group (marine) n/a
Oct. 27 Friends of the chair (marine) n/a

Side Events

Oct.18 1744: Observation of Marine
Biodiversity

Ministry of Education, Culture,
Sports, Science and Technology
of Japan

Oct.18 2110: Presentation of the
Marine Protected Areas Gap
Analysis

ASEAN Centre for Biodiversity

Oct.19 2123: Launch of Regional Seas
Biodiversity Outlook

United Nations Environment
Programme—Regional Seas
Programme

Oct. 19 Rio Conventions Ecosystem Pa-
vilion: Marine Protected Areas

IUCN World Commission on
Protected Areas

Oct. 20 1825: Achieving The 2020 Tar-
gets: Protecting the Right Areas

Conservation International

Oct. 20 1822: The Global Ocean
Biodiversity Initiative (GOBI):
Applying the CBD Criteria to
Identify Ecologically Signiªcant
Areas in the High Seas

CBD Secretariat, Germany, IUCN,
GOBI, Census of Marine Life,
OBIS, and the Marine Conserva-
tion Biology Institute

Oct. 20 1844: Advancing the
Biodiversity and Climate Adap-
tation Agenda in the Western
Indian Ocean

Global Island Partnership
(GLISPA)

Oct. 20 Rio Conventions Ecosystem
Pavilion: Traditional Knowledge
Initiative

UNU-IAS, Conservation Interna-
tional, Equator Initiative UNDP

Oct. 20 2130: The Role Of Marine
Reserves and Wildlife
Sanctuaries in Conserving Large
Pelagic Species

Pew Environment Group

Oct. 21 1734: Getting it right: Incorpo-
rating Social Aspects into MPA
Planning and Implementation

International Collective In Sup-
port of Fishworkers (ICSF);
World Forum of Fisher Peoples

Oct. 21 2125: Emergency Marine Rescue
Plan: Implementing the
Roadmap to Recovery

Greenpeace International



Table 1
(Continued)

Date(s) Session #: Title Sponsor

Oct. 21 1832: The Impacts of Destruc-
tive Fishing Practices, Unsus-
tainable Fishing, and Illegal,
Unreported, and Unregulated
(IUU) Fishing on Marine
Biodiversity and Habitats

UNEP and FAO

Oct. 22 1919: Valuing and Managing
Marine Resources for Human
Wellbeing

Fondazione Eni Enrico Mattei,
Conservation International

Oct. 22 2194: ICCAs in Coastal and
Marine Environments: Learning
from Long-Standing and Brand
New Examples Throughout the
World

IUCN CEESP, ICCA
CONSORTIUM, UNEP/WCMC,
GEF SGP

Oct. 22 2215: Paciªc SIDS: Value Island
Biodiversity: It’s Our Life

Secretariat for the Paciªc Environ-
ment Regional Programme
(SPREP)

Oct. 23 Oceans Day, full day of side
events

Global Forum on Oceans, Coasts
and Islands; Secretariat of the
CBD; GEF; Ocean Policy Research
Foundation, Japan; Ministry of
Ecology, Energy, Sustainable
Development and the Sea,
France; University of Delaware

Oct. 25 2072: Ecosystem Based Manage-
ment and Adaption Lessons
from the Paciªc

Wildlife Conservation Society

Oct. 26 Rio Conventions Ecosystem
Pavilion: Oceans and Coastal
Adaptation: Emerging Issues

Secretariat of the CBD, ICLEI-
Local Governments for
Sustainability, IUCN and other
partners

Oct. 27 2282: Towards the Southern
Oceans Conservation: Three
New Marine Protected Areas In
Argentina’s Seas

Fundacion Vida Silvestre
Argentina

Oct. 27 2305: The Micronesia
Biosecurity Plan

US National Invasive Species
Council

Oct. 28 2281: Paciªc Ocean 2020
Challenge—A Healthy Ocean
For Future Generations

World Future Council

Oct. 28 1798: Experience in Imple-
menting High Seas Marine
Protected Areas

WWF Germany



in data collection, analysis, and writing, to fully realize the beneªts of collabora-
tive research.37

Conserving Marine Biodiversity on the High Seas

A dominant issue on the marine agenda at CBD COP10 was the question of
how to protect marine biodiversity on the high seas—those areas beyond na-
tional jurisdiction where individual states do not exercise legal control. The
high seas are problematic for the CBD, as they are not under the jurisdiction of
the parties, nor does the CBD have authority for their management. Efforts to
expand the global network of MPAs and move toward the 10-percent target are
thus hampered by the lack of legal clarity regarding how to establish MPAs on
the high seas. However, oceans advocates continue to lobby for an implement-
ing agreement under the UN Convention on the Law of the Sea that would pro-
vide this clarity regarding all aspects of conservation and sustainable use of ma-
rine biodiversity on the high seas.38 In the meantime, the CBD has focused on
establishing scientiªc criteria to identify EBSAs (areas that may warrant en-
hanced management or protection, including via MPAs) to “maintain, protect
and conserve global marine biodiversity.”39 In discussions of the high seas, a
narrative is evident in which marine biodiversity is a global phenomenon and
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(Continued)

Date(s) Session #: Title Sponsor

Oct. 28 2292: Advances in Marine
Conservation in Chile: Lesson
Learned, Virtuous Partnerships
and Challenges for New MPAs

WWF Chile

Oct. 28 2054: Marine and Coastal
Protected Areas: Towards
A Better Governance of the
Mediterranean

UNEP, Mediterranean Action
Plan, IUCN, WWF

Other Events

Oct. 23 Indian Ocean Partnership
Planning Event

Global Island Partnership
(GLISPA)

Oct. 26 Micronesia and Caribbean
Challenges, Press Conference

Lifeweb



should be documented through a global scientiªc exercise (identiªcation of
EBSAs), implying that MPAs will help protect and conserve EBSAs.

Two conºicts informed the development of the global scalar narrative at
CBD COP10. The ªrst conºict concerned the act of identifying and building an
inventory of EBSAs, with some delegates identifying this as a scientiªc exercise
and others insisting it is a political process. Delegates debated this point at
length during the Marine Contact Group on October 22, 2010. Brazil argued
that “the use of the word identiªcation in itself is already a political, a very po-
litical, signiªcant step.” Argentina agreed: “We share . . . concerns that identi-
ªcation is a political process by nature.” However, other delegates disagreed. For
example, the EU suggested that “if parties do not like what scientists come up
with they are free to make a decision on that . . . the CBD can have an incredibly
important role here, on a scientiªc and technical basis.” By framing the identi-
ªcation of EBSAs as a global scientiªc exercise, actors sought to distinguish
between identifying potential MPAs and actually establishing MPAs, a political
act for which neither the CBD nor its parties have authority on the high seas.
During side events, NGO representatives also emphasized EBSAs as scientiªc
rather than political. According to one member of the NGO-academic partner-
ship Global Ocean Biodiversity Initiative (GOBI), the purpose of EBSAs is to
“aggregate data . . . MPA design is a socio-political process; collating data is a bi-
ological process.”40 However, the goal is clearly to inform the establishment of
MPAs in support of reaching the MPA target, as stated in COP decisions.41 Dur-
ing the contact group, Norway drew this link explicitly: “Creating such an inven-
tory [of EBSAs is] a scientiªc step . . . creating such an inventory is a good tool to
move things forward towards achieving the target for MPAs by 2012.” There is
thus a simultaneous recognition of MPA establishment as “political” while
framing the identiªcation of potential MPA sites as a “scientiªc” concern. In
terms of scale, a global ecological scale, supported by the scientiªc identiªcation
of EBSAs, is acceptable, while a global governance scale, implied through the po-
litical identiªcation of EBSAs and MPAs, is contested. As a boundary object,
MPAs can be interpreted in different ways by different actors, depending on con-
text and venue. For some actors, MPAs follow logically from EBSA identiªcat-
ion, while other actors question this link. Because negotiators must agree on
ªnal text for COP decisions, they must ªx a strongly structured vision of MPAs
in relation to EBSAs. In formal negotiating sessions related to EBSAs and high
seas at COP10, MPAs are sites that may (but need not) be informed by a global
scientiªc exercise.

The second conºict related to EBSAs concerns the potential shift of limited
ªnancial resources away from supporting the activities of the parties within
their national jurisdiction toward efforts led by scientists and international en-
vironmental groups on the high seas. During meetings of Working Group I,
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parties often accompanied their reference to national progress towards the
MPA target with a plea for additional resources; as Indonesia stated, “ªnancial
and technical assistance has not been sufªcient.” In order to support domestic
efforts, Indonesia proposed that the draft COP10 marine decision be amended
to “advance effective management and establishment of MPAs in areas within
national jurisdiction” [italics added].

In both conºicts, the scientiªc exercise of identifying EBSAs is perceived by
some as political—in the ªrst case, because it implies a global governance scale,
which is disputed, and in the second case, because it implies a change in distri-
bution of funds away from the national level (and developing country govern-
ments) to the international level (and NGOs/intergovernmental organizations/
scientiªc groups). To address these conºicts, delegates worked to construct the
regional scale as a solution, both as a scale of governance and as the level at
which activities would be funded. Given the absence of an implementing mech-
anism for high seas MPAs, several NGO actors suggested that more effort be
made to work through regional organizations and agreements. According to an
IUCN representative, “Regional seas . . . that’s where there’s high seas conserva-
tion progress [i.e., MPAs have been established by the parties to regional agree-
ments].”42 The GOBI Project coordinator tried to dispel the concern that “high
seas are a rich country issue” by suggesting that a regional approach could “en-
gage everybody.”43 Finally, a representative of Greenpeace International distin-
guished between the science-based process of identifying EBSAs and the politi-
cal process of establishing MPAs through regional institutions, using the case of
EBSAs in the Mediterranean under the Barcelona Convention.44

This regional scale solution was also constructed through negotiations in
the marine contact group, where it was agreed that the EBSA process would ad-
vance through “a series of regional workshops . . . with a primary objective to fa-
cilitate the description of ecologically or biologically signiªcant marine areas”
(Decision X/29, para 36). During the ªnal negotiations on the marine decision
on October 27, the parties agreed to a series of regional-level workshops, along
with a separate paragraph devoted to support for capacity building through ad-
ditional workshops, which could “address other regional priorities.”45 The re-
gion was thus seen as a means of advancing the EBSA process while also provid-
ing the support desired by developing country parties.

Overall, the negotiations and discussions about EBSAs at CBD COP10 re-
lied on a global scalar narrative that established a global problem (marine
biodiversity in crisis, lack of knowledge of this crisis), which could be solved by
a global scientiªc effort (identifying EBSAs) and implemented at a regional
scale (EBSA workshops, regional agreements that establish MPAs). This global
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narrative corresponds with a strongly structured version of the MPA as bound-
ary object that resolves both conºicts identiªed above.

Conserving Marine Biodiversity through Local Efforts

Concurrent with the EBSA debates, we observed a separate discussion in other
venues at CBD COP10 regarding MPA design and implementation at the local
scale. Two groups directed this discussion: delegates, donors, and NGOs repre-
senting Paciªc Islands; and ªsher organizations, such as the International Col-
lective in Support of Fishworkers and the World Forum of Fisher Peoples. Both
groups identiªed externally driven, top-down MPAs as exclusionary, contextu-
ally inappropriate, and ineffective. For example, as a Brazilian anthropologist
argued, “in developing countries this model of imposed protected areas, either
by NGOs or by government, is not working at all. Either they have to be pro-
posed by local people or it’s very hard for them to work.”46

Rather than contesting MPAs altogether, this group drew upon a local sca-
lar narrative that situated locally driven MPA approaches, such as locally man-
aged marine areas (LMMAs) or marine extractive reserves, as preferable alterna-
tives to the ºawed approach of “top down, target driven, non-inclusive [MPA]
processes.”47 The local-scale MPA narrative promotes community participation,
sustainable use of resources, local or traditional knowledge, customary marine
tenure institutions, and recognition of local people as integral components of
marine systems. This narrative was leveraged at CBD COP10 in support of lo-
cally driven MPAs as a means for more effectively achieving both biodiversity
conservation and social goals, such as livelihoods and food security.

One side event, hosted by the Secretariat of the Paciªc Regional Environ-
ment Programme, featured Paciªc Islanders clad in vibrant indigenous textiles
greeting attendees with a necklace of seashells. The event was a celebration of
humanity (as opposed to science), in which LMMAs were extolled as an exam-
ple of culturally appropriate, “participatory marine protected areas” where com-
munities control every aspect of decision-making.48 One participant summa-
rized the scalar logic underwriting LMMAs thus:

Many concepts that we would think of as being relatively new and science
based . . . [such as] marine protected areas, have in fact been traditionally
used in the Paciªc Islands for a long time . . . It also makes sense to
strengthen and build upon these kinds of local management systems that . . .
provide culturally appropriate methods of implementing the CBD.49

Unlike the global MPA narrative that emphasizes science, local-scale pro-
ponents highlighted the importance of local knowledge. This participant
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continued, “effective marine management relies on the best available knowl-
edge base and in many places this is actually local knowledge, traditional
knowledge.”50 Proponents of the local narrative also prioritized social rather
than scientiªc measures of success. One representative of a donor agency stated:

We are not very interested about [whether LMMAs are] scientiªc or not.
We see that it is terriªc in terms of ownership of the people, and . . . The
most important thing is to get people to manage as much as they can by
themselves.51

At the same time, this LMMA donor was careful not to equate the local
scale with small-scale conservation, arguing that the cumulative area under pro-
tection through LMMAs is “quite signiªcant at least in numbers.” In other
words, small sites collectively networked across large regions can ultimately
yield the large-scale beneªts of interest to LMMA donors and conservationists
interested in meeting CBD targets.

Small island developing states (SIDS) more broadly are also working to
construct the regional scale as a way of framing their conservation efforts.52 In-
deed, many SIDS have been moving toward transnational cooperative ap-
proaches, such as the Micronesia Challenge and the Caribbean Challenge,
whereby environmental NGOs and governments collectively commit to imple-
menting protected area networks across large spatial scales in an attempt to
reach, and often exceed, agreed-upon conservation targets across a region.53 In
side events, formal interventions, and planning meetings at CBD COP10, repre-
sentatives from governments, the CBD secretariat, NGOs, and other organiza-
tions marshaled two related arguments for the regional protected area policy
model. The ªrst focused on the ability of large-scale collaborations to attract do-
nor funds for conservation and the attendant self-determination this allows. For
example, a delegate from Palau said, “When we started the [Micronesia] chal-
lenge, the number one ingredient is ownership and number two is control . . .
when you have ownership and you know what you want, donors will come
looking for you.”54 This goal of self-determination was contrasted with donor-
driven projects. The second, less prominent argument for regional commit-
ments combined elements from the ªrst (leverage of funding) with the need to
manage at ecologically signiªcant scales. A representative of the Secretariat of
the Paciªc Regional Environment Programme (SPREP) observed:

Marine species are not interested in artiªcial national boundaries. If we are
to conserve such species then we must work cooperatively as a region.
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Donors, regional organizations such as SPREP, and NGOs, should pay atten-
tion to these examples.55

This regional policy model places the responsibility for policy initiation
and design on national levels of government, regional organizations, environ-
mental NGOs, and other political elites, although it may in theory support and
integrate local initiatives such as LMMAs. For example, the SPREP representative
cited above argued in the same presentation:

The development of protected areas, for example, must reºect the unique
system of land ownership and customary tenure in the Paciªc rather than
slavishly following western models of national parks and protected areas.56

Overall, discussions about local approaches to MPAs at CBD COP10 relied
on a local scalar narrative that established a problem both global (marine
biodiversity in crisis) and local (livelihoods under threat), which can only be
solved through local initiatives (LMMAs that account for local knowledge and
needs) that can be networked, coordinated, and funded at a regional scale. This
local narrative thus corresponds with a strongly structured version of the MPA
as boundary object that is distinct from the version identiªed in relation to
EBSAs.

Conclusions

To conserve marine biological diversity, CBD parties have focused their efforts
on supporting MPAs, establishing a target of protecting 10 percent of the world’s
oceans by 2020. Although the measurability of MPAs makes them appealing for
assessing progress, measurability alone does not explain the concerted and on-
going international effort to promote MPA establishment. We illustrate that
CBD COP10 participants with divergent agendas drew on distinct scalar narra-
tives to promote MPAs as both science-driven solutions for the high seas and as
participatory solutions that support local livelihoods. This ability of the MPA
concept to accommodate multiple interests and approaches—its role as a
boundary object—enables CBD parties to reach consensus on their ongoing
support of MPAs.

Boundary objects take on strongly structured meanings in particular sites
but weakly structured meanings in common use. Particular sites may include
physical locations (e.g., a speciªc MPA in a speciªc place) as well as sites within
an institutional context, such as discussions of EBSAs or LMMAs at CBD
COP10, both of which reºected strongly structured, but different, meanings. In
discussions of EBSAs, the emphasis was on the role of science in identifying pos-
sible sites for protection and the role of states and other legitimate international
institutions in designating MPAs. In contrast, discussions of LMMAs focused on
the role of local communities and local knowledge in guiding MPA
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establishment and governance, and the importance of cultural concerns. These
two strongly structured interpretations of the MPA concept rarely intersected at
CBD COP10. However, both EBSAs (and by extension, potential MPAs on the
high seas) and LMMAs were promoted at CBD COP10 as signiªcant for contrib-
uting to efforts to meet the CBD target for MPA coverage.

One point on which the EBSA and LMMA discussions converge is the re-
gional scale as a means of implementing and supporting MPAs. It is common
for NGOs and other actors to construct new scales and to simultaneously de-
fend multiple scales, as their strategies are driven by speciªc interests and com-
mitments (e.g., conservation and science-driven planning or support of local
livelihoods) rather than scalar conªgurations per se.57 The region thus provides
common ground for diverse actors and agendas, just as the watershed does for
different epistemic communities associated with water management.58 How-
ever, unlike the watershed, which divergent proponents all promote as the ideal
governance scale, the region is constructed in relation to other processes at ei-
ther the local or global scale within two distinct MPA narratives. Rather than
suggesting agreement on the regional scale as the most appropriate for concep-
tualizing MPAs, or directly ªxing tensions between the global and local narra-
tives,59 coalescence on the region demonstrates that scalar narratives can be stra-
tegically useful for framing issues so as to mask underlying differences in
priorities and values. Those concerned with EBSAs and the high seas are scaling
down to the region as a way of ªnding institutions that can establish MPAs. The
global narrative emphasizes a science-based approach that identiªes areas of
global biological signiªcance, largely ignoring human uses of and interests in
the high seas, and then moves to the region as a governance scale for supporting
the priorities of international actors. In contrast, the local narrative links pro-
cesses of community engagement to both biodiversity and social outcomes, sit-
uating the local scale and local priorities as a starting point for effective and le-
gitimate governance of MPAs, which can then be networked to meet targets and
leverage resources at the regional scale. Although both narratives work to con-
struct the region as a useful scale for MPAs, the scalar relations implied by each
narrative are quite different. The regional scale is not invoked as a way of recon-
ciling these differences, but as a solution for distinct challenges faced by propo-
nents of each narrative.

The case of MPAs at the CBD offers insight into the function of boundary
objects in relation to scalar politics and environmental governance. In some
cases, boundary objects may align with a speciªc spatial and governance scale,
such as a watershed, and multiple actors may ªnd their interests served at that
scale.60 In other cases, boundary objects may correspond to multiple scales.
MPAs can be created at multiple spatial scales and associated with multiple
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governance scales; this scalar ºexibility is part of what enables them to function
as boundary objects.61 In addition, this case demonstrates the important func-
tion of boundary objects in accommodating multiple scalar narratives and re-
lations. In other words, not only can MPAs be created and governed at multiple
scales, but they can also support multiple, sometimes conºicting scalar narra-
tives (about the appropriate scale at which to conceptualize marine conserva-
tion problems and solutions). In environmental governance, actors typically in-
voke scalar narratives as a means of explicitly defending their own position or
challenging other actors’ positions; scalar narratives serve to highlight differ-
ences in priorities and preferred processes and outcomes.62 However, when sca-
lar narratives are invoked in conjunction with a boundary object, these differ-
ences may be obscured rather than highlighted, enabling consensus rather than
conºict.

In terms of global environmental governance, this case demonstrates both
the advantages and disadvantages of boundary objects. The primary advantage
of boundary objects for environmental governance is their ability to support
consensus and orient the actions of multiple actors with diverse, often con-
ºicting agendas. One goal of this paper is to illustrate ethnographically how and
why the concept of MPAs serves the interests of multiple actors engaged in nego-
tiations and policy development at the CBD and thus continues to dominate
the CBD’s marine conservation agenda.63 The potential and limitations of
boundary objects for aligning actors and motivating conservation action have
been investigated primarily in relation to speciªc locations and projects;64 this
case demonstrates the utility of the concept for better understanding how ten-
sions may be resolved or suppressed in international institutions. Similarly, the
analysis of how the MPA as boundary object incorporates distinct scalar narra-
tives helps explain how and why diverse groups (e.g., indigenous groups, con-
servation organizations, state agencies, private business) strategically align
around protected areas as a conservation tool.65

While boundary objects may facilitate consensus and strategic alignment,
they have disadvantages for global environmental governance. First, they pre-
vent conºicts and differences from being openly addressed. Rather than resolv-
ing conºicts, boundary objects support a consensus that defers conºicts to other
venues (e.g., planning processes for and implementation of speciªc MPAs). Sec-
ond, once consensus is built around a boundary object, that object proliferates
through science and policy networks and informs speciªc practices, regardless
of whether it is the most appropriate tool in any given situation.66 The reliance
of states, international organizations, and donors on “blueprint” approaches—
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and the problems with this reliance—have been well documented.67 Building
international consensus around a boundary object not only limits the consider-
ation of differences but also restricts innovation and the consideration of alter-
native solutions and approaches. In the case of MPAs at the CBD, not only are
differences not considered (e.g., the most appropriate scale at which to govern
and implement MPAs), but MPAs are promoted as the marine conservation tool.
One result is that the proliferation of the boundary object can be equated with
successful policy implementation (i.e., MPAs are increasing in number and ex-
tent), whether or not ecologically effective and socially just conservation is actu-
ally being achieved.68

Concerned that the current emphasis on counting MPAs as a means of
measuring progress on marine conservation is misleading, Spalding et al. sug-
gest that “there would be considerable value in improving the common under-
standing of the deªnition of an MPA.”69 While clarifying MPA deªnitions may
help to clarify what is actually occurring on the oceans, it may not support on-
going efforts to reach and maintain a global consensus on MPAs as a conserva-
tion tool. With a more strongly structured deªnition, some groups will no
longer see their interests represented on the MPA agenda.70 We argue that under-
pinning the global consensus on MPAs is a lack of consensus on what consti-
tutes MPAs and the processes through which they should be implemented.
Although the CBD relies on consensus as a decision-making mechanism, its
ability to accommodate a lack of consensus, through the use of boundary ob-
jects, may be just as signiªcant.
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