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This study examines the extent and implications of community participation in the decision-making and 
governance processes surrounding ecological relocation induced by the establishment of protected areas. 
Drawing on semi-structured interviews with government officials, community representatives and relocated 
residents in two counties within the planning area of the Giant Panda National Park, the research finds 
that the quality of participation largely hinges on the localisation of policy implementation and the 
representativeness of community intermediaries. Although official narratives stress the voluntary nature 
of relocation, China’s distinctive rural governance structure tends to amplify the authority of community 
representatives, often at the expense of adequately reflecting residents’ voices and concerns. While the overall 
effectiveness of participatory approaches remains contested, recent innovations in institutional design have 
opened up new avenues for community involvement in protected area governance. This study contributes 
to the literature by shedding light on livelihood transformations and governance dynamics in resettled 
communities, and identifies potential entry points for enhancing local governance and collaborative 
management of protected areas.
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INTRODUCTION

The global expansion of protected areas (PAs) has become a central strategy in 
biodiversity conservation, beginning with the establishment of Yellowstone National 
Park in 1872 and later replicated across much of the Global North and, increasingly, 
the Global South (Neumann 1998). PAs function by limiting human presence and 
land use, thereby slowing deforestation, mitigating habitat degradation, preventing 
species extinction, and safeguarding soil and water resources (Brooks et al. 2009).  
By 2005, over 100,000 PAs had been designated globally, covering more than 12% of 
terrestrial land surface (Chape et al. 2005). The Aichi Biodiversity Targets, adopted 
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under the Convention on Biological Diversity, set an ambitious goal to expand this 
coverage to at least 17% by 2020 (Convention on Biological Diversity 2018).

While the origins of PAs are diverse—ranging from religious and communal 
conservation practices to elite efforts to preserve land for hunting and recreation—
state intervention has driven large-scale PA expansion since the nineteenth century 
(Borrini-Feyerabend et al. 2013; Chape et al. 2005). Governance models vary across 
contexts, with the International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN) and the 
Convention on Biological Diversity identifying four primary types: state governance, 
shared governance, private governance, and governance by Indigenous peoples and 
local communities. These models position local communities differently in terms of 
access, authority and participation. In many cases, particularly where states adopt 
exclusionary approaches, PA designation leads to involuntary relocation, reduced access 
to traditional lands or restrictions on resource-based livelihoods (Lele et al. 2010). Such 
interventions can result in multiple forms of displacement: physical, economic and 
cultural (Brockington and Igoe 2006). As a result, the role of affected communities 
and the legitimacy of participatory mechanisms have become critical dimensions in 
the sustainability and equity of PA governance.

China’s PA system has followed a highly centralised and state-led trajectory since 
the establishment of the Dinghushan Nature Reserve in Guangdong Province in 1956 
(Dinghushan Nature Reserve 2010). Under China’s socialist land regime, all land is 
nominally state-owned, and individuals or communities hold only conditional land-use 
rights (Cai 2007). This institutional arrangement prohibits the development of privately 
owned PAs and limits bottom-up governance initiatives. By 2019, six major categories of 
PAs had been formalised at the national level, including national parks (guojia gongyuan), 
forest parks, nature reserves, scenic areas, geoparks, and marine or wetland reserves (National 
Greening Committee of China 2020). The governance of these PAs is tiered: national parks 
and key reserves are administered by the State Forestry and Grassland Administration, while 
other PAs fall under the jurisdiction of provincial and municipal forestry departments 
(The General Office of the Central Committee of the Communist Party of China and 
the General Office of the State Council [GOCCC and GOSC] 2019).

Despite their ecological objectives, the implementation of PAs in China often 
overlaps with poverty alleviation agendas, particularly in environmentally fragile 
regions. To address this dual challenge, the state has promoted a policy of shengtai 
yimin (ecological relocation), with pilot projects dating back to the 1980s and wider 
implementation from the 1990s onwards. This initiative aims to resettle populations 
living in degraded, high-altitude or erosion-prone areas to more accessible locations 
with improved economic and infrastructural conditions (Uchida et al. 2005). The 
policy is framed as a multi-objective solution to environmental rehabilitation, poverty 
reduction and land-use optimisation (Heilig et al. 2006). However, existing studies 
have raised concerns about the voluntariness of relocation and the insufficient attention 
paid to sustainable livelihood development post-relocation, particularly in cases where 
participation by affected residents is limited or symbolic (Li et al. 2001).
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Against this backdrop, this study investigates the governance dynamics and 
institutional mechanisms shaping community participation in PA-induced ecological 
relocation in China. Through semi-structured interviews conducted with government 
officials, village representatives and relocated residents in two counties within the 
planning area of the Giant Panda National Park, the study assesses how community 
participation is conceptualised and operationalised throughout the relocation 
process. Particular attention is paid to how policies are implemented locally, how 
representational mechanisms function and how the voices of affected communities 
are incorporated—or marginalised—at different stages of relocation. By examining 
the interplay between policy frameworks, administrative practices and community 
experiences, this article contributes to broader discussions on participatory governance 
in state-led conservation regimes and identifies opportunities for more inclusive and 
sustainable resettlement planning.

WEAVING CONSERVATION WITH COMMUNITIES

PAs have become a central component of global strategies for biodiversity conservation. 
By limiting human activity in ecologically sensitive zones, PAs aim to reduce 
deforestation, protect endangered species and preserve vital ecosystem services. 
However, these ecological objectives are often accompanied by complex social impacts, 
particularly in contexts where local communities are embedded in the landscapes 
targeted for protection. Although PAs are commonly associated with broader public 
benefits such as environmental preservation, improved governance or enhanced 
livelihoods, studies have shown that these benefits are frequently unevenly distributed. 
While remote beneficiaries enjoy ecological gains, the costs, including loss of land, 
restricted resource access and, in some cases, displacement, are concentrated among 
local populations (Bennett and Dearden 2014; Cernea 2005; Walpole and Goodwin 
2001). Even when physical relocation does not occur, restrictions on resource use may 
lead to economic insecurity and cultural marginalisation (Willcott 2004).

This paradox is well-documented in international case studies. In countries such 
as the Philippines, Indonesia and Honduras, the creation of PAs without adequate 
conflict resolution mechanisms or livelihood alternatives has resulted in persistent 
tensions. Communities excluded from decision-making processes often experience 
negative outcomes despite the ecological success of conservation interventions. These 
cases have been described as instances of ‘biological success and social failure’ (Christie 
2004; Vacanti Brondo and Woods 2007). Such findings highlight the limitations of 
strictly ecological approaches to conservation. Scholars argue that local legitimacy 
and community acceptance are critical to the long-term success of PAs (Kideghesho  
et al. 2007; Western 2001). As a result, participatory and community-led conservation 
models have received increasing support. These approaches recognise the role of local 
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actors as rights holders and stewards of biodiversity. Empirical studies of community-
driven development (CDD) projects—such as those supported by the World 
Bank—suggest that community involvement improves both project performance and 
sustainability (Isham et al. 1995; Mansuri and Rao 2004; Narayan 1995).

Participation becomes even more critical when conservation leads to displacement. 
In many regions, land acquisition for development or ecological restoration 
has displaced rural communities. Governments and project sponsors often 
justify relocation with promises of improved housing, infrastructure or income 
opportunities. However, such outcomes are not guaranteed. The Impoverishment 
Risks and Reconstruction (IRR) framework proposed by Cernea (1997) identifies 
eight major risks of involuntary resettlement. These include loss of land and jobs, 
marginalisation, deteriorating health, food insecurity, loss of access to public resources 
and weakened social networks. In India, the expansion of large dams, mining 
operations and special economic zones has displaced millions. Studies show that the 
most marginalised groups are also the most vulnerable to further impoverishment 
as a result of relocation (Chowdhury and Kipgen 2013; Maitra 2009; Somayaji  
and Talwar 2011).

Conservation-induced displacement raises similar concerns. Exclusion-based 
models that prohibit community access to land and resources are often associated 
with high social costs (Bray and Velazquez 2009; Brockington and Igoe 2006). 
While some scholars argue that conservation must be based on local consent and 
participation (Vermeulen and Sheil 2007), others claim that effective protection 
can still be achieved in politically weak and isolated areas where communities lack 
the capacity to resist exclusion (Brockington 2004). A growing consensus suggests 
that conservation efforts should not ignore the rights of affected populations. 
Relocation should only be considered with free, prior and informed consent, 
along with appropriate compensation and livelihood support (Brechin et al. 2002; 
Naughton-Treves et al. 2005).

The Chinese case introduces a distinctive model that integrates conservation 
with state-led poverty alleviation. The government has implemented ecological 
relocation programmes as part of this agenda (Roger and Wang 2006). It draws 
on global frameworks such as the World Bank’s ‘development with resettlement’ 
strategy, and responds to international conservation norms like those set out in 
the Convention on Biological Diversity (Yang et al. 2020). In theory, ecological 
displacement in China is intended to create sustainable, self-reliant communities. 
However, existing English-language studies have paid limited attention to this 
model. Most focus on development-induced resettlement among ethnic minorities 
in South and Southeast Asia and do not engage with the ecological rationale behind 
China’s policy design (Chatterjee 2009; Mills 2005; Petit 2008).

China also has the world’s largest population affected by development-related 
resettlement. Land expropriation for infrastructure, urban expansion and large 
hydropower projects has displaced millions of rural residents (Heggelund 2006; 
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Stein 1998; Wilmsen et al. 2011). These projects often claim to address poverty by 
relocating populations from geographically disadvantaged areas to towns with better 
economic prospects (Bird 2002; Pani and Carling 2013). Officials argue that changing 
environmental and spatial constraints can create new development opportunities 
(Rogers and Wang 2006). Yet critics highlight a range of problems. These include 
limited consultation, misuse of relocation funds and failure to secure long-term 
livelihoods for displaced populations (Li et al. 2001; McDonald et al. 2008; Shi 2005; 
Webber 2012). The ‘Returning Farmland to Forest’ programme (tuigeng huanlin 
huancao), launched in 1999, has led to the relocation of entire rural villages. Although 
promoted as an ecological intervention, the programme has raised concerns about 
involuntary resettlement and the erosion of traditional rural life (Tan et al. 2013).

In addition, there are concerns about the effectiveness of local implementation. 
National poverty alleviation policies often fail to account for regional diversity. Some 
resettlement schemes lack basic social services or job opportunities, and post-relocation 
monitoring remains weak. As Xiang (2011) points out, communities are at risk of 
returning to poverty due to the absence of long-term support. These limitations 
have fuelled ongoing debates about whether large-scale resettlement is an effective or 
justifiable tool for sustainable development.

This study contributes to these debates by focusing on ecological displacement 
in China’s PA system. It examines how top-level objectives such as conservation and 
poverty reduction are translated into local implementation, and how community 
participation is shaped by both policy and practice. Drawing on empirical evidence from 
the Giant Panda National Park planning region, this study highlights the governance 
challenges involved in state-led ecological relocation. It also identifies the implications 
for participatory planning and sustainable livelihoods in marginalised rural areas.

METHODOLOGY

This study adopts a qualitative research design to examine how community participation 
is structured and experienced in ecological resettlement linked to PA development. 
The research focuses on four key areas: the power dynamics within resettlement 
planning, knowledge dissemination across planning phases, the inclusiveness of rights 
protection for vulnerable groups and the mechanisms of empowerment after relocation. 
A qualitative approach is well-suited to capturing the complexity of these issues, which 
involve layered institutional processes and diverse local experiences.

Fieldwork was conducted between May and July 2020, during a period of strict 
public health controls due to the COVID-19 pandemic. These conditions required 
adjustments to the original research plan. To ensure the safety of all participants  
and comply with mobility restrictions, data collection was carried out remotely. The 
research combined documentary analysis with semi-structured interviews conducted  
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via audio calls. Secondary sources included government policy documents, 
implementation reports and relevant academic literature. These documents informed 
the interview design and supported the triangulation of findings. Remote interviews 
provided flexibility and allowed participants to express their views in a less formal setting 
(Longhurst 2010). All interviews were recorded with participants’ oral consent and 
transcribed anonymously. Each transcript was assigned a unique identifier to ensure 
confidentiality. The transcription process aimed to preserve both factual narratives and 
personal reflections (Hoggart et al. 2014). Transcripts were then coded thematically to 
identify common patterns and divergent perspectives. Interview transcripts were coded 
for policy literacy, defined as participants’ awareness of rules, procedural steps, rights 
and entitlements, to assess both formal opportunities for participation and residents’ 
practical capacity to exercise them.

Informants were selected through purposive sampling. They included local 
government officials involved in ecological relocation and community representatives 
from resettled areas. The study identified a separation in institutional responsibilities: 
local poverty alleviation offices were responsible for managing ecological displacement, 
while provincial authorities oversaw the governance of the Giant Panda National 
Park. This division informed both the sampling strategy and the interpretation of 
institutional narratives.

Community selection was guided by official planning documents, government 
reports and prior research. The study initially engaged with one key community, later 
expanding to include three additional communities located within the general control 
zone of the park. These sites were chosen to reflect the historical trajectory of PA 
expansion and associated resettlement over the past three decades, particularly in zones 
where state planning has intersected with long-term rural livelihood transformations.

In total, 15 interviews were conducted with respondents from Zhouzhi County 
and Taibai County in Shaanxi Province. Participants included administrative staff 
and village-level representatives. Personal information was omitted from transcripts 
to protect participant anonymity. A code system was used to manage and reference 
the data consistently (see Table 1). 

Data were analysed using an inductive coding approach, which allowed analytical 
categories to emerge from the data rather than being pre-defined (Mayring 2004). 
Content analysis was conducted to evaluate community participation, supported by 
cross-referencing with policy documents and field narratives (Denzin 1989; Kondracki 
et al. 2002). This triangulated approach improved the reliability and contextual depth 
of the findings (Flick 2009; Guba and Lincoln 1994; Mason 2002).

To assess the quality of participation and empowerment, the analysis was guided by 
Choguill’s (1996) ladder of community participation. This framework is specifically 
designed for contexts with limited resources and offers a structured way to evaluate 
participation outcomes in low-income and marginalised settings. Overall, this 
methodology provides a systematic and ethically grounded basis for understanding 
how ecological resettlement is experienced and governed at both institutional and 
community levels.
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Table 1
Coding and Identity of Participants.

Participant 
Code Locality Position

Participant 
Code Locality Position

GZ1 Zhouzhi County County-level official GT1 Taibai County County-level 
official

GZ2 Zhouzhi County Town-level official GT2 Taibai County Town-level 
official

RP1 Zhouzhi County Representative of H 
Village

RP2 Taibai County Representative of 
K Village

RZ1 Zhouzhi County Resident from H 
Village

RT1 Taibai County Resident from K 
Village

RZ2 Zhouzhi County Resident from H 
Village

RP3 Taibai County Representative of 
L Community

RZ3 Zhouzhi County Resident from H 
Village

RT2 Taibai County Resident from L 
Village

RZ4 Zhouzhi County Resident from H 
Village

RP4 Taibai County Representative of 
B Community

RT3 Taibai County Resident from B 
Village

POLICIES AND REALITIES IN ECOLOGICAL DISPLACEMENT:  
EMPIRICAL FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION

This chapter presents the findings from two dimensions: the retrospective analysis 
of the statements in government documents and policies, and the comparative 
expressions from officials and community perspectives before and after the ecological 
displacement. Three guiding documents and the master plan of the National Park were 
analysed before the interviews to assess the legislation and regulatory background of 
the ecological displacement and livelihood support services. Then, combined with the 
critical statements in the policy document, the interviews of officials and residents 
have been analysed and compared with similar studies, including studies on PAs and 
community participation in China and elsewhere. Possible limitations of the findings 
are also discussed at the end of this chapter.

POLICIES ON COMMUNITY PARTICIPATION IN ECOLOGICAL DISPLACEMENT

Two official guidance documents issued by the central government and one master 
plan issued by the National Park Service of China have been published from 2016 
to 2019 for the Giant Panda National Park (see Table 2). The government published 
statements related to ecological displacement in the management regime, development 
goals, control measures and co-ordinated development with the community, with a 
breakthrough in social participation and franchising. However, the separation of park 
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management and immigration, the pre-setting of resettlement goals and the restrictions 
on livelihoods might separate the relationship between immigrants and PAs.

GOVERNANCE INSTITUTIONS AND MECHANISMS

In the management mechanism of the Giant Panda National Park, the description 
related to ecological displacement and community participation mainly includes the 
management framework with multi-level government cooperation, the determination 
of resource ownership and resource utilisation. As a pilot project, park governance 
has broken through multiple management problems and the intersection of powers 
and responsibilities that have long existed in China’s PAs since the 1950s. Further, 
registering all kinds of resource ownership certificates and unascertained resources 
ensures residents’ legitimate rights and interests. 

Since 1956, China’s PAs have established several departments, that is, the Grassland, 
Wetland and Desert Department of the former National Forestry Administration. 
Moreover, different types of PAs have an independent management and regulation 
system. Jumbled institutions, unclear geographical boundaries and overlapping 
management authority have led to unclear ownership of rights and responsibilities, 
thus challenging the implementation of protection measures in many PAs in China 
(GOCCC and GOSC 2019). For example, 62 of the 77 PAs within the Giant Panda 
National Park planning scope overlap with others and belong to different levels of 
local government or private authorities (see Figures 1 and 2; NFGA and CNPS 2019). 
Therefore, clarifying and standardising the types of PAs, management structure and 
ownership of rights and responsibilities is one of the essential purposes of the central 
government in establishing national parks (GOCCC and GOSC 2017).

The new governance regime is a four-level governance framework under the 
guidance of the National Forestry and Grassland Administration and China National 
Park Service (NFGA and CNPS) (2019, see Figure 3). These institutions are responsible 
for ecological protection, natural resource management, franchising, scientific research 
testing, social participation management, advocacy in national parks, and coordination 

Table 2 
Information About the Three Guidance Documents and  

the Master Plan.

Document Name Issued By Date

General Plan for the 
Establishment of a National 
Park System

General Office, CCCPC;
General Office of the State Council, PRC

26 September 2017

Guidance on the  
Establishment of a System of 
Protected Areas with National 
Parks as the Main Body

General Office, CCCPC (GOCCC);
General Office of the State Council,  
PRC (GOSC)

26 June 2019

Master Plan of the Giant 
Panda National Park

National Forestry and Grassland  
Administration, PRC (NFGA);
National Park Service of China (CNPS)

17 October 2019
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Figure 1
Type and Proportion of Existing Protected Areas in the Giant  

Panda National Park Planning Area. 

Source: Adapted and summarised from NFGA and CNPS (2019).

Figure 2
Proportion of Authorities in Existing Protected Areas in Giant  

Panda National Park Planning Area. 

Source: Adapted and summarised from NFGA and CNPS (2019).

of relations with local and peripheral areas. However, ecological displacement, public 
service, social management and market supervision functions are still managed by local 
governments according to administrative divisions. This approach means the park has 
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Figure 3 
Governance Framework of the Giant Panda National Park.

Source: Adapted from NFGA and CNPS (2019).

effectively transferred resettlement and related safeguard duties to local governments, 
with only coordinating functions left. Moreover, the park management regime has no 
formal statement about community responsibilities and rights. Therefore, community 
participation in decision-making related to resettlement and compensation needs to 
be further analysed using interview data.

In natural resource management, the documents indicate that national parks need 
to register and manage resources through the process of ‘ownership confirmation – 
paid utilisation – franchising – income used for protection’ (GOCCC and GOSC 
2017; NFGA and CNPS 2019). Although the form of participation of residents and 
communities cannot be clarified from the macro expression of the system alone, it is 
notable that the document requires non-state resource owners to transfer resources 
and establish a related benefit distribution mechanism voluntarily. The management 
method, after confirmation of the ownership of non-state-owned resources, is stated 
as follows:

According to the principle of voluntariness and compensation, land under 
collective ownership shall be transferred through leasing and other methods 
based on fully soliciting the opinions of owners and contractors and should be 
managed by the national park management institutions. (NFGA and CNPS 
2019, Chapter 4, Section 2, 37, in Chinese)

For those that must be expropriated as state-owned land, it should go through 
the expropriation approval procedures following the law and provide reasonable 
compensation. (NFGA and CNPS 2019, Chapter 4, Section 2, 37, in Chinese)

Therefore, the policy guarantees that the ownership of resources by the people and 
communities will not be forcibly plundered. Nonetheless, the issues of implementation, 
ownership confirmation process and reasonableness of compensation are still worth 
evaluating through interview data.
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GOAL-RELATED STATEMENTS

The goals in the planning documents are the elements that the policymakers believe 
can work (Wang and Yu 2007). Interpreting the phased quantitative indicators of the 
short-term, mid-term and long-term development goals in the planning documents can 
help us understand the intended trajectory of the project at the beginning of the design. 
The target indicator system of the Giant Panda National Park consists of current status, 
short-term planning (2020) and long-term planning (2025, the end of the pilot period). 
The system has three indicators of ecological displacement: the population in Core 
Reserves, the area of arable land and ecological public welfare service posts (see Table 3).

Notably, the population in the core protection area has been given a short-term 
20% relocation target, but ‘voluntary relocation’ is particularly emphasised in the 
long-term statement. Without further elaboration in the documents, the benchmark 
for the 20% relocation goal and the means of voluntary manifestation need to be 
further explored with the interviews. 

The area of arable land and public welfare reflects the description of restricting the 
use of resources, signing management and protection agreements with the community, 
and prioritising the employment of community residents. However, there are no 
detailed rules for compensation and job acquisition methods for the areas to be 
converted to farmland, which should be further discussed in interviews.

STATEMENT OF CONTROL MEASURES

In order to promote the adequate protection of ecosystem services and the sustainable 
use of natural resources, the Giant Panda National Park implements differentiated 
protection and management through zoning controls (NFGA and CNPS 2019). Like 
most exclusive PAs, the park has adopted measures that ban human activities in the Core 
Reserves and restrict human activities in General Control Areas to minimise human 
impact on the environment, even if the effectiveness and necessity of such measures 
remain controversial (Lele et al. 2010). This section focuses on specific restrictions on 
human activities, especially livelihoods, as a reference for contextualising interview data.

First, the core protection area that strictly prohibits human activity necessitates 
that the number of local people be managed in order to ‘control the increase and 
reduce the stock’ (NFGA and CNPS 2019, in Chinese). However, it also stated that 

Table 3
Target Indicator System of the Giant Panda National Park  

(Excerpt, in Chinese).

Serial No. Indicator Name Unit 2017 2020 (Short-term) 2025 (Long-term)

10 Cultivated area km2 214 Reduced Decrease by year
12 Population in core 

reserve
Person 5,553 20% relocation 

completed
Complete ecological 
relocation voluntarily

13 Ecological public 
welfare service posts

Person 11,993 Gradually increase Gradually increase

Source: Adapted from NFGA and CNPS (2019).
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‘all relocations must be completed by the end of the pilot period in 2025’ (NFGA 
and CNPS 2019). That is, even if the voluntary nature of the relocation of residents 
is emphasised in the target, it essentially requires that all relocations are compulsory. 
Thus, whether the residents have any real right to choose or whether coercion is the 
modus operandi is an issue which needs to be ascertained.

Second, the general control area mandates, in principle, administrators to ‘restrict 
man-made activities’ (NFGA and CNPS 2019, in Chinese), and only allow ‘limited 
man-made activities that do not cause damage to ecological functions’ (NFGA and 
CNPS 2019, in Chinese). Among them, measures related to the livelihoods of local 
people include:

The scattered local people are allowed to repair the living facilities and retain 
the small amount of planting, grazing, fishing and breeding necessary for life 
without expanding the scale of existing construction land and cultivated land. 
(NFGA and CNPS 2019, Chapter 3, Three sections, 28, in Chinese)

Therefore, how communities and individuals were influenced regarding restricted 
actions in the general control area should also be further confirmed.

COMMUNITY CO-ORDINATED DEVELOPMENT MEASURES

How communities claim their rights in the political arena can reflect the effectiveness 
of community organisations and the participation level within the area (Choguill 
1996). Given that the Giant Panda National Park is directly affiliated to CNPS and 
cooperates with provincial governments (rather than at a grassroots level), the voice 
and role of its communities can reflect the inclusiveness of its governance system 
vis-à-vis the community and residents. In the four documents, establishing a social 
participation mechanism and encouraging local communities to participate in park 
construction and development are listed as basic governance concepts:

Community residents are encouraged to apply for ecological management and social 
service public welfare positions. […] Provide jobs for surplus labour and displaced 
residents. (GOCCC and GOSC 2016, Chapter 4, Section 1, 33, in Chinese)

Public welfare posts are specially used for people with employment difficulties 
in the resettlement area. […] priority is given to absorbing the registered poor, 
resettled residents and poor households in the surrounding poverty-stricken  
villages and appropriately increasing ecological posts in impoverished areas.  
[…] Ecological management and protection posts should provide training if 
needed. (NFGA and CNPS 2019, Chapter 9, Section 1, 64, in Chinese)

Additionally, for those lacking job-seeking skills, the policy design proposes to help 
improve employability and support employment through vocational training and 
skills appraisals.
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It is worth noting that the document clarifies the implementation requirements for 
ecological displacement and the follow-up guarantee assistance plan:

Residents living in the core protection area should be gradually moved out in 
batches. The population and production scale of the local people in the general 
control area should be reasonably controlled. It is necessary to scientifically and 
rationally implement the resettlement of those impoverished without basic devel-
opment conditions in ecologically fragile areas. Those impoverished households 
willing to relocate and meet the conditions should be resettled. (NFGA and 
CNPS 2019, Chapter 9, Section 2, 67–68, in Chinese)

In similar studies, although the social participation mechanism provides priority 
employment opportunities for the ecologically displaced, the superficial level of 
participation and the division of powers and responsibilities for ecological displacement 
and PA governance have led to controversy over its feasibility and expected benefits 
(Xue et al. 2013). Researchers have also criticised the lack of cash compensation 
following the welfare loss of residents (Xue et al. 2013). Therefore, confirming whether 
similar problems still exist in the new system is necessary. Furthermore, the question 
of whether or not there is involuntary relocation in general control areas and the 
definition of ‘willing to relocate’ are two points that need to be clarified with officials 
and the relocated people (NFGA and CNPS 2019, in Chinese).

In short, although breakthroughs have been made in accepting communities 
and individuals as cooperative participants in conservation, there remains a lack of 
expression on the process and guidance of community participation in ecological 
displacement. This situation may be because the ecological displacement, as described 
in the document, relies on the existing resettlement framework and poverty alleviation 
policies rather than re-describing it in the documents intended solely for PA governance 
(Yang et al. 2020). The following chapters will analyse the information provided by 
the 15 interviewees based on the above interpretation.

ANALYSIS OF OFFICIAL AND COMMUNITY PERCEPTIONS OF THE PROCESS OF 
COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT BEFORE ECOLOGICAL DISPLACEMENT

TOP-DOWN AND BOTTOM-UP COMMUNICATION

As ecological displacement relies on the existing top-down poverty alleviation and 
resettlement frameworks implemented by the government, all interviewees felt that 
the top-down policy communication channels are open. Officials are informed about 
the requirements and tasks of the project in routine working meetings with the higher 
levels of government, which are then communicated to the next level in subordinate 
routine working meetings. On the other hand, township government officials 
communicate their work and requirements by convening community representatives. 
The community here refers specifically to the countryside under China’s socialist 
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system. The relationship between community representatives and officials in rural 
China is delicate: relying on party branches established by the Communist Party of 
China (CPC) in rural areas, village branch secretaries, although elected by the people, 
have the dual, often Janus-like role of executors at the end of the administrative 
governance system and simultaneously as representatives of community discourse to 
government (Chen 2020). As a result, the village branch secretaries effectively work 
on behalf of the government in the downward transmission of policies. On the other 
hand, villagers receive information on the latest policies and implementation rules 
from village branch secretaries and village assemblies. 

However, while officials stated that they strictly communicate the policy, adequately 
explaining its tenets, others reported only having access to information about their 
village and town relocation goals, deadlines and screening conditions for targeted 
migrants. This problem may be due to the need for localised sub-policies of national 
policy, from provincial and municipal governments to county governments. These 
derived policies tend to ignore elements that are not relevant to the region. For example, 
in previous poverty alleviation relocations, national and provincial-level documents only 
gave vague selection criteria and basic compensation standards for proposed relocation 
targets, while implementation plans at the municipal and district-county levels would 
be precise as to which specific villages needed to be relocated and where (GZ1; GT1). 
However, the lack of access to cross-sectional comparisons reduces the information 
transparency, even though it is only relevant to residents at the grassroots level.

Moreover, there is very little that community representatives can do to participate 
in relocations, even though officials describe them as the ‘lowest level implementers’ 
(GT1). Almost all community representatives indicated that they were only responsible 
for disseminating information to residents on the benefits of the relocation policy and 
reporting upwards on their wishes, but not becoming directly involved in the relocation 
implementation process. As RP2 indicated:

In the early years, the entire village was relocated directly to a government-built 
community. Representatives in those villages had no way to choose the site. 
In recent years, we have had a few families move out of the mountains in our 
neighbourhood. At most, our village committee only needs to choose a pile for 
those who moved here. The rest is all co-ordinated by the town-level officials.

On the other hand, feedback from the community to the government can provide 
information about community preferences, enabling the final development project 
to lead to higher community welfare and quality public services (Mansuri and Rao 
2004). All officers indicated they had visited the community to talk to residents and 
resolve problems. Knowing the specific household situation of each resident who 
needs to be relocated and the issues that need to be addressed in their lives is part of 
the pre-relocation statutory process (GT1). Significant matters that cannot be resolved 
locally would be escalated until the issue is appropriately resolved (GZ1), a process 



Inclusive Conservation or Controlled Displacement	 15

China Report (2026): 1–27

which was also confirmed in the interviews with residents. In short, feedback on 
residents’ opinions is adequately addressed within the existing feedback framework, 
and institutional safeguards are in place.

‘VOLUNTARY’ RELOCATION

When asked about the voluntariness of relocated residents, different expressions 
emerged depending on the type of immigrant. Officials were firm in their adherence 
to the principle of voluntariness, regardless of the type of immigrant to whom the 
target belonged. Community representatives, however, were divided into different 
types of immigration procedures, which is similar to the situation that Connell (2015) 
found in Cambodia.

First, all interviewees agreed that voluntary-based relocation of poor people in the 
general control area took place. Migrants in this category strictly follow the application 
process, eligibility declaration, approval of relocation, selection of new piles, and 
retirement of original piles and cultivated land to green (GT2; GZ1). Moreover, since 
this category applies only to impoverished households, the proposed resident must 
provide proof of a low income or poverty determination (RP3). This is corroborated by 
the statement of RT1, a resident who has recently completed a relocation due to poverty:

Our family […] is recognised by the government as a destitute family and had 
been receiving the State Subsidies for Poverty Alleviation for years. The original 
house was far from the village centre. […] Last year, the village said we were 
eligible to move to a house near the village centre with a special subsidy pro-
vided by the government. (Then) with the help of the village branch secretary, 
we submitted a certificate of poverty and a relocation application, which was 
approved late last year.

However, there was considerable disagreement among interviewees in describing the 
relocation of residents of ecologically vulnerable areas and core control areas within the 
general control area. Since ecologically fragile areas and core control areas of the national 
park are formed by government planning based on resource endowments, residents were 
essentially selected for ecological displacement based on such arbitrary criteria. Officials 
insisted that the evictions were voluntary, but community representatives described 
themselves as benefiting from their ‘mobilisation’ of the residents (RP2). Once the 
target population has been identified for relocation, community representatives will 
visit their homes and explain the benefits and compensation of relocation to convince 
residents to agree to the move (RP1; RP2; RP3). Residents who are challenging or 
difficult to persuade will be ‘repeatedly persuaded’, even ‘with town officials together’ 
(RP2). Some community representatives consider those who reject to move to ‘lack 
a sense of community’ and add to their workload (RP2). As this was not confirmed 
with the resident interviewees, it is not known whether other coercive actions by 
community representatives were applied. At the very least, it can be demonstrated 
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that in some communities, community representatives are more on the side of the 
government than truly ‘representing’ the population. 

This finding is rare in previous research on the role of community representatives 
in China: scholars only blamed grassroots officials for the forced relocation rather 
than identifying community representatives as coercive parties (see Li et al. 2001; Shi 
2005). In fact, practitioners in the field not following the guidelines/law are criticised 
as the main reason for ineffective conservation practices (Krueger 2009). Besides, 
persons found to be unknowingly and involuntarily displaced have the right to restore 
lands and resources that they have occupied and sustainably used, even if they are 
subsequently protected (Borrini-Feyerabend et al. 2004). It is, therefore, debatable 
whether the motivation of coercion is to achieve the relocation goal or to permanently 
deprive residents of their right to return to their former homes.

Fortunately, this research did not find examples of the government cutting off 
public services to residents who did not want to move, as Xue et al. (2013) found in 
Shanxi. Even though coercion and inducements may still exist in the case sites of this 
article, at least these residents who do not wish to move can maintain their necessary 
living conditions without losing their habitat.

FUNDS MANAGEMENT AND COMPENSATION

Earlier studies have addressed the issue of corruption of resettlement funds by grassroots 
officials during relocation (Li et al. 2001; Shi 2005). However, all the interviewees in 
this study indicated that the existing management of funds has mostly eliminated the 
possibility of officials or community representatives embezzling poverty alleviation 
funds. Since 2017, the Shaanxi Provincial Government has integrated and co-ordinated 
the agricultural aid funds that were previously managed by municipal or town-level 
governments (GT2; GZ1). Municipal governments and below also no longer have 
the authority to use funds earmarked for poverty alleviation and resettlement (GZ2). 
Compensation and resettlement payments to individuals are paid directly from 
provincial government accounts to the residents’ accounts without going through 
any third party (GT2).

However, communities and residents are unable to negotiate compensation with 
the government because of the complete control over funds exerted by the provincial 
government. In both Zhouzhi County (annual per capita disposable income of 
CNY 22,858, Zhouzhi County Government 2020) and Taibai County (annual per 
capita disposable income of CNY 16,957, Taibai County Government 2020), the 
financial compensation for ecological migrants in General Control Areas is CNY 
25,000 per person (GZ1; GT1; Shaanxi Provincial Government 2018). In the 
centralised resettlement of entire villages in Core Reserves, the standard that the per 
capita resettlement area should not exceed 25 square metres and the maximum size 
of resettlement houses should not exceed 120 square metres is also ‘strictly enforced’ 
(GZ1; GT1). Although the community representatives all said that ‘there is a clear 
policy at the higher level that can meet the needs of the people’, the residents have 
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mixed feelings about this policy. For example, RT2, who completed a move within 
the village last year, said:

When our family applied for relocation, we could only get seventy-five thousand 
in compensation for the three of us. There was not much money left to build a 
new house and renovate it. (We) are planning to have a second child, but right 
now, there is no room to build an extra room on this homestead, which is given 
on a three-person basis. […] The family next door had their second child early, 
so they were all able to get a four-person pile. (Their house) does not cost much 
more than ours, but the subsidy is much higher.

THE OVERALL LEVEL OF COMMUNITY PARTICIPATION BEFORE  
ECOLOGICAL DISPLACEMENT

In this study, the assessment of the level of community participation prior to ecological 
displacement involves four components: policy development, relocation voluntarism, 
relocation compensation and communication. 

Based on feedback from participants, the Protected Area Preparation Working 
Group and others have visited the site several times between 2016 and 2019 to conduct 
resource and population surveys, as well as run workshops with grassroots officials 
and community representatives to determine the geographical boundaries of the PA 
and areas to be relocated (GZ1; GT1; RP4). Regarding the level of voluntariness 
towards displacement, despite official and policy perceptions that residents are entirely 
voluntary, there is implicit coercion on the part of a few community representatives 
to perform their ‘tasks’ (RP2). Moreover, compensation for relocation mainly reflects 
the government’s greater reliance on the requirements of guiding documents issued 
at higher levels and a lack of localised, tailored policies to localised, idiosyncratic 
conditions (RT2; GZ1; GT1). Finally, community-government communication 
benefits from the CPC’s grassroots party organising system, which brings community 
representatives closer to the local government and allows them (i.e., grassroots party 
cadres) to participate in decision-making processes that are of interest to the community 
(RP1; RP2; RP3; RP4; GZ2). 

Therefore, the community participation level before ecological displacement in the 
case site meets the requirements of the conciliation level of the community participation 
ladder in less developed areas.

Within this overall classification, residents’ familiarity with relocation practices varied 
by pathway. Poverty-alleviation moves followed a standardised and well-signposted 
sequence disseminated through routine village channels, and interviewees described 
the steps and documentation with confidence. In ecologically targeted relocations, 
identified administratively rather than through household application, brokerage by 
community representatives played a larger part; this was often described as ‘mobilisation’ 
and involved repeated persuasion. These features point to thinner procedural literacy 
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among residents and a greater scope for gatekeeping. After resettlement, awareness of 
public-service opportunities, such as ranger posts, was uneven, with some interviewees 
unaware of their existence or of the allocation process. These gaps in information flows 
may constrain meaningful participation.

ANALYSIS OF OFFICIAL AND COMMUNITY PERCEPTIONS OF THE PROCESS OF 
COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT AFTER ECOLOGICAL DISPLACEMENT

FULFILMENT OF COMMITMENTS

Thanks to the government’s strict construction standards for homes, all resident 
respondents testified that their quality of life had improved significantly since the 
relocation. All congregated housing for the relocation of entire villages is built by the 
provincial government through public bidding, and the details of the winning bids and 
units are made public, enhancing transparency (GT1; GT2). None of the interviewees 
are currently living in congregate housing, so no other evidence or objections could 
be obtained. For individual resettlement plots, the community will search for a local 
construction team to build the plots at a selected place (GZ2; RP1). With clear and 
public criteria for funding and housing compensation, all residents indicated that the 
final proceeds were consistent with previous policies and officials’ promises.

Individual relocations additionally involve the transfer of land and the allocation 
of new land. There are clear laws and contracts to protect the rights and interests of 
residents in the recovery of the original and the subsequent granting of new land  
(GZ2; GT2). In turn, all resident interviewees agreed that the condition and location of 
their newly acquired land represented an improvement over their previous landholdings 
and that they had received significant additional financial compensation to help 
resume farming. 

GUARANTEE OF LIVELIHOOD AND THE RIGHT TO DEVELOPMENT

The guarantee of a livelihood and gainful employment is reflected in the milieu 
of the government’s technical support, job training and the residents’ choice. The 
establishment of village enterprises or factories with foreign capital based on the refining 
of local crops is considered to have solved the issue of unemployment and significantly 
increased the population’s income, compared to traditional individual cultivation 
(GT1; GZ1). In coordination with businesses, the government also provides skills 
training for residents who lack relevant competencies to broaden their employment 
prospects (GT2; RP2). For example, in the K community in Taibai County, a new 
local winery was believed to efficiently solve employment problems for almost all new 
immigrants and surplus labour in the area (GT2). In Zhouzhi County, residents have 
more employment options and higher incomes, thanks to more than 50 companies in 
the industrial development zone near the centralised resettlement community (GZ1). 
Five residents interviewed were offered employment near their local factories through 
a government-sponsored job fair.
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Also, all participants recognised the enhancement of infrastructure and public 
services that come with eco-displacement. Most resettlement areas where individuals 
have been relocated already have abundant amenities. Transportation, education and 
healthcare have also been addressed with the government’s increased investment in 
infrastructure. As RZ2 stated:

There is a kindergarten right in the community where (our) new home is 
located. The primary school is only 300 meters away from the community, and 
the junior high school is less than a kilometre away. […] Every community has 
a health clinic, and then there is a health centre in town. The main hospital in 
the county centre is only a 20-minute drive away. […] Bus service here is also 
very convenient.

However, when asked about forest rangers and other public service positions, there were 
significant discrepancies in the statements of officials, community representatives and 
residents. All officials indicated that displaced residents are provided with public service 
positions such as reserve rangers, volunteers and ecological supervisors (i.e., such people 
participate in the work as reserve employees). The local government distributes the posts 
evenly among the communities, and selected persons from within the communities 
participate in the training and induction (GT2). The four community representatives 
indicated precisely the same with officials. All but RP3 also indicated that there are 
residents in their community who are currently working in these positions. However, 
two residents interviewed said they were completely unaware that such a position existed 
and had never heard anyone talk about it (RZ3; RZ4). The remaining, while aware of 
it, were not aware of how the position had been allocated or accessed. In other words, 
the community representatives may have granted the opportunity privately to a third 
party without the involvement or knowledge of the community council, depriving the 
majority of residents of the possibility to participate in the park governance. 

In expropriating privately and collectively owned land and natural resources, all 
resident participants had the experience of being expropriated. However, residents do 
not care much about the voluntary and rational nature of land and resource transfers. 
As RZ4 indicated:

Because the amount of compensation for (land/resource nationalisation) acquisi-
tion is quite huge, and you cannot make that much money in a lifetime with 
that land.

Officials and community representatives have, in turn, offered persuasive answers. 
Ecologically fragile areas, which lack the necessary conditions for development, are 
almost impossible for private companies to rent out for development as factories or 
plantations (GZ2; RP1). In contrast, the sizeable one-time subsidy the government 
provides is sufficient for residents to reacquire new land or develop new livelihoods 
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after relocation (RP1; RP3). Moreover, like the subsidies for construction, the official in 
charge of the displacement discusses compensation details with households individually 
and reports the amount to the provincial government for payment to ensure financial 
security and sustainability (GZ1; GT1). 

Unfortunately, none of the land and resources of the interviewees had been 
transferred in the form of concessions. It is, therefore, not possible to provide feedback 
on the performance of concessions in this study.

LIVELIHOOD CONTROL IN GENERAL CONTROL AREAS

As with most PAs, Giant Panda National Park has established restrictions on general 
control areas. For example, high-emission industrial projects are prohibited, quarrying 
is prohibited, and all construction projects are subject to a rigorous environmental 
impact assessment (GZ1). The improvement in environmental quality and reduction 
in foul weather are widely acknowledged by respondents, especially since the central 
government called for strict management of the ecological environment of the Qinling 
Mountains in 2016. Moreover, since traditional local livelihoods are based only on 
cultivation and small husbandry, the impact of the restrictions on the local area has 
been mostly insignificant. However, some residents feel that they lack options and 
that moving as a whole to an outlying unrestricted area is better. As RT2 indicated:

Although […] it would be nice to move here now, it would be easier to live in 
a high-rise (like other communities). I could also go downtown and find a job, 
unlike here, where I have to go to the village factory or farm at home. […] We 
do not have a choice. If we did, I would move to a centralised resettlement house.

However, the community does not receive reciprocal benefits for following the rules 
while being held accountable for violations. First, the policy is very demanding on the 
community. When a violation is found in a community area, the person concerned 
must be held accountable, and the community representative (the secretary of the 
CPC branch) and township officials need to make a written report to the higher party 
organisation. This results in local government and community representatives having to 
expend much energy on monitoring and inspecting the project (RP1; RP4). The stringent 
environmental impact assessment process has made the project submission cumbersome, 
and the construction cycle has been extended, leading to delays in commissioning (RP2).

On the other hand, the strict policy has brought very little in the way of substantial 
local benefits and has even hindered further community development. For example, 
following the imposition of severe restrictions and the requisition of mining and logging 
rights, a large number of residents formerly employed in local forestry and mining 
enterprises were forced to lose their jobs and migrate for new employment opportunities 
(RZ3). Moreover, although the government provided a range of compensation and 
safeguards following the relocation, none of the residential participants perceived these 
measures as compensation for the restrictions imposed on their livelihoods.
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GOVERNANCE OF THE ‘NEW’ COMMUNITIES

In past studies, new or integrated communities have been found to create conflicts 
between hosts and new immigrants over the sharing of land, resources and public 
services (Xue et al. 2013). However, none of the participants in this study reported 
any conflict situations with the new neighbourhood after resettlement. There are 
two possible reasons for this: first, households that applied for individual relocations 
were from remote areas moving to concentrated residential areas within the same 
community; second, all the farmland allocated for individual relocations is not an 
encroaching redistribution of the original inhabitants’ land, but a new allocation 
of farmland on the periphery (GZ1). In such new communities where entire 
villages are relocated, the government has set up new residents’ self-governing 
bodies under the existing urban residents’ committee management system and 
has integrated the existing grassroots CPC branches in the area to improve 
management efficiency (GT1). Although it is impossible to intuitively judge the 
extent and effectiveness of residents’ participation in the new framework, at least 
for now, the relocated communities of the Giant Panda National Park have not 
reported subsequent community governance issues. In actuality, they have provided 
a legal basis for resident autonomy. Further, the responsibilities of communities 
in livelihood control measures are disproportionate to the benefits and may lead 
to a re-emigration of labour, which may lead to a subsequent hollowing out of 
communities.

THE OVERALL LEVEL OF COMMUNITY PARTICIPATION AFTER  
ECOLOGICAL DISPLACEMENT

Community participation after ecological displacement is mainly concerned with 
implementing compensation, livelihood security, livelihood control and community 
governance. 

All the promised compensation measures have been mainly implemented 
on schedule, thanks to the open compensation standards. Using the model 
of the established urban neighbourhood committees, community governance 
guarantees (at least institutionally) the autonomy of the community residents. 
However, the pre-allocation of public service posts to communities, such as green 
rangers, has led to the amplification of the rights of community representatives. 
The concentration of decision-making by community representatives in the 
redistribution of jobs has undermined residents’ right to know and compete 
fairly for jobs.

Taken together, as policies are mostly formulated and implemented directly by 
a few elites and governments, and based on the unity of community representation 
and grassroots governance functions of the CPC, this study leans towards arguing 
that community participation after ecological migration can meet the requirements 
of the conciliation level of the community participation ladder in underdeveloped 
areas (Choguill 1996).
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LIMITATIONS

This study did not use the most idealised snowballing method during the sample 
selection process. Thus, the final interview participants, especially residents, may not 
be the most suitable candidates. First, there was a lack of female participants among the 
resident respondents. Based on the current status of household registration management 
in China, the vast majority of household heads are male. Therefore, most of the residents 
randomly selected directly from the contact books of community heads of households 
were male, which ensured this article failed to sufficiently obtain women’s opinions. 
Further research would do well to respond to this omission. Second, the sample was 
also under-represented among vulnerable groups. Although families consisting of 
elderly couples and grandchildren were included among the respondents, it was only 
through the community representatives’ descriptions that the existence of families 
with a member with a disability and a reluctance to move due to poverty was made 
known. Moreover, due to the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic, it was not possible 
to conduct face-to-face interviews to observe subtle emotional changes or non-verbal 
cues by the interviewees, nor was it possible to visit the living environment in which 
the interviewees were currently inhabiting.

CONCLUSION

This article examines the extent and impact of community participation in ecological 
migration in China’s PAs through interviews with a total of 15 respondents, including 
residents, community representatives and government officials. The interviews glean 
information on their respective experiences and attitudes before and after ecological 
displacement. The findings suggest that while poverty alleviation resettlements or 
development-induced displacement and resettlement (DIDR) in China have been criticised 
as involuntary and unsustainable since the end of the previous century (Dickinson and 
Webber 2007; Li et al. 2001; McDonald et al. 2008), the new PA system, with national 
parks at its core, has regularised the process of ecological displacement through institutional 
improvements and limits on the local authority. In particular, the participation of 
communities and other social forces in the governance of PAs was institutionalised for 
the first time. However, several factors still affect the level of community participation.

First, in the absence of effective oversight, the ambiguous role of community 
representatives allows for the self-magnification of their rights and an unbalanced 
accessibility to opportunities. Even if the voluntary nature of the policy is repeatedly 
emphasised in top-down communication, the principle can be ignored at the level of 
community representatives and turned into coercion and inducements to facilitate 
relocations to fulfil targets. Rural governance based on grassroots CPC branches is 
an efficient model of grassroots governance in China, built on the unity of the party 
and government, which breaks down the boundaries between communities and local 
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officials (Xiang 2011). However, the supervision of community representatives has 
long been absent. The non-representation of community representatives deprives the 
population of avenues for dialogue and negotiation with the government.

Second, the model of community participation in PA governance remains 
immature. The Giant Panda National Park remains an entirely exclusive PA. This 
exclusivity is reflected in (a) the expropriation of natural resources and land in the 
core area to the state, which the Park Administration manages; (b) the requirement 
for all core area residents (despite the stated voluntary nature) to be relocated by the 
end of the pilot period; and (c) the creation of community-oriented public service 
positions such as forest rangers, which are employees within the PA, rather than 
community-led governance. Thus, despite the limited ways in which communities 
can participate in governance, the Giant Panda National Park governance  
model remains Type A (governance by government) as defined by the IUCN  
(Borrini-Feyerabend et al. 2013).

Third, the lack of interaction between policymakers and the community makes 
the policy less active during implementation on the ground. The multiple levels 
of policy transmission from central to local governments do not reflect a targeted 
optimisation of local socio-economic conditions but rather a continual repetition 
of the bottom-line standards set by the central government. This ‘one-size-fits-all’ 
policy allows the inhabitants of two regions with wide income disparities to receive 
the same compensation while avoiding contradictions by keeping the inhabitants 
informed of the implementation in their region. As a result, communities and 
residents may be merely passive recipients of policy implementation, despite repeated 
promises by officials that their feedback channels are open and their local interests 
are of deep concern to the officials.

The findings in this research indicate that the core mechanisms, particularly the 
functional separation of park administration from resettlement delivery, arise from 
national design and are therefore likely to apply to other government-led PAs and to 
China’s pilot national parks elsewhere with similar indigenous settlement backgrounds. 
At the same time, compensation levels, the mix of livelihood opportunities, and the 
quality of information flows depend on provincial and county implementation. The 
interview base comes from general-control areas in Shaanxi, so patterns in core zones 
or in provinces with different fiscal and administrative arrangements may diverge. The 
contribution is an analytical rather than a statistical generalisation, specifying governance 
mechanisms and participation frictions that are likely to recur in IUCN Type A settings.

Ultimately, this study helps further our understanding of rural governance and 
PAs and their migrant communities in China. However, the changes in livelihood 
capital after the resettlement of residents and the implementation of the expression 
of alternative livelihoods in policy documents still require further exploration. Given 
the multiple functions of community representatives at the grassroots level in China, 
it is also worth considering how to better protect the interests of residents and the 
expression of their demands.
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