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ABSTRACT

In the past 20 years, China has experienced great economic growth under
the Policy of Economic Reform and the Open Door policy to establish a
Socialist Market Mechanism with Chinese Characteristics. By and large people’s
living conditions in rural areas have improved. However, accompanying this
growth-oriented development environmental degradation has become
increasingly serious. Economic growth was achieved at the expense of resources
and the environment. From the later half of 1990s on, the state shifted its focus
on the parallel advance of development and conservation. Especially after the
flooding of the Yangtse River in 1998, strengthened and exclusive conservation
practices were carried out around the whole country, in the forms of establishing
nature reserves and implementation a Logging Ban. Accordingly my research
site----Nanjian Wuliangshan Nature Reserve was formally established in 1996,
and upgraded to the national level in 2001. However, following its establishment,
serious conflicts ensued between the villagers of Mahuangqging and local
protection organizations. The issue of access to resources became problematic.

Unfortunately, villagers have become treated as forest destroyers, since
in the past they were the perpetrators of large scale forest destruction for selling
timber. As analyzed by this thesis, however, instead of only blaming the

over-exploitive activities on forests by, there are also structural shortcomings in



\Y

government policies and projects which contribute significantly to forest
destruction. Relationships between villagers and the protection organizations are
intense and sensitive. From the local government’s point of view, villagers do
not cooperate with them for the protection of forests and illegally use resources
for economic growth, thus they must be excluded from the nature reserve.
However, villagers do not agree with this top-down and negative elaboration of
their image. As an agency they have a different understanding about
conservation and development, which is more realistic and situated in a locally
complex context. Especially since the village is located at a high elevation,
isolated from the outside world and sensitive to the nature reserve, by lacking
efficient access to natural resources, good roads and a consistent water supply,
villagers situate their development practices into different strategies for
economic, ecological and cultural interests, which reflect local interpretations of
conservation and development among different groups of villagers.

Accordingly, this thesis will not only analyze villagers’ situated
development practices in a specific context that reflects their rich local
knowledge in resource utilization as well as their embedded relations to nature,
but also their negotiation process for getting access to resources from the nature
reserve for secure livelihoods. Considering the complexity of the local
community, although some illegal tree cutting by local villagers still takes place,
most of villagers today are trying to protect forests as much as possible and
establish harmonious relationships between themselves and nature. As Hanized
Yi people, conservation to villagers is not only related to their economic interest
regarding a secure livelihood, but also gives them a cultural space to think of
how to keep some Yi traditions in a well protected environment. To them,
conservation and development co-exist and interact with each other, based on
secure access to resources. Furthermore, conservation is not pure and exclusive
environmental protection without any human activities. Instead, it is about
sustainable resource utilization with complex access to resources for secure

livelihoods.
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