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ABSTRACT 

Sansome, E. 2024. Global Goals versus Local Values: Applying an Interest Convergence Lens to Panama’s Marine Conservation Commitments [graduate project]. Halifax, NS: Dalhousie University. 

The subjectivity of marine conservation is the result of personal values, opinions and societal constructs of nature. Thus, marine conservation is rooted in cultural identity and livelihoods. Personal and political interests, power, and perceptions add much weight when considering how to approach protection of natural areas. In many regions of the world, marine conservation is not just perceived as a scientific or environmental process but is inherently linked to the livelihood, recreation, and the cultural fabric of the community. In Bocas del Toro, Panama, this is exemplified whereby there exists an intrinsic connection between the natural environment and daily life, highlighting how nature provides both material and emotional value. This research examines a series of marine conservation policies and commitments made by Panama, in their effort to be viewed as a “Blue Leader”, through an interest convergence lens by exploring to what degree these actions by the government (i.e. majority) align with the interests of its coastal communities (i.e. minority). Through semi-structured interviews conducted in Bocas del Toro, Panama, in the summer of 2024, the study identifies some areas of convergence between local community values and marine conservation goals, particularly in the shared recognition of the importance of preserving biodiversity and protecting natural resources; yet, a disconnect is present that renders marine conservation initiatives, such as Panama’s adherence to the ‘30x30’ global conservation target, impractical in serving the interests of the community. Findings reveal that, while national and international conservation agendas highlight the importance of ecosystem protection, local communities often perceive these efforts as exclusionary and unrepresentative of their needs. The research suggests that sustainable marine conservation in Bocas del Toro requires integrating local voices, addressing power dynamics, and balancing global ecological goals with local priorities. This approach could foster a more equitable conservation paradigm, ensuring both the preservation of biodiversity and the well-being of the community.
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[bookmark: _Toc362836098]Chapter 1: Introduction 
 	Decisions regarding marine conservation and the use of natural resources requires a collective approach, encouraging stakeholders to come together to discuss priorities, governance, and actions to take. Traditionally, top-down approaches—where behavior is shaped through policy (Gallup, 2018)—have been used to address the significant environmental challenges of today. However, bottom-up approaches, which empower individuals at the local level, foster a deeper understanding of human-nature interactions (Gallup, 2018). Collaboration can lead to more holistic decisions by aligning shared interests (Cole et al., 2023). Global examples include the Kubulau District Marine Protected Area (MPA) network in Fiji, which combines permanent no-take zones with periodically harvested customary closures (Bennett et al., 2021); and Hawai’i's Hā’ena Community-Based Subsistence Fishing Area, which balances cultural practices, recreation, and local subsistence needs (Collier, 2020). 
	In recent years, Panama has shown a strong commitment to marine conservation, aiming to preserve the rich biodiversity of its coastal and marine environments through the expansion of their MPAs. MPAs are spatially designated zones in marine environments where human activities are regulated or restricted to conserve biodiversity, maintain ecosystem health, and support sustainable resource use (Kriegl et al., 2021; Turnbull et al., 2021; Fox et al., 2012; Guerrón-Montero, 2005; Cánovas-Molina & García-Frapolli, 2020). MPAs reflect a broader trend in global conservation efforts, where countries prioritize the health of their oceans to combat climate change, protect vulnerable marine species, and support sustainable fisheries (Ramírez-Ortiz et al., 2020). In 2023, Panama announced that it has conserved 54% of national waters by expanding their MPAs (Nilipour, 2023), subsequently meeting their commitments to the United Nations (UN) international target of ‘30x30’ and being seen to the international community as a “true Blue Leader” (Mission Blue, 2021). This national achievement provides a broader context for examining local conservation efforts, such as those in Bocas del Toro—a small, rural archipelago located on the Northwestern Caribbean coast of Panama—which will serve as a case study for this research. 
	Bocas del Toro is a diverse community made up of Afro-Antilleans, Indigenous groups, Chinese Panamanians, Latinos, and expatriates from around the world, both permanent and semi-permanent (Guerrón-Montero, 2005; Greenough & Tsing, 2001). Bocas del Toro is also designated as a UNESCO’s World Network of Biosphere Reserves and is home to Panama’s first marine national park (Bocas del Toro Tourism, n.d.). Established in 1988, Bastimentos Island National Marine Park (BINMP) spans over 13,000 hectares of land and sea (Guerrón-Montero, 2005; Bocas del Toro Tourism, n.d.). BINMP was primarily designed for ecological and tourism value, however, the parks top-down establishment, constantly changing policy landscape, and diverging concerns among stakeholders have contributed to management complexities with the management scheme being termed a “wicked problem” (Rojas et al., 2023). The establishment of the marine park deliberately avoided areas with local populations to prevent conflicts with local uses of the area (Scott, 2023), and the Panamanian government failed to consult local stakeholders in the creation of the park (Rojas et al., 2023; Guerrón-Montero, 2005). Although looked upon as a great step forward in terms of marine conservation, there are concerns regarding a disconnect between local and external values that have led to the ineffectiveness of such efforts. 
Interest convergence is the principle that suggests social change for minority groups occurs primarily when their interests align with those of the majority. This concept, coined by the late Derrick Bell, a law professor and a foundational figure in Critical Race Theory, posits that civil rights victories for Black people are typically achieved only when they converge with the interests of White people (Shih, 2017). This principle illustrates how shared interests between dominant and marginalized groups can drive the creation of new laws and policies (Shih, 2017), provided these shared interests do not challenge the power of the dominant group (Tillery, 2009). For example, policies and laws often reflect the interests of the government rather than those of minority groups, such as local communities, making these policies ineffective at representing community values. Interest convergence theory serves as a powerful tool for understanding the interplay of power and subordination in social justice movements (Crowder, 2014). Despite the context of its application, interests’ convergence intent is always the same–to demonstrate an alignment of interests where one party has less bargaining power than the other (Crowder, 2014). Bell’s notion of interest convergence argues that policies did not spring from the goodness of people’s hearts but were a face-saving political necessity (Ray, 2023). Despite claims of harmony, certain voices tend to dominate such networks and questions the entanglements of power present within every resistance (Routledge, 2000), including the marine conservation movement. 
	This research examines the historical development of the marine conservation movement broadly, its roots in Western ideologies, and the contentious politics created by its implementation. It then explores Panama’s recent marine conservation commitments, such as the ‘30x30’ initiative, through the lens of interest convergence, arguing that these efforts are often performative serving the interests of the majority while failing to address the needs of marginalized groups. Although interest convergence originated in the context of racial injustice and subjugation, this study does not deeply analyze Panama’s racial histories and dynamics due to research limitations. For the purpose of this analysis, the Panamanian government is considered the dominant group, while the community members of Bocas del Toro represent the marginalized group. Using participant interview responses from local communities in Bocas del Toro, Panama, this paper aims to understand the perspectives of what ocean means to individuals in the community and how the varying interests can converge through government representations, such as international goals and MPAs, to achieve equitable ocean conservation. 
[bookmark: _Toc947915741]What is Conservation?
	Environmental conservation is crucial for addressing a range of complex and interconnected global issues, such as climate-induced migration, hunger, and impacts of natural disasters. Conservation is the action of protection from harm or destruction and to prevent the overuse of a resource (Sandbrook, 2015; Kareiva & Marvier, 2012; Meine, 2013; Winter, 2012). However, there are profound disagreements about what conservation is, as most definitions are subjective and reflect their authors particular view (Tallis & Lubchenco, 2014; Roe, 2008; Mace, 2014; Holmes, 2015; Sandbrook, 2015). The broad definition of conservation is actions that are intended to establish, improve, or maintain good relations with nature (Sandbrook, 2015). Protected areas have traditionally been central to conservation efforts, but their effectiveness is increasingly questioned due to ongoing biodiversity loss, ecosystem degradation, inadequate enforcement, limited funding, and conflicts between governance and local communities, prompting a global shift toward integrating locally led conservation initiatives beyond formal state-protected areas (McCulloch et al., 2021). 
[bookmark: _Toc70962889]History of the Conservation Movement 
	Conservation, as a goal of citizen action, public policy, scientific research, and professional endeavor, first gained attention in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries (West et al., 2006; Meine, 2013). Over the decades, the conservation movement has evolved creating new goals as the worlds ecosystems face increasing challenges and pressure to their diversity and integrity. The term conservation acquired its modern meaning in the early twentieth century with the rise of the Progressive Era, however, early conservation practices can be found in both Western and non-Western cultures (Meine, 2013). In the West, early conservation efforts, shaped by the notion of separating nature and culture, were influenced by figures such as John Muir, whose advocacy for wilderness preservation led to the creation of the Sierra Club in 1892 and the passing of the National Parks Act, and Aldo Leopold, who emphasized wilderness preservation as a central tenet of American environmentalism (West et al., 2006; Meine, 2013; Guha, 1989). The creation of protected areas became a central focus, emphasizing strict preservation rules and efforts to protect species, maintain populations of wild plants and animals, and sustain ecosystems' productivity (Meine, 2013). This Western environmental movement also placed significant emphasis on consumer-driven enjoyment of wilderness, which is often disconnected from the realities of global resource inequities (Guha, 1989).
Historically, European colonial domination altered jurisdiction over natural resources, disrupting traditional land and resource-use patterns. In many regions, Indigenous peoples were alienated from their lands, while Western conservation ideas and practices took precedence (West et al., 2006; Meine, 2013). The imposition of Western conservation models in the Global South often led to the displacement of Indigenous and rural communities, with resources being redirected to elites for tourism (Guha, 1989). These practices not only marginalized local populations but had devastating effects, including cultural erasure, forced removals, and even genocide, as entire communities were dispossessed of their land and means of survival under the guise of conservation (Adams & Mulligan, 2003). As early as 1833, European settlers encountered scenic landscapes and deemed them worthy of preservation, as well as a landscape of abundance where unchecked resource exploitation was the norm (Meine, 2013). While Europeans deemed these landscapes worthy of preservation, Indigenous peoples has long recognized the value of these landscapes, not just for their beauty, but for their cultural, spiritual, and material significance. For Indigenous communities, the land was a source of life, tradition, and connection, with deeply rooted knowledge systems centered around sustainable land stewardship (Tuck & Yang, 2012). The Western conservation movement continued to evolve, drawing on philosophical traditions from the Romantic Movement that valued nature for its intrinsic beauty and spiritual significance, as seen in the transcendental writings of Emerson and Thoreau (Olival et al., 2013). The Western conservation movement emerged in response to accelerated changes in demographic and environmental conditions. As fields like political science, economics, chemistry, and anthropology found a place in conservation, each began to create specific methodologies and paradigms of what conservation means (Winter, 2012).
Conservation ideologies were also shaped by practical concerns around land and resource management, as industrialization and colonialism led to the exploitation of natural resources on a vast scale. The exploitation often served the economic interests of colonial powers, prioritizing the extraction of resources for trade and profit over the well-being of local ecosystems and communities (Adams & Mulligan, 2003). The commodification of nature during this period laid the groundwork for conservation models that frequently sought to balance environmental protection with economic productivity, framing natural resources as assets to be managed and utilized efficiently rather than preserved solely for their intrinsic value (Guha, 1989). The "green" environmentalism of the United States, which emphasized protecting natural ecosystems for biodiversity's sake, and "brown" environmentalism, which sought to mitigate pollution and its impact on human health, emerged as distinct threads of thought (Olival et al., 2013). These threads merged in the mid-20th century with the rise of environmental legislation, such as the Clean Air Act (1970) and the Clean Water Act (1972), both of which addressed the growing concerns over pollution and its effects on human and environmental health (Olival et al., 2013). The movement further expanded in the post-World War II era, with new ideologies emerging around heritage conservation, particularly with the establishment of international frameworks like UNESCO’s World Heritage Convention in 1972. This period marked a shift toward value-based approaches, where the cultural significance of historic sites began to receive equal attention alongside environmental concerns (Zeayter & Mansour, 2017). 
The global conservation movement of the late 20th and early 21st centuries has been characterized by an integrated approach that combines environmental, cultural, and social sustainability. The movement today is focused on not only conserving pristine wilderness but also addressing the anthropogenic impacts on ecosystems and integrating local communities into conservation strategies to ensure their long-term success (Olival et al., 2013; Zeayter & Mansour, 2017). As the movement faces contemporary challenges such as climate change and habitat fragmentation, its scope has expanded to include not only the protection of wilderness areas but also the integration of human activities with ecological systems to ensure the health of the planet for future generations (Steffen et al., 2011). This broader vision of conservation acknowledges the need to balance human development with ecological protection, responding to the complex challenges of climate change, biodiversity loss, and the pressures of globalization.

[bookmark: _Toc1003899638]Conservation in International Politics 
	Differences in marine conservation perspectives between the Global North and Global South often stem from disparities in capacity (Clark & Cisneros-Montemayor, 2024). Conservation perspectives in the Global North are shaped by a history of greater economic and technological advancements, while those in the Global South—who feel the most impacts of climate change—are often far removed geographically, politically, and temporally from the places where development and conservation decisions are made (Fusco et al., 2022). After gaining independence, former colonies remained influenced by former colonial powers, who provided development assistance for conservation efforts (Abrams et al., 2009). This continued involvement can be seen as conservation initiatives that are externally driven, reflecting the priorities of donor nations rather than the needs and values of local communities. 
World War II significantly demonstrated the interconnected and global nature of conservation issues. The war highlighted the strain on natural resources, the global impact of resource extraction, and the importance of viewing ecosystems and resource management as interconnected across national boundaries (Meine, 2013). This gave rise to the UN involvement in international conservation programs. International conservation has made gains through a series of conventions, such as the Convention on the Law of the Sea and the Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD). While these conventions can be beneficial, it is argued that conservation is being driven by a broader legal incentive of meeting international obligations (Gaymer et al., 2014), such as the 2022 CBD target of conserving 30% of land and ocean space by 2030 (CBD, n.d.). During the 1990s, institutions commonly associated with top-down management approaches, such as the World Bank, were promoting policies and programs to increase community participation in conservation (Selfa & Endter, 2008). This was the start of conservation politics incorporating bottom-up approaches such as citizen participation in ‘greening’ political institutions. These policies incorporate strong conservation and environmental provisions; however, they have been criticized as being minimally effective as they connect the need for economic development and long-term environmental security (Meine, 2013). Additionally, these approaches often have a neocolonial dimension, as they are shaped by external power or international institutions that impose frameworks for conservation that prioritize global interests over local needs (Selfa & Endter, 2008). Despite promoting local involvement, the control and funding of these programs remain in the hands of powerful external actors, perpetuating a dynamic where the Global South is still subjected to the agendas and priorities of the Global North. 
 In the past, institutional conservation has also neglected human and cultural relationships where now we are starting to recognize the need to integrate natural science, cultural traditions, and social relationships in the effort to protect the environment. While action at the international level is still deemed necessary in addressing global threats to conservation, the assumption of greater local responsibility is becoming increasingly more important. The Nara Declaration of 1994, which promoted discussions regarding authenticity and value, gave legitimacy to the opinion that the conservation process is far from universal and is instead contingent upon context (Winter, 2012). While the Nara Declaration primarily focuses on cultural heritage and does not directly address environmental conservation, its principles can be conceptually applied to environmental conservation, particularly in respecting diverse values and local contexts in conservation efforts. There are present opportunities to integrate top-down and bottom-up approaches in the planning and early management stages of conservation initiatives, however, the feasibility of applying any top-down and bottom-up approaches can be highly dependent on the institutional and political context (Gaymer et al., 2014). Within this opinion, the foundational concepts of conservation, such as authenticity and cultural values, has called into question the effectiveness of supposed international conventions and principles (Winter, 2012).

[bookmark: _Toc1339039679]A Western Approach to Conservation 
	The principles underlying conservation practices, as reflected in global documents like the Athens Charter and the Venice Charter, which emphasize authenticity, respect for historical integrity, and the preservation of cultural and environmental context, are rooted in European cultural traditions and were implemented through ‘authorized’ institutions (Winter, 2012). What we see in global conservation institutions then is the reproduction of historical power dynamics, where scientific knowledge enables the Western approach to conservation as the position of expertise (Winter, 2012). However, the theory does not teach people in other nations how to convert the ideals of Western conservation into an agenda that is owned by the people and culture in which it is enacted (Abrams et al., 2009). Therefore, community conservation efforts often conflict with other ideas of Western conservation that are rooted in the preservationist goals of protecting nature from people but have adapted ‘conservation’ as a more politically acceptable term (Meine, 2013). In a pluralistic society, those in power must recognize the intrinsic value of natural resources and develop trust among stakeholders to allow the type of cooperation needed for resource protection that begins at the bottom and connects to the top (Abrams et al., 2009). Top-down mechanisms, where growth sheds quality of life benefits through a trickle-down effect, has not been seen as effective for the grassroots levels. The effects of conservation will not be sustainable until social, economic, and cultural practices of the local population are integrated into conservation management plans. 

[bookmark: _Toc1667442019]National Context; Panama as a Blue Leader 
The marine conservation movement in Panama has its roots in the early 20th century, driven largely by concerns over deforestation and the impact of human activity on the country's rich biodiversity. Panama’s strategic location as a land bridge between North and South America, home to thousands of unique plant and animal species, made it a focal point for conservation efforts (Panama Wildlife Conservation, n.d.). One of the key milestones in Panama's conservation history was the establishment of the Soberanía National Park in 1980, which helped protect the Canal Zone's watershed and its surrounding ecosystems (Donoghue, 2020). In the 1990s, environmental awareness grew, and Panama joined global conservation initiatives, particularly focusing on the protection of its rainforests and marine environments (Donoghue, 2020). Panama has since created a network of protected areas, including Coiba National Marine Park and La Amistad International Park, both UNESCO World Heritage Sites (Donoghue, 2020). Despite these achievements, the country faces ongoing challenges in balancing economic development with environmental protection, particularly due to deforestation, illegal logging, and agricultural expansion.
Recently, in 2023, Panama announced they have conserved 54% of their national waters (Nilipour, 2023), becoming recognized as an international leader in environmental conservation and far succeeding other countries in their goals to meet international commitments to the UN’s CBD. Their commitment to 54% of national waters came as a result of the addition of the Banco Volcán Area of Managed Resources spanning over 90,000 square kilometers (Nilipour, 2023; Mission Blue, 2023). Panama also established larger MPAs, such as the Cordillera de Coiba protected area composed of 17, 223 square kilometers as well as being a key contributor to the Eastern Tropical Pacific Marine Corridor that is an intergovernmental MPA managed by four countries including Colombia, Costa Rica, Ecuador, and Panama (STRI, 2021). 
While creating new MPAs, Panama has also passed national legislation to further forward marine conservation initiatives in the country. For example, in 2022, Panama enacted a national Rights of Nature (RoN) law that acknowledges nature's rights to exist, persist, and regenerate its life cycles, as well as to undergo timely and effective restoration and to preserve its water cycles. This legislation recognizes nature as a subject of rights with intrinsic value, imposing obligations on the state and all legal persons to safeguard these rights, and granting nature legal standing for its defense (Panama Rights of Nature Law, No. 287, 2022). The law also introduces eco-centric principles, such as in dubio pro natura, which dictates that in cases of scientific uncertainty regarding the impact of an activity on an ecosystem, the state must prioritize the protection of nature (Panama Rights of Nature Law, No. 287, 2022). With this legislation, Panama joins a select group of countries, including Ecuador, Bolivia, and Uganda, in recognizing the RoN at the national level. 
The RoN law makes it easier for people to bring legal cases on behalf of rivers, forests, and ecosystems, which could have significant implications for Panama’s land and energy development policies that are now required to respect and protect the natural worlds new rights (Duong, 2022). While recognition of these rights is an important first step, procedures must be developed for actions to be brought on behalf of nature (Duong, 2022; Bustamante, 2023). This shift will necessitate the creation of new standards and criteria, such as determining what constitutes a healthy ecosystem, what qualifies as significant and adverse harm, and what is considered sustainable. As a result, Panama’s parliament will now need to consider the impact of its laws and policies on the natural world (Daunton, 2022). Public education will also be essential, ensuring that people are informed of their new power and right to defend nature, as well as actual implementation of the new law will require complex processes and changes (Duong, 2022), and it remains to be seen how these policies will be upheld in practice. 

[bookmark: _Toc1111199713]Local Context; Bocas del Toro, Panamá 
Bocas del Toro is an archipelago located in the Caribbean Sea, off Panama’s northwestern coast. The region is renowned for its stunning natural landscapes, including lush rainforests, pristine beaches, and vibrant coral reefs. Prior to the arrival of Christopher Columbus in 1502, Bocas del Toro was inhabited by the Dorasquez, Chanquinas, Miskitos, Guaymies (now Ngäbe), Viceitas, Teribes (now Naso), Terrabas, Borucas, Urinamas, Changuenas, and Chalibas peoples who brought diverse and vibrant rich culture to the archipelago (Collin et al., 2024). Despite enduring violence, disease, and displacement, the Naso, Bribri, and Ngäbe, still occupy the region (Collin et al., 2024). This historical backdrop, combined with the construction of the Panama Canal and a former plantation economy, has resulted in diverse cultures and ethnicities from around the world. The archipelago is also home to Panamanian Nationals, Afro-Antilleans, and Chinese communities, each contributing to its unique cultural identity (Guerrón-Montero, 2006; Suman and Spalding, 2018). In recent decades, the islands have seen an influx of lifestyle migrants from the United States, drawn by the area’s warm climate, lower cost of living, and perceived higher quality of life (Spalding, 2013). 
Bocas del Toro’s economic history is closely linked to colonial resource extraction, particularly through the presence of the United Fruit Company (UFC) in the early 20th century. The UFC, primarily trading in bananas, relied heavily on Afro-Caribbean, Ngäbe, Chinese, and Italian labor, leading to significant social and economic shifts, often to the detriment of local populations (Pleasant & Spalding, 2021; Spalding, 2011) as Black and Indigenous individuals were often exploited and marginalized through the imposition of a global capitalistic system (Amin, 1978). The UFC’s decline by 1990, due to factors like war, crop diseases, and labor issues, paved the way for a burgeoning tourism industry in the 2000s, especially after the 1991 earthquake heightened global interest in the region (Spalding, 2013). Today, more than 95% of the economy is based on tourism (ATP, 2020), posing significant risk to the vulnerable ecosystems that are present in the archipelago. 

[bookmark: _Toc1915481471]Research Purpose and Objectives  
	The purpose of my research was to examine whether international conservation commitments align with local conservation perspectives. I focused my research on Panama’s recent marine conservation commitments, such as the ‘30x30’ initiatives, through the lens of interest convergence. This study explores how these commitments can be seen as largely performative, serving the interests of the majority (i.e., the Panamanian government) while being ineffective in addressing the needs of the minority (i.e., local community members in Bocas del Toro). Although interest convergence theory originally developed in the context of racial injustice and subjugation—and such dynamics are certainly present in Panama—this study does not delve deeply into Panama’s racial histories and dynamics due to research limitations. As a part of my research, I conducted six weeks of qualitative fieldwork in Bocas del Toro, Panama. Using semi-structured interviews, I gathered insights to understand how local communities perceive and engage with conservation efforts. 

[bookmark: _Toc341385208]Policy Problem 
	The policy problem identified in this research is the disconnect between Panama’s international conservation commitments and the local realities of conservation efforts in Bocas del Toro. These commitments often appear performative, serving the interests of the government and international stakeholders, rather than addressing the needs and priorities of local communities. Local voices and knowledge are insufficiently integrated into conservation planning and governance, resulting in policies that fail to account for the socio-economic and cultural contexts of the communities most impacted. Furthermore, the lack of meaningful engagement and support for local communities undermines the effectiveness of these initiatives on the ground, leading to weak enforcement, limited trust, and minimal long-term impact. This highlights the need for more equitable and inclusive conservation policies that bridge the gap between international goals and local values through shared decision-making and accountability. 

[bookmark: _Toc417999700]Organization of Paper 
	In the following chapter, I explore the state of academic discussion regarding the evolution of Panama’s environmental conservation movement, and the theory of interest convergence. Chapter 3 will then describe the overall research methodology, including a description of the study sites and the processes of data collection and analysis. Subsequent chapters will explore the findings of these processes and expand upon emergent concepts and themes through a discussion of their implications and relation to current literature. Lastly, Chapter 6 will provide an overview of the conclusions made, and comment on their implications for Panama’s future marine conservation objectives and the relationship between local communities’ needs and global policy. 




[bookmark: _Toc87217775]Chapter 2: Literature Review 
	This chapter presents a review of the current literature surrounding environmental actions in Panama and interest convergence theory. It addresses nuances regarding power dynamics within environmental conservation. To begin, I describe the environmental actions within Panama including the international target of ‘30x30’, MPAs, and local community efforts. This is followed by a synthesis of the interest convergence lens, interest convergence as a political strategy, and how it relates to environmental conservation. 

[bookmark: _Toc2012369904]Environmental Conservation Actions in Panama 
	As previously mentioned, Panama has emerged as a global leader in marine conservation, often referred to as a “Blue Leader” for its ambitious commitment to protecting its ocean resources (Mission Blue, 2021). By taking steps to increase MPAs and meet international commitments, Panama has positioned itself at the forefront of ocean conservation, representing as an example for other nations with its dedication to both biodiversity and sustainable development in the face of climate change. However, the country still faces challenges in ensuring these policies translate into effective, on-the-ground actions that involve and benefit local communities, reflecting the complex balance required to maintain its leadership role in marine conservation. 

[bookmark: _Toc1231345165]‘30x30’ 
The ‘30x30’ target, formalized under the Kunming-Montreal Global Biodiversity Framework by the Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD), aims to protect 30% of the world’s terrestrial and marine areas by 2030. This target, also known as Target 3 within the Framework, seeks to establish ecologically representative and well-connected networks of protected areas and other effective area-based conservation measures to address the biodiversity crisis by preserving ecosystems, reducing species extinction, and maintaining ecosystem services vital to human and environmental health (CBD, n.d.; Nature Conservancy, 2022; Gurney et al., 2023). ‘30x30’ is endorsed by over 190 countries, in which seeks to curb biodiversity loss and improve ecosystem resilience (IISD, 2023). Additionally, the ‘30x30’ goal emphasizes the importance of inclusivity in marine conservation efforts, advocating for the recognition of Indigenous territories and local community involvement to ensure equitable governance (CBD, n.d.; IISD, 2023). However, when the Covid-19 pandemic forced international negotiations online, participants had to overcome practical and technical barriers, as well as language barriers as most of these meetings were conducted exclusively in English (Corson & Campbell, 2023). These changes consolidated power in the hands of secretariats, states from the Global North, and transnational private and non-profit actors hugely disadvantaging countries from the Global South, Indigenous governments, NGOs, and activists (Corson & Campbell, 2023). ‘30x30’ represents a significant increase in global conservation efforts, as current protected areas cover about 16% of land and 8% of marine areas globally (Zabala et al., 2024). However, achieving this target presents multiple challenges that go beyond merely designating protected areas.
One major challenge lies in coordinating conservation efforts across national and regional scales. Effective implementation requires tailored national strategies to ensure that local biodiversity priorities are addressed, rather than a one-size-fits-all approach (Eckert et al., 2023)​. This raises concerns about exacerbating global economic inequities and displacing local communities, potentially leading to loss of livelihoods and social unrest. The ‘30x30’ target demands robust governance structures that balance the needs of biodiversity with those of local communities and stakeholders. Many nations, particularly those with limited resources, may struggle to allocate the necessary funding and infrastructure for the effective management and enforcement of new protected areas (Günther & Ekardt, 2023)​. Critics of the ‘30x30’ initiative argue that its implementation will disproportionately burden low- and middle-income countries—acknowledging the lack of sufficient government resources, many countries are turning to private finance to meet the costs associated with the target (Corson & Campbell, 2023; Waldron et al., 2020). This financial strain is exacerbated by newly restricted or competing land uses, such as agriculture, industry, and urban development, which often conflict with conservation goals (Günther & Ekardt, 2023)​. Without international aid or capacity-building support, this could exacerbate global economic inequalities, as these countries may lack the resources to capitalize on the economic opportunities created by expanded MPAs. 
Another significant issue is ensuring that protected areas contribute to meaningful biodiversity outcomes rather than merely achieving quantitative targets. Effective conservation requires connectivity between protected areas to prevent fragmentation, alongside strong management practices that actively involve Indigenous and local communities (Zabala et al., 2024; Strand et al., 2024). Indigenous territories play a crucial role in biodiversity conservation, yet these areas often face legal and institutional challenges that prevent their full integration into national conservation frameworks (Nature Conservancy, 2022; Gurney et al., 2023). Recognizing Indigenous rights and incorporating traditional knowledge into conservation practices is essential to both the success and equity of the ‘30x30’ target. Countries must establish effective, well-funded conservation policies that respect local and Indigenous knowledge and adapt to the unique biodiversity contexts of their regions. Only through such comprehensive approaches can ‘30x30’ fulfill its potential to create resilient and inclusive global biodiversity conservation frameworks.

[bookmark: _Toc49406381]Marine Protected Areas (MPAs)
As previously mentioned, MPAs are spatially designated zones in marine environments where human activities are regulated or restricted to conserve biodiversity, maintain ecosystem health, and support sustainable resource use (Kriegl et al., 2021; Turnbull et al., 2021; Fox et al., 2012; Guerrón-Montero, 2005; Cánovas-Molina & García-Frapolli, 2020). MPAs are widely recognized as an essential tool for mitigating impacts from overfishing, habitat destruction, pollution, and climate change on marine ecosystems (Rosadi et al., 2022; Kriegl et al., 2021; Cánovas-Molina & García-Frapolli, 2020). Established through legislative or other effective means, MPAs have goals that range from protecting specific species or habitats to sustaining entire ecosystems and supporting local communities (Rosadi et al., 2022). These protected areas aim to balance the preservation of species and habitats with sustainable development objectives that aim to benefit local communities, making them essential in global conservation strategies such as the ‘30x30’ initiative (Sullivan-Stack et al., 2022; Rojas et al., 2023). However, achieving these goals is challenging due to diverse social, economic, and political factors that affect the implementation and management. MPAs face the challenge of aligning conservation goals with economic and political realities—an issue further complicated by heavily exploited or contested marine environments (Cánovas-Molina & García-Frapolli, 2020)​—and their effectiveness is often hindered by a lack of local support, lack of trust towards government authorities, limited resources, inadequate enforcement, and conflicts over resource use and between governmental departments (Turnbull et al., 2021; Cánovas-Molina & García-Frapolli, 2020).
One prominent issue in MPA management is balancing ecological goals with the socioeconomic needs of local communities, who often rely on marine resources for livelihoods. Local community conflicts often arise from competing interests, differences in values, and government perceptions about marine resource use and conservation that often overlook the social and economic needs of local communities (Cánovas-Molina & García-Frapolli, 2020). A significant challenge in MPA management is the imposition of conservation goals by authorities without adequate local engagement, leading to feelings of exclusion and mistrust among community members. For example, in Tanzania’s Mafia Island Marine Park, local communities faced restrictive management policies that hindered access to traditional fishing grounds, leading to increased poverty and food insecurity (Cánovas-Molina & García-Frapolli, 2020). The implementation of the MPA displaced community interests and prioritized conservation, but at the cost of local livelihoods, highlighting the social-economic complexities involved in MPA management. Similarly, the Gili Matra MPA in Indonesia, plays a crucial role in preserving essential ecosystems like coral reefs, seagrasses, and mangroves while also supporting local prosperity through ecotourism (Rosadi et al., 2022). However, managing the MPA presents significant challenges, often stemming from conflicts among stakeholders and the need for balancing environmental and socioeconomic interests. Additionally, varying stakeholder perspectives—such as those of local communities, government bodies, and NGOs—create management complexities. In Gili Matra, influential stakeholders support a top-down governance model, while local communities advocate for bottom-up, community-driven management to better address their socioeconomic needs (Rosadi et al., 2022).
In Panama, MPAs have been established to address environmental concerns in regions like the Archipelago of Bocas del Toro. These areas are designed to provide special protections for vulnerable ecosystems, such as coral reefs and mangroves, which are crucial for both marine biodiversity and the livelihoods of local communities who rely on these resources (Guerrón-Montero, 2005).​ Restrictions imposed by MPAs can conflict with traditional practices and local economic needs, leading to resistance from communities (Guerrón-Montero, 2005)​. This tension is evident in the Bastimentos Island National Marine Park (BINMP) in Bocas del Toro, Panama, where local Ngäbe communities initially welcomed the idea of marine conservation. However, conflicts arose due to top-down management approaches that neglected local voices, leading to a lack of trust and feelings of exclusion among Indigenous Ngäbe communities. These residents depend on marine resources for subsistence and economic activities, and the imposition of restrictive conservation measures without their input created tension (Guerrón-Montero, 2005). External NGOs and government officials often prioritized conservation goals rooted in Western environmental values, which clashed with the needs and traditional knowledge of local populations. This "wicked problem" in governance arises when top-down conservation initiatives fail to address local needs, resulting in resistance and distrust toward future expansion plans (Rojas et al., 2023). Despite the Panamanian government’s efforts to expand this MPA as part of its commitment to the ‘30x30’ target, local resistance has been strong, as community members remember past promises of economic benefits that were not fulfilled (Rojas et al., 2023). 
Social acceptance and perceived legitimacy are also critical to the effectiveness of MPAs, as public support often determines long-term conservation outcomes. Challenges in MPA management primarily stem from the need to establish legitimacy among local stakeholders. Legitimacy, as defined, refers to the perception that an MPA is necessary, especially by those affected by its restrictions (Dehens & Fanning, 2018). Legitimacy issues can arise from insufficient stakeholder involvement in the planning phase, lack of transparency, or inadequate consideration of local needs and livelihoods. Research shows that when MPA designation processes include local voices, foster trust, and reflect community values, the likelihood of achieving conservation goals increases (Dehens & Fanning, 2018)​. Conversely, MPAs that are perceived as top-down impositions often face resistance, reducing their ecological effectiveness. 

[bookmark: _Toc197746592]Local Community Efforts 
Marine conservation efforts worldwide have increasingly recognized the significance of local community involvement in managing natural resources (WWF, 2024). Community engagement in conservation not only bolsters environmental stewardship but also enhances local community buy-in, ensuring that conservation practices align with the interests and needs of those directly impacted (Kenny et al., 2023). Community-based conservation involves residents in decision-making, which fosters a sense of ownership and responsibility toward their environment (Hausner et al., 2021)​. 
When local communities are empowered to manage natural resources, they tend to support conservation goals because these goals directly benefit them, rather than conflicting with their economic activities (Zhang et al., 2020). In regions where Indigenous communities and local residents have historically managed lands, evidence shows that areas managed under community-based conservation often have higher biodiversity and better ecosystem health than areas solely protected by government interventions (Dawson et al., 2021). 
The key to effective community-led conservation is the integration of local knowledge, which has evolved over centuries of environmental interaction. This knowledge provides insights into sustainable practices and fosters an enduring relationship with the land, one often disrupted by top-down conservation efforts that impose external values. According to Dawson et al. (2021), conservation outcomes improve when Indigenous local knowledge and traditional practices are central to management strategies, especially in biodiverse and culturally rich regions. Local knowledge also offers a deeper understanding of ecosystems and strengthens resilience by enabling communities to adapt conservation methods to the challenges posed by environmental degradation (Hausner et al., 2021), thus enhancing conservation strategies that align with the unique needs of each environment​. 
Community-driven conservation also offers social and economic benefits to local populations. The alignment of conservation with local livelihoods, such as sustainable agriculture, fishing, and ecotourism, can simultaneously enhance community well-being and conservation outcomes (Scheyvens, 1999; Blanton et al., 2024; Charles & Berkes, 2021; Nature Conservancy, 2023). For instance, initiatives that provide communities with opportunities to generate income from ecotourism have reduced over-reliance on extractive practices, leading to improved ecological health and poverty alleviation (Zhang et al., 2020)​. Hausner et al. (2021) found that a community-led approach to conservation in Norway has helped reduce local resistance to conservation policies while maintaining biodiversity goals. This balance is achieved by allowing communities to manage natural resources in ways that support sustainable livelihoods without overexploiting the ecosystem​ (Hausner et al., 2021).
Despite the advantages, community-based conservation is not without challenges. One major issue is ensuring equitable participation within communities. In some cases, local power dynamics, economic disparities, or lack of governance structures can limit who benefits from conservation efforts, leading to exclusion or resistance. Effective community-based conservation requires robust frameworks that promote fair distribution of benefits, transparency in decision-making, and the empowerment of marginalized groups within communities (Dawson et al., 2021; Hausner et al., 2021). Another challenge is integrating community-led conservation with national and international conservation goals, such as the ‘30x30’ initiative. Community-led efforts are most effective when they operate within supportive policy frameworks that respect local autonomy while coordinating with broader conservation objectives (Nature Conservancy, 2023). To address these integration challenges, policymakers need to move away from solely coverage-based conservation metrics and focus on quality metrics that emphasize community engagement (Earth.org, 2023). 
Ultimately, local communities are more invested in conservation when they control decision-making processes. Community autonomy fosters a strong emotional bond between residents and their natural surroundings, commonly referred to as place attachment. This attachment encourages pro-environmental behaviors, as people are more likely to protect areas with which they have strong cultural and personal connections (Zhang et al., 2020)​. Policies that support place attachment and local knowledge not only lead to better conservation outcomes but also promote environmental stewardship that endures beyond government mandates. By empowering local communities, incorporating local knowledge, and aligning conservation with local livelihoods, community-led conservation enables a more inclusive, resilient, and effective approach to protecting biodiversity. As global conservation efforts expand, especially under ambitious initiatives like ‘30x30’, it is critical to prioritize policies that support community-driven strategies. 

[bookmark: _Toc869511674]Interest Convergence
Interest convergence is a principle that suggests social change for minority groups occurs primarily when their interests align with those of the majority. This concept, coined by the late Derrick Bell, a law professor and a foundational figure in Critical Race Theory, posits that civil rights victories for Black people are typically achieved only when they converge with the interests of White people (Shih, 2017). For example, interest convergence is central to understanding the motivations behind legal outcomes and democratic politics in America. Critics argue that courts and legislatures often advance racial equality only when such moves also align with the policy aims of dominant white elites (Tillery, 2009). Institutions may adopt diversity policies not solely to benefit students of color but because they would lose more than just prestige if they were perceived as unwelcoming or hostile to these students (Shih, 2017). This expectation of privilege is viewed as key to understanding both legal outcomes and the broader political landscape (Tillery, 2009). Critical Race Theory, which evolved out of critical legal scholarship and radical feminism in the late 1970s, uses interest convergence to challenge liberal ideologies that have historically reinforced the normative supremacy of whiteness (Alemán & Alemán, 2010). 

[bookmark: _Toc1034693462]History & Philosophy 
Interest convergence emerged as a critical framework for understanding the dynamics of racial justice in the United States. Bell argued that racial justice advancements for Black people are only successful when they align with the interests of privileged White people (Bell, 1980). This theory posits that because racism benefits White people, they have little incentive to eradicate it, leading to limited success in racial justice efforts. Bell viewed interest convergence as a "two-sided coin"—on one side, political and legal achievements for Black people occur only when they coincide with White interests; on the other side, these achievements can be retracted if they threaten White interests (Hoag, 2020).
Bell's theory of interest convergence was significantly shaped by the landmark 1954 Supreme Court decision in Brown v. Board of Education, which ordered the end of state-mandated racial segregation in public schools (Bell, 1980). Bell asserted that this decision cannot be fully understood without considering the value it held for White policymakers who saw economic and political advantages in abandoning segregation (Bell, 1980). Bell cautioned that while the decision in Brown provided temporary progress, it also served as a reminder that racial equality is often a fleeting fantasy in a nation built on and dependent upon racial subordination (Bell, 1980). His theory underscores the harsh reality that racial advancements for Black people are often short-lived and primarily serve to maintain White dominance in society. It is the realization that a nation cannot maintain its economic, political, and social superiority over the rest of the world while remaining silent about anti-black racism in America – “racism is a bad look” (Hoag, 2020). 
The decision in the Brown v. Board of Education case, along with the courts' long-held stance on racial issues, cannot be fully understood without considering the immorality of racial inequality (Bell, 1980). Additionally, it reflects the perspective of White policymakers who recognized the economic and political advancements—both domestically and internationally—that would result from abandoning segregation (Bell, 1980). For example, the decision helped to provide immediate credibility to Americas struggle with communist countries to win the hearts and minds of emerging third world peoples, as well offering much needed reassurance to Black Americans that equality and freedom will be given meaning at home (Bell, 1980). 
Interest convergence theory has faced critiques, particularly regarding the lack of agency it affords to those who have fought for justice, as it seemingly attributes their success to converging White interests rather than to their own efforts. The theory's use of "Black interests" and "White interests" has been criticized as overly simplistic, failing to account for the complexities of racial justice (Driver, 2011; Hoag, 2020). One major critique is its perceived essentialism, as it assumes a unified set of political interests among racial groups, which oversimplifies the diverse and often conflicting goals of individuals within those groups (Pierson-Brown, 2022). Critics argue that decisions can be made in a racially fair way without being solely driven by converging interests (Hoag, 2020). They also point out that the theory's heavy focus on ongoing racial oppression overlooks real progress and changing social dynamics, limiting its value in understanding modern race relations (Driver, 2011).

[bookmark: _Toc526301420]As a Political Strategy 
Interest convergence theory serves as powerful for understanding the interplay of power and subordination in social justice movements. Interest convergence holds that where there are power dynamics and divergent interests between parties with unequal bargaining power, the subordinate’s party’s interests will not advance unless that interest does not offend the status quo of the majority party (Crowder, 2014). To date, legal scholars have discussed interest convergence in a rights-based context as a direct or indirect explanation for certain judicial outcomes or as a community organizing strategy for minority groups (Crowder, 2014). 
In the context of environmental justice movements, interest convergence is increasingly recognized as a critical element in the struggle for equitable access to and control over natural resources. Scholars like David Pellow argue that the fight for freedom from racial violence for Black people is intrinsically linked to the health of ecosystems, which include both social and natural processes (Teelucksingh, 2020). A good environment is a safe, non-polluted place for living and making a living– environment is where we live, work, and play (Martinez-Alier et al., 2016). The ability of social justice movements to effect change often relies on the convergence of interests across different groups and issues. For instance, the global environmental justice movement illustrates how local conflicts over ecological degradation can resonate on a global scale, creating networks of resistance that challenge systemic inequalities (Tramel, 2018). The ability of working people to gain and maintain, not only access to but also control over land, water, forests, and oceans has been complicated by the challenges of resource grabbing and climate change mitigation (Tramel, 2018). This perspective highlights how environmental justice movements are broadening their focus to include workplaces and urban environments, reflecting a convergence with the broader civil rights movement.
The convergence of environmental and social justice movements represents a strategic approach to countering neoliberal policies and authoritarianism, emphasizing the need for systemic change grounded in local realities and shaped by historical injustices. This has been primarily demonstrated through the practices that reflect the global in the local, while at the same time ensuring that the political priorities of transnational movements are grounded in local struggles and solutions (Tramel, 2018). The changing social structure of industrial economies gives rise to increasing numbers of ecological distribution conflicts that overlap with other social conflicts related to class, ethnicity or Indigenous identity, gender, and which may be further related to institutional configurations (Martinez-Alier et al., 2016). There is a global movement for environmental justice, driven by local conflicts that target specific grievances, which often belong to broader classes of conflicts seen worldwide or escalate to a global scale through movement connections and networks (Martinez-Alier et al., 2016). Interest convergence, thus, not only offers a lens through which to view the limitations of social justice achievements but also provides a strategy for building alliances and collective action across diverse movements. For movements of Indigenous peoples and other minority groups subject to discrimination, the systemic target has remained consistent with environmental justice as its entry point (Tramel, 2018). Collective action, when brought together with other familiar parts of social life can lead to contentious politics to which governance is key. Social movements are shaped by historical contexts rather than universal frameworks, leading them to adapt and prioritize their strategies based on local realities influenced by past injustices when engaging in contentious politics (Tramel, 2018). Therefore, identity politics—including race/ethnicity, religion, gender, and generation—are clear factors at play within and between social and environmental movements. 

How Does Interest Convergence Relate to the Environmental Conservation Movement? 
	The first two decades of the 21st century have seen national governments increasingly focus on climate change issues, with policymakers navigating political conflicts to define international and national strategies (Ghinoi & Steiner, 2020). Since the 1980s, two main strategies have been mitigation and adaptation, often shaped by international treaties that influence national environmental targets and strategies (Ghinoi & Steiner, 2020). Over the last several decades, governments have collectively pledged to slow global warming through international strategies such as the Montreal Protocol (1987), United Nations Convention of Climate Change (1992), Convention on Biological Diversity (1992), Kyoto Protocol (2005), and the Paris Agreement of (2015). Within this intensified global diplomacy, governments generally agree on the science behind climate change but have diverged on who is most responsible, how to track emissions-reduction goals, and whether to compensate harder-hit countries (Maizland, 2023). Environmental non-government organizations (ENGOs) have also emerged as key actors within the international and national landscape, advocating for climate protocols while becoming increasingly institutionalized and aligned with governmental and corporate entities (Berny & Rootes, 2018). This alignment grants ENGOs access to decision-making spaces but pressures them to deliver visible measurable outcomes that align with ambitious global frameworks. However, this often leads to a focus on large-scale, highly publicized initiatives that prioritize short-term successes over systemic, long-term impact, driven by the need to secure funding and maintain legitimacy in a competitive global arena (Berny & Rootes, 2023). As Bell argues, policies often emerge not from altruism but as “face-saving political necessities,” primarily benefitting the dominant group (Ray, 2023). There is an issue of power. State identities and interests are an important part constructed by social structures rather than given externally to the system by human nature or domestic politics (Bearce & Bondanella, 2007). Despite claims of harmony, certain voices tend to dominate such networks and questions remain as to the positions of power of these spokespersons in the contexts from which they write, the varied relationships of power within movements, and the entanglements of power present within every resistance (Routledge, 2000). 
Despite the context of application, interest convergence intent is always the same—to demonstrate an alignment of interests between multiple and distinct interest holders where at least one set of the interest holders is a subordinate group in society. For example, Bell identified Black communities and White elites as interest holders in the desegregation of public school, driven by their respective goals of racial equality and enhancing America’s international image (Bell, 1980). Similarly, in environmental conservation, the interest holders include both the natural environment and humanity, with shared goals of preserving the planet for current and future generations. However, the complexity of global efforts, such as climate change that involves both global and local actors, frequently causes interests to diverge despite a shared overarching goal of environmental protection. Global environmental policies often influence local conflicts (and vice versa), as international agreements and uniform regulations increasingly shape governance at all levels (Routledge, 2000). While global frameworks provide structure, they risk disconnecting from local realities, rendering international institutions irrelevant to the daily lives of ordinary people (Routledge, 2000). This disconnect recognizes the need to ground climate action in local contexts, fostering a convergence of interests between global and local actors by addressing the historical exclusion of local communities from international governance. 
Interest convergence transactional approach provides a pathway for addressing these tensions by fostering collaboration and mutual benefit among diverse stakeholders in the environmental movement. By emphasizing the reciprocal nature of transactions, interest convergence encourages the alignment of interests in ways that create value for all parties involved (Crowder, 2014). This framework is particularly relevant for addressing regional inequities, as it integrates a power analysis essential for addressing historical and ongoing racial and class disparities (Crowder, 2014). By acknowledging the deeply rooted structural inequities that shape these dynamics, interest convergence allows for a more nuance approach to equity. Without such an analysis, efforts to achieve fairness risk oversimplifying complex issues, ignoring systemic discrimination, and perpetuating existing inequalities—a critical oversight that ultimately undermines meaningful progress and sustainable solutions. 


	


[bookmark: _Toc1975731958]Chapter 3: Methodology
	In this study, I employed a qualitative methods approach, where the goal was to emphasize the advantages of combining different qualitative methods to investigate the multiplicity and the contingency of the social world (Moran-Ellis et al., 2006). Given the research question’s firm rooting in local experiences and perspectives, a qualitative approach was utilized to collect as many voices as possible, ensuring the analysis is multifaceted, thereby reflecting the complex and multi-layered social world (Mik-Meyer, 2020). My research included semi-structured interviews to understand the diversity of influences affecting local attitudes towards marine conservation. This approach is inspired by similar work in the Bocas del Toro region by Kim (2023), which explored the implications and potential paradox of developing a blue economy in Island regions. The interviewees’ understandings of governmental responses to conservation revealed salient and important themes in local experiences, which can traditionally be overly constrained by predetermined questions set forth by alternative research methods such as surveys or structured interviews (Rojas et al., 2023). By using a more flexible qualitative approach, such as semi-structured interviews, participants had the opportunity to identify the most emergent themes from government-imposed conservation strategies. 

[bookmark: _Toc66598526]Semi Structured Interviews 
	I travelled to Bocas del Toro from April 15th, 2024, to May 23rd, 2024, to conduct semi-structured interviews (Refer to Appendix I), a preferred data collection method for better understanding a participant’s unique perspective (Adeoye-Olatunde & Olenik, 2021). During this time, I interviewed a total of 33 individuals consisting of locals, defined as people over 18 years of age who reside in the archipelago and contribute to the community economically or socially. During analysis, groupings were further divided into expatriates (from Argentina, USA, Costa Rica, Guatemala), locals (who have lived in Bocas their entire life), and Panamanian nationals (who have moved to the archipelago from the mainland) (Refer to Appendix II). Individuals included property owners, business owners, tour guides, laborers, and concerned citizens. Participants were identified through a snowball method to effectively reveal networks or key actors previously unknown to the researcher, beginning with contacts provided by a local informant and those targeted through “cold calls”. 
	Topics discussed (e.g., interviewees’ relationship with the ocean, what marine conservation means, and local marine conservation projects in Bocas del Toro) were drawn from a predetermined interview guide developed through preliminary research and with guidance from researchers in the region. While this guide facilitated conversation, it adapted as more information was provided, allowing flexibility to participant responses and topics regarding marine conservation they wanted to discuss (e.g., education & funding, infrastructure development, waste management, government response & turnover, and lack of political trust). Interviews lasted an average of one hour and, depending on the participant’s comfort level, were conducted in both English and Spanish (with an interpreter translating responses). Due to participant location and the accessibility of each island, interviews took place across three of Bocas del Toro’s nine main islands—Isla Colón, Isla Carenero, and Isla Bastimentos (Refer to Appendix III). 

Photo: Map of Bocas del Toro Archipelago 
[image: ]Note. Map reprinted from “Bocas del Toro Archipelago,” Wikipedia, 2024. Red rectangles were added to represent where interviews took place. 

	Qualitative research is conducted through an iterative process in which researchers may examine theoretical frameworks throughout the data collection and data analysis stages (Glaser & Strauss, 1967). Through this back-and-forth engagement with the data, I sought to increase my understanding of potential underlying theories and identify emergent themes through an interest convergence lens. Initially my analysis involved transcribing and digitizing interview responses. Through the analysis process, I began to draw connections between interview responses and those from an interest convergence lens to understand power asymmetries, social inequities, historical influences, and the relationship between local communities and global forces within the way we govern marine conservation. 


[bookmark: _Toc1116729665]Chapter 4: Results 
To mirror the anecdotal nature of the data collected, here we weave together interview responses to describe how local ideas of the marine environment and their experiences with marine conservation shape their perceptions of on-the-ground marine conservation efforts. Within this study, participants were not asked for any specific identifying information, however, participants were asked to self-identify to refine my understanding of local and non-local perspectives. Non-local was applied to any participant who identified as an expatriate. An expatriate is defined as a person who lives outside their native country (Merriam-Webster, n.d.). While reading, in the brackets following participant responses, the identification of local or expatriate was recorded to distinguish their views of the environment and marine conservation.

[bookmark: _Toc218514204]Local Values of Marine Conservation 
[bookmark: _Toc1561041450]What is it?
	The findings from the interviews conducted in Bocas del Toro reveal that marine conservation is deeply intertwined with local values and cultural identity. Conservation is not just perceived as a scientific or environmental process but is inherently linked to the livelihood, recreation, and cultural fabric of the community. Participants frequently emphasized the intrinsic connection between the natural environment and their daily lives, highlighting how nature provides both material and emotional value.
For instance, one local participant from Isla Bastimentos expressed the vital role that the jungle plays in the community, stating, “The jungle provides life to Bocas, it is what protects us” (Participant 04, Local, May 1st/’24). This sentiment underscores the belief that nature is a protective force, not just ecologically but socially, safeguarding their way of life. Similarly, an expatriate from Isla Carenero described the emotional recreation connection to the marine environment, noting how daily interactions with marine life are integral to their sense of belonging: “We love the water, every day we put on our masks and go under the house, they’re our friends, our fish friends” (Participant 27, Expatriate, May 12th/’24). 
These quotes represent how marine conservation, as understood by the local community, is not merely about protecting biodiversity but also about preserving cultural identity and the human-nature relationship. Many participants referred to the importance of place and the need to protect the environment as a means of sustaining human life. For example, one Indigenous participant on Isla Colón remarked, “Our vision, my community, is about the conservation of nature. In Cosmo Indigenous visions, conservation comes first because we depend directly on these relations” (Participant 29, Local, May 13th/’24). This reflects an ethos in which environmental protection is not separate from human well-being but is foundational to it.
Further reflections from local and expatriate participants reinforced the sense of reciprocity with nature. A local Bocas resident from Isla Colón shared the view that nature continuously provides for humanity, stating, “I value what nature gives to us, every single human being. It’s always giving us without any cost” (Participant 30, Local, May 14th/’24). Another resident from Isla Carenero linked their profession directly to the availability of natural resources: “I wouldn’t be able to do what I do, and love to do, and very lucky to do for a job, if it weren’t for the natural resources that we have here” (Participant 23, Local, May 11th/’24).
These results suggest that marine conservation in Bocas del Toro is viewed through a deeply humanistic and cultural lens. The community’s relationship with nature is multifaceted, encompassing economic dependence, cultural identity, emotional well-being, and a sense of moral obligation. Conservation efforts, therefore, are not only about protecting ecosystems but are also about preserving the very essence of community life and the emotional and spiritual connections individuals have with their environment.

[bookmark: _Toc573566262]Why does it matter? 
	Conservation matters because it extends beyond the preservation of ecosystems and species; it is about safeguarding the foundation of life, identity, and community. To the community of Bocas del Toro, nature is not just a resource to be exploited but a protective force that shields community from environmental disasters, supports livelihoods, and forms the basis of cultural identity. One local participant highlighted this by stating, “If another earthquake comes, everything will be destroyed because we have destroyed everything that protects us” (Participant 18, Local, Isla Colón, May 9th/’24). This reflects a common understanding that the destruction of natural environments weakens the very defences that sustain human life. 
	The role of marine conservation in fostering a sense of responsibility and empowerment is also significant. By preserving the environment, communities are actively protecting their future, not only in ecological terms but also economically and culturally. One local emphasized this connection, "It's all about profit and making money. But there is a bigger issue at hand. This is a small country with a lot of natural resources, if we don’t find a way to make it work and keep those natural resources, we will be left with nothing" (Participant 33, Local, Isla Carenero, May 18th/’24).
	Marine conservation through the eyes of the community in Bocas del Toro, people are empowered to take action to protect their own value of nature, recognizing that their survival, prosperity, and identity are linked to the health of the environment. In this context, conservation is not just about ecological preservation—it is a path toward securing a sustainable and meaningful future for both nature and the communities that depend on it. 
[bookmark: _Toc1404989740]How is Conservation Implemented? 
 The implementation of marine conservation efforts in Bocas del Toro, as described by participants, reflects a complex interaction between government priorities and local values. There is a present disconnect between what conservation means and how it should be implemented. One participant described this disconnect as, “What they call progress, I call destruction” (Participant 18, Local, Isla Colón, May 9th/’24). 
This disconnect is a result of a lack of consultation with locals. “The government of Panama doesn’t ask about how we see conservation… The community is going one way, and the government is going another way” (Participant 29, Local, May 13th/’24). This lack of alignment of interests between government and community—locals and expatriates alike—has created tension in the environmental conservation movement. Looking at ways marine conservation efforts have been implemented in Bocas del Toro, it is clear to see this disconnect as being present within the communities. Marine conservation in Bocas del Toro has been implemented in multiple ways, such as multinational conservation goals (‘30x30’), MPAs, and local engagement. 

[bookmark: _Toc326618711]Multinational Conservation Goals 
A multinational conservation goal that is influenced in Panama is the ‘30x30’ conservation initiative, which is a global effort aimed at protecting 30% of the Earth’s land and ocean areas by 2030 (Convention on Biological Diversity, n.d.). It is a part of a broader international response to the accelerating loss of biodiversity and the growing threats of climate change. Panama ratified the Convention on Biological Diversity, subsequently committing to the United Nations goal of ’30x30’. 
Multinational conservation policies, such as the global "30x30" initiative, are viewed positively by some due to their visibility and the global conversation they stimulate. However, local views in Bocas del Toro reveal that while these policies raise awareness, their actual implementation and effectiveness are questioned. As one expatriate on Isla Colón noted, "When I first heard about it [30x30], and even now, I think it is great... but what we have seen in reality is that it has just become a competition and there is no actual backing financially to manage it" (Participant 02, Expatriate, April 30th/’24). This sentiment underscores the disparity between policy aspirations and the resources allocated for their successful execution.
When looking at international news outlets, Panama has made great strides in progressing towards this international goal in ocean spaces. In 2023, Panama announced that they have conserved 54% of national waters through expanding MPAs (Nilipour, 2023), therefore meeting their commitments to the multinational conservation goal. However, when locals were asked about the commitment to the 54% of conservation, the formal declarations of protection seemed to mean nothing as the policies remains minimal on the ground. A local from Isla Bastimentos commented on Panama's declared protection of over 50% of its marine areas, stating, "Uh mhm, mhm, I know, but it’s nothing" (Participant 13, Local, May 1st/’24). Similarly, another participant described the government's conservation efforts as "blue-washing", a term used to denote superficial environmental claims that are not backed by real action: "The last government... having a lot of meetings, social media reports saying Panama sings their efforts for blue areas, but in reality, we don’t have anything [sic]" (Participant 29, Local, Isla Colón, May 13th/’24). Many participants echoed the same thoughts regarding governmental conservation efforts in Bocas, with one participant stating, “I am not aware of any such effort” (Participant 23, Local, Isla Carenero, May 11th/’24). 
The effectiveness of marine conservation goals in general have also faced criticism for land grabbing and unequal impacts on local livelihoods (Gurney et al., 2023), particularly when there is limited community involvement or communication about the rules and regulations. This concern was echoed by an Indigenous local on Isla Colón, who shared, "For 25 years, we have conflicts with the government and the community. There is no clear communication about what you are putting in the laws or the rules." (Participant 29, Local, May 13th/’24). 
There is a critical disconnect between policy and practice highlighting the broader challenges faced in implementing multinational conservation initiatives like the ‘30x30’ goal. While the country has said to have made significant progress on paper, the lack of clear communication, local involvement, and practical enforcement has led to a sense of disillusionment among local communities. Many feel that conservation efforts are more symbolic than substantive, with little tangible impact on the ground.

[bookmark: _Toc220592616]Bastimentos Island National Marine Park 
Bastimentos Island National Marine Park (BINMP) (Parque Nacional Marino Isla Bastimentos in Spanish) is one of Panama's most important protected areas, located in the Bocas del Toro archipelago on the Caribbean coast (Bocas del Toro Tourism, n.d.). Established in 1988, the park covers approximately 13,226 hectares and includes a mix of terrestrial and marine environments (Guerrón-Montero, 2005). Its main objective is to protect the area's diverse ecosystems, which range from tropical rainforest and mangroves to coral reefs and seagrass beds (Rojas et al., 2023). BINMP also holds cultural importance for the local communities, many of whom are Indigenous and/or Afro-Caribbean. The park’s marine resources, such as fish and shellfish, are essential for the livelihoods of local fishermen (Guerrón-Montero, 2005; Rojas et al., 2023). Additionally, the park is a major attraction for eco-tourism, drawing visitors interested in snorkeling, diving, surfing, and exploring its pristine beaches and coral reefs (Mach et al., 2024; Rojas et al., 2023). However, there is often tension between conservation goals and the needs of local communities. While the park is protected by law, there are ongoing challenges with illegal fishing, turtle poaching, and development pressures that threaten the area's ecological balance. Many locals feel excluded from the decision-making processes related to the park’s management, and there is often a lack of resources for effective enforcement of conservation regulations. Local Indigenous and Afro-Caribbean communities expressed concern about the lack of consultation and enforcement, as well as the prioritization of economic development over sustainable practices (Guerron-Montero, 2005). For example, one local remarked, "People don’t respect it. Nobody enforces it" (Participant 26, Expatriate, Isla Carenero, May 11th/’24). Another local highlighted the issue of illegal activities in protected areas, stating, "We declare that we are protecting fish and turtles, but who is there? I can take you to Bastimentos right now and show you someone who is selling turtles" (Participant 33, Local, May 18th/’24). Many participants also expressed skepticism regarding the government's commitment to marine conservation, citing broken promises and inaction. One local captured this frustration: "When I go to the government to talk about conservation, it is like talking to a sock with a hole in the bottom; they don’t listen" (Participant 18, Local, Isla Colón, May 9th/’24).
The lack of capacity to effectively manage marine conservation projects is also a recurring issue. Participants repeatedly mentioned the lack of financial and logistical support for conservation, including the absence of resources for enforcement and monitoring. As one participant noted, "There is no support [for conservation] ... no money to put gas in the boat, so a lot of people are doing what they want because there is no control" (Participant 01, Local, Isla Bastimentos, April 27th/’24). Several participants emphasized that declarations of protected areas and policies are not followed by adequate enforcement or action. One expatriate described the situation: "The only way there is hope is if there is action. If there is no action, there is no hope" (Participant 02, Expatriate, Isla Colón, April 30th/’24). 

[bookmark: _Toc1896803231]Community Projects and Local Engagement 
In contrast to the lack of trust in government-led efforts, some participants highlighted the importance of grassroots, community-led conservation initiatives. There is a consensus that conservation efforts must come from within the local community rather than being imposed by expatriates or external organizations. As one local put it, "It has to be a balance of power between the government and locals. It’s our responsibility" (Participant 13, Local, Isla Bastimentos, May 1st/’24). However, even with local projects, there is a sense of disillusionment with the scale of the challenges faced. One expatriate noted, "It sometimes feels like a losing battle in Bocas" (Participant 02, Expatriate, Isla Colón, April 30th/’24). This reflects a broader frustration with the limited capacity and resources available for grassroots conservation initiatives, despite the strong desire among some locals to protect their environment.
Education was frequently cited as a critical need to improve conservation efforts. Several participants emphasized the importance of raising awareness among younger generations to instill a sense of responsibility toward environmental protection. One Indigenous local expressed hope for the future, saying, "I want education, security, and education for younger generations to protect the culture and land of Bocas" (Participant 07, Local, Isla Bastimentos, May 1st/’24). Similarly, another participant added, "Education is the key. And if we can help the young people, our island will be better" (Participant 10, Local, Isla Bastimentos, May 1st/’24).
While marine conservation efforts in Bocas del Toro are theoretically supported through policy and community projects, the realities of implementation are hampered by a lack of resources, trust, and effective communication between government entities and local communities. The implementation of marine conservation efforts in Bocas del Toro reveals a complex disconnect between government priorities and local values. The challenges faced in Bocas del Toro in marine conservation recognizes the broader implications of conservation policies that prioritize symbolic commitments over genuine action. Addressing this disconnect is critical not only for preserving marine ecosystems but also for fostering equitable and sustainable relationships between governments and the communities most impacted by environmental decisions. Bridging these gaps can create conservation strategies that are both inclusive and effective, ensuring long-term ecological and social resilience. 






[bookmark: _Toc2045394075]Chapter 5: Discussion 
Through a case study of Bocas del Toro, Panama, this research examines how the alignment of interests in marine conservation differs between local community members and government-led conservation decisions, noting that these interests converge in a superficial way—such as the local desire to protect the environment for intrinsic value and Panama’s international objective to establish itself as a global leader in conservation. Within this diversity of perspectives, there is a clear power imbalance that favors government actions, as officials hold more bargaining power than local community members, who are often not consulted, engaged, or empowered, through top-down conservation initiatives. This section will explore the consequences when the interests of the government, or the more powerful party, override the values and knowledge of local community members. Marine conservation efforts often proceed only when they align with the priorities of the dominant group. This approach is problematic, as it involves external entities making decisions for communities without truly understanding or integrating the local context. As a result, marine conservation efforts risk becoming performative rather than achieving meaningful, substantive outcomes.
 This discussion will apply a contextual interest convergence lens to uncover emergent themes significant in understanding the outcome of this case, and proposes potential grounds for their emergence, drawing parallels between these results and the findings of similar studies. 

[bookmark: _Toc1235079814]A Critical Disconnect Between National Goals and On-the-ground Realities
	Ultimately, it was found that there exists a critical disconnect between the Panamanian government’s aspirations in Bocas del Toro (e.g., tourism & infrastructure development) and the needs and values of those living in the region (e.g., conservation of biodiversity, livelihood, and culture). The results indicate that, although federal initiatives like the Bastimentos Island National Marine Park and the '30x30' initiative are formally established and outline conservation plans for the region, interviewees in Bocas del Toro expressed significant concerns about the shortcomings of these efforts. Specifically, they highlight issues such as inadequate enforcement and monitoring, limited community voice, insufficient meaningful government engagement on marine conservation, and a lack of local capacity to support effective marine conservation measures. These results are in alignment with what has been found in the literature specific to conflicts surrounding MPAs in Bocas del Toro (Cánovas-Molina & García-Frapolli, 2020). 
	In the case study of Bocas del Toro, it is crucial to consider the perception that the federal government prioritizes infrastructure development and marine conservation policy without adequately considering or consulting local needs and values. Many interviewees expressed frustration, with one business owner stating, “What they call progress, I call destruction.” As Panama aims to position itself as a “blue leader” in marine conservation, there’s a growing disconnect between national goals and on-the-ground realities. This raises questions about whether Panama's current top-down conservation approach can balance environmental goals with the social needs essential for effective marine conservation. 

[bookmark: _Toc1540104176]Whose Voice is Valued? – Intergovernmental & Intercommunity Power Dynamics 
Power is a fundamental aspect of conservation efforts, deeply embedded in all decision-making processes surrounding what, where, and how species are conserved and by whom (Shackleton et al., 2022). Traditional environmentalism, which gained traction in the 1980s and 1990s, often reflected the politics of politicians, resource managers, and scientists who saw themselves as “guardians” of environmental management, covering areas like global warming policies and marine resource conservation (Guerrón-Montero, 2005). Conservation power is held in various ways—access to data, decision-making authority, the privileging of certain knowledge systems, and the ability to shape narratives (Harrison & Loring, 2020). This complexity raises the question: “whose voice is valued?” in marine conservation efforts, particularly in places like Bocas del Toro.
In understanding power dynamics, it is essential to consider the socio-historical context of the region. Panama has a strong history of colonization, and since colonialism is inherently rooted in racial hierarchies (Grosfoguel, 2011), systemic racism must also be examined when analyzing the role of power in conservation. Throughout its history, the exploitation of Panamanian, Black, and Indigenous labour, as well as the seizure of land and property, has persisted—from the era of the Spanish Crown to the dominance of the United Fruit Company, to the construction of the Panama Canal, and the post-colonial development structures that continue to shape Panama today (Pleasant & Spalding, 2021). Coloniality can be conceptualized as an ‘invisible power structure’ that upholds colonial hierarchies and relations of domination and exploitation even in a ‘post-colonial’ world (Strand, 2022). 
Colonial legacies and systemic inequalities continue to shape conservation practices, perpetuating power imbalances and social conflicts (Scott et al., 2024). Racial hierarchies rooted in colonialism marginalize Indigenous and local communities, especially in Latin America, where conservation often clashes with resource extraction priorities (Fisher, 2014). Neoliberal reforms further deepen these disparities by prioritizing individualism over collective interests (Runk, 2012). Historically, conflicts over natural resource control between colonizers and Indigenous peoples led to land degradation and ecological harm (Wickstrom, 2003). These issues are intensified by protected areas, where exclusionary policies often disregard local realities (Garcia & Burns, 2022). For example, the creation of Bastimentos Island National Marine Park in Panama excluded local consultation, disrupting traditional resource use and fostering resentment (Guerrón-Montero, 2005). This global system of colonialism marginalizes local knowledge in favor of ‘scientific’ conservation approaches, ignoring the cultural and social dimensions of local communities’ relationships with their environment. As one local stated, “When I go to the government to talk about conservation, it is like talking to a sock with the hole in the bottom, they don’t listen.” Another lamented, “When they put in the laws, conservation means nothing, because the community is going one way, and the government is going another.” This power imbalance allows governmental conservation interests to overshadow local needs. These efforts highlight a fragmented power landscape, where majority actors, such as the Panamanian government, disregard the historical injustices faced by marginalized communities, further disempowering local community members and alienating them for their environment. Without addressing these systemic inequities, conservation efforts risk perpetuating historical injustices rather than fostering sustainable and inclusive solutions. 
There is also the power dynamics between community members. These power dynamics reflect the unequal influence of external forces on local communities. While this study primarily focuses on the Panamanian government as the dominant group and the local community in Bocas del Toro as the minority, critiques of interest convergence highlight its tendency toward essentialism, assuming a unified political interest among racial groups. This oversimplifies the diverse and often conflicting goals of individuals within those groups (Pierson-Brown, 2022). Thus, while the focus is on the government-local dynamics, intercommunity power imbalances—such as those between locals and expatriates—must also be acknowledged. For example, locals to Bocas del Toro see marine conservation and the environment as an inherent part of their livelihood and culture, one local says, “The jungle provides life to Bocas, it is what protects us.” Whereas expatriates see the marine environment for more recreational value, as one local says, “We love the water, every day we put on our masks and go under the house, they’re out friends, our fish friends.” As highlighted by earlier work, this is particularly prevalent in Bocas del Toro because since the 2000s, they have had a huge influx of lifestyle migrants from around the world due to the lower cost of living and perceived higher quality of life (Pleasant & Spalding, 2021). These power disparities that exist between locals and expatriates exacerbate conservation challenges because Western expatriates often have greater financial resources, time, and networks where they can benefit more, while locals lacking similar resources, face constraints in conservation participation (Pleasant & Spalding, 2021).
Although Panama's inequalities and racial injustices are often attributed to the historical presence of the U.S. Canal Zone, which introduced segregation and discrimination (Guerrón-Montero, 2006), modern dynamics remain complex. Power disparities between locals and expatriates in Bocas del Toro exacerbate conservation challenges (Pleasant & Spalding, 2021). Many locals in Bocas del Toro expressed a desire for more community education and a greater voice in decision-making. Some voiced concerns about wealth disparities, particularly highlighting how the government allows expatriates to build freely, overriding local governance. Expatriates are often perceived as more knowledgeable due to their Western backgrounds, overshadowing local perspectives and creating inequality, as seen in locals’ frustration: “Why are they telling me what to do in my own country?” This dynamic reflects not only government-local imbalances but also intercommunity power imbalances, such as those between locals and expatriates. Locals expressed dissatisfaction with the imposition of external knowledge, as one said, “The problem is that so many people come, tell us what to do, and after they leave, we don’t see them again.” This power imbalance between expatriates and locals highlights the need for more inclusive conservation efforts that prioritize local knowledge, voices, and autonomy in decision-making.
Another example can be seen in the push for Rights of Nature (RoN) legislation in Panama. In 2012, the Ngäbe-Buglé Indigenous community protested mining and hydroelectric projects on their land (Fisher, 2014). Despite initial setbacks, these protests highlighted growing resistance among marginalized groups (McDermott & Franco, 2023). During the COVID-19 pandemic, a decline in ecotourism led to conservation crises, prompting Callie Veelenturf, an American conservationist, to advocate for legal rights for sea turtles (McDermott & Franco, 2023; Duong, 2022). Her efforts resulted in Panama’s RoN law in 2022. A year later, Panama’s Supreme Court ruled the Cobré Panama mine unconstitutional after nationwide protests, marking a victory for the RoN movement (Earth Law Centre, 2023). This case recognizes significant power dynamics between expatriates and locals. In 2012, months of protests by the Ngäbe-Buglé against mining on their lands were unsuccessful. Yet, after the introduction of an expatriate-led vision for conservation through the RoN doctrine, significant change occurred within a couple years. In other words, while the RoN law swiftly addressed sea turtle harvesting within three years, it took over a decade, combined with a new legal framework introduced by expatriates, for the voices of the Ngäbe-Buglé to be heard. These events raise important questions: When fighting for conservation, whose voice is valued? The contrast between the rapid success of an expatriate-led initiative in Bocas del Toro and the protracted struggle of the Ngäbe-Buglé to protect their lands illustrates the enduring influence of Western perspectives in shaping environmental policy.

[bookmark: _Toc1766567383]The Environmental Conservation Movement and Interest Convergence 
Interest convergence theory suggests that social justice gains for marginalized groups occur primarily when they align with the interests of dominant groups (Bell, 1980; Crowder, 2014). Although originally applied to racial justice, this theory provides a valuable lens for analyzing power dynamics in environmental conservation. In this context, conservation initiatives often advance when they serve the dual interests of power entities—such as governments and international stakeholders—and align with global economic or political priorities, however, these efforts frequently sideline the needs and rights of local and Indigenous communities (Teelucksingh, 2020). Interest convergence theory offers a compelling lens through which to examine the motivations and outcomes of conservation initiatives. 
In Panama, the participation of Indigenous and rural communities in conservation governance in minimal, perpetuating a top-down system where decision makers, far removed from the region, determine policies to serve their own political interests. Ecological conservation and development programs that might help rural communities meet their own changing needs have not been lasting priorities of national development in Panama (Wickstrom, 2003). Furthermore, there is still a sense of ‘carbon colonialism’, a phenomenon where conservation initiatives driven by external actors prioritize global carbon offset goals while undermining the rights, traditions, and autonomy of local populations by imposing top-down solutions that often exclude local voices and needs (Runk, 2012). For example, when asking about community projects, one local said, “It sometimes feels like a losing battle in Bocas,” referring to the frustration that local voices are being disregarded by the government. For conservation to be productive, policies must genuinely incorporate local voices and recognize diverse ecological and cultural values. 
The control and governance of resources often remain in the hands of governments or international actors, who enforce rules that benefit a higher class of elites and tourists, perpetuating colonial power structures. For example, the effectiveness of marine conservation goals in general have also faced criticism for land grabbing and unequal impacts on local livelihoods (Gurney et al., 2023), particularly when there is limited community involvement or communication about the rules and regulations. This concern was echoed by an Indigenous local on Isla Colón, who shared, "For 25 years, we have conflicts with the government and the community. There is no clear communication about what you are putting in the laws or the rules." Namely, people in control of governments have advantages over those who do not, governments decide the rules of contention process, and coercive means answer to governments (Tramel, 2018). As Routledge (2000) argues, these processes are deeply entangled in power dynamics that position decision-makers far removed from local communities, thereby reinforcing exclusionary practices. The gap between conservation as a value-driven process and its top-down implementation often perpetuates power imbalances and conflict, especially in biocultural diverse regions where stakeholders’ motivations and understandings of natural resources diverge (Harrison & Loring, 2020). Without the active inclusion of local communities, conservation initiatives risk perpetuating inequality and alienating the very people whose knowledge and stewardship are essential for sustainability. By fostering equitable collaboration and grounding policies in shared values, marine conservation can move beyond serving elite interests to achieve meaningful, inclusive progress. For instance, the global environmental justice movement illustrates how local conflicts over ecological degradation can resonate on a global scale, creating networks of resistance that challenge systemic inequalities (Tramel, 2018). Therefore, effective conservation requires recognizing these diverse values, building trust through shared interests, and establishing governance structures that include the missing puzzle piece of local communities—without whom sustainable conservation is impossible. 
[bookmark: _Toc1922448231]Symbolic Conservation vs. Substantive Action 
There is a critical power imbalance favoring government and international stakeholders over local communities. Panama’s high-profile marine conservation areas, while instrumental for global image-building, often fail to address local needs, leading to perceptions of “blue-washing” and further eroding trust between government entities and the community. This approach undermines both ecological and social goals, as policies imposed without local input lack the cultural and practical insights that would enhance their effectiveness on the ground. Interest convergence theory explains these dynamics by illustrating how marine conservation progress is often conditional on alignment with the interests of more powerful actors. In Bocas del Toro, this translates to marine conservation policies that advance mainly when they serve political or economic goals beneficial to the government or international stakeholders, frequently sidelining the values and livelihoods of Indigenous and local communities. This transactional approach to conservation has led to a gap between policy and practice, where marine conservation efforts are implemented “on paper” without tangible impact or local buy-in, often leading to conflict between local community members and the government. For example, a local expresses frustration saying, “This country is not at the forefront of making climate change, and yet, they were the ones, the first ones, to find the loophole.” This was a very interesting quote as this participant was expressing that these catchy-slogan conservation initiatives are a competitive field for governments but there is no actual backing financially to manage it. It creates a disillusionment for locals. Even though there are policies in place for conservation in Bocas, the on-the-ground realities seem to be very different causing frustration amongst locals for something that is so important to their livelihood and culture but implemented by people who are not a part of their community.  
These conflicts are not unique to Panama but are an intrinsic part of human society and often arise from differing interests, values, or objectives among people, groups, or institutions. In the context of marine resources, these conflicts are frequently analyzed by highlighting incompatibilities between groups rather than exploring the underlying causes (Canovas-Molina & García-Frapolli, 2020). The oversimplification is particularly evident in MPA establishment, where the lack of clear guidance often triggers local conflicts related to exclusion from decision-making, inequities in benefit distribution, and stakeholders’ tensions. Historical examples illustrate how marine conservation efforts can exacerbate these conflicts. In the Chagos Archipelago, the UK’s declaration of an MPA was accompanied by the expulsion of the Chagossians from their islands, a move widely criticized for its lack of consultation and the subsequent marginalization of the displaced population (De Santo et al., 2011). Similarly, the Chilean government’s designation of an MPA around Rapa Nui (Easter Island) faced significant backlash from local inhabitants for neglecting traditional fishing practices and undermining their livelihoods (Zigler, 2020). Additional cases, such as the Palau National Marine Sanctuary and Phoenix Islands Protected area, have highlighted the need for a code of conduct in ocean conservation to protect human rights and address social injustices (Artis et al., 2020). These examples highlight how symbolic conservation—initiatives that prioritize appearances and external interests—often fail to deliver substantive action that aligns with local priorities. 
In Bocas del Toro, the divide between marine conservation policy and practice further illustrates the issues of symbolic conservation versus substantive action. While MPAs and other conservation policies are established, as participants note, “on paper”, there is a widespread perception among locals that these initiatives lack tangible impact. Bastimentos National Marine Park exemplifies exclusionary practices and insufficient management, reflecting how standardized conservation policies can fail to address the complex socio-cultural dimensions of local communities and where interests do not align. Marine conservation efforts like the ‘30x30’ initiative appear progressive on the surface, however, many local community members perceive it as mere “blue washing” by reflecting international rather than community priorities. Many community members are aware of such conservation efforts but remain unclear about their purpose and benefits due to insufficient regulation, education, and enforcement. This disconnect between policy and practice reflects a broader imbalance of interests, where marine conservation initiatives often prioritize external or elite interests—such as enhancing international image and promoting economic growth—over the needs and priorities of local communities. 
The framing of conservation itself exemplifies this misalignment. Historically, the colonial legacy of conservation has relied on framing local communities as lacking the capacity or knowledge for effective environmental stewardship, justifying the imposition of external policies framing locals as lacking the knowledge or motivation for conservation without considering the external forces contributing to disempowerment (Petriello et al., 2024). This perception that local communities lack capacity and knowledge is part of a larger global system of colonialism that privileges knowledge produced in the Global North over situated knowledge in the Global South (de Garcia, 2021), often marginalizing local expertise in favour of “scientific” approaches to conservation. Local community efforts for marine conservation that genuinely reflect minority interests are frequently unsupported as they do not align with the majority interests of the government or external stakeholders. These efforts, even when rooted in traditional ecological knowledge and local values, are sidelined because they conflict with the economics of political goals that drive government policies. Such colonial framings of conservation ignore the complex cultural, historical, and social dimensions that define local communities’ relationship with their environment. Aligning conservation goals with community-based priorities could bridge the gap between symbolic and substantive conservation efforts, creating a model that is inclusive, sustainable, and fosters capacity building. 
For marine conservation to move beyond symbolic gestures, there must be a shift toward substantive action. This may include specific strategies, such as co-management, capacity-building programs, or equitable benefit-sharing frameworks, as examples. Successful models incorporate local knowledge and address historical injustices, bridging the gap between external conservation goals and community-based priorities. For example, in Indonesia, traditional and community-led conservation efforts have yielded significant ecological and socioeconomic benefits. The centuries-old sasi practices in Maluku and Papua regulate resource access resulting in increased fish stocks and economic gains in areas like Raja Ampat (Estradivari et al., 2022). Furthermore, community-led mangrove rehabilitation in Sinjai, Sulawesi, restored 450 hectares of degraded mangroves, increasing tourism and inspiring replication in neighbouring villages (Estradivari et al., 2022). Similarly, efforts in South Australia emphasize the value of integrating local practices into conservation frameworks. Collaborative initiatives with Indigenous communities incorporated traditional ecological knowledge and cultural connections to "Sea Country" into MPAs (Nursey-Bray et al., 2024). This cross-cultural engagement enhanced public awareness, built a "social license to operate" for MPAs, created projects like the Fab Five, which used iconic species as visual ambassadors, and connected local biodiversity with global conservation narratives fostering public support and intergenerational learning (Nursey-Bray et al., 2024). Active involvement from communities and local governments increases compliance and improves ecological outcomes. Leadership, whether from key individuals or community-based processes, fosters trust and ensures that initiatives balance social and ecological objectives (Giakoumi et al., 2018). Successful marine conservation efforts also integrate local knowledge and priorities, avoiding trade-offs between biodiversity and food security, incorporate feedback from stakeholders and ecological assessments, and align global conservation frameworks with local needs (Giakoumi et al., 2018). Without the active inclusion of local communities and their interests, marine conservation initiatives risk perpetuating inequalities and failing to achieve long-term ecological or social goals. To move beyond performative conservation and towards substantive action shared responsibility, equitable collaboration, and the integration of local knowledge can lead to sustainable conservation outcomes that benefit both people and the planet. 



[bookmark: _Toc1027433621]Chapter 6: Conclusion 
This research highlights the complex interplay between global conservation goals and local values in Bocas del Toro, Panama, using an interest convergence framework to examine the dynamics between top-down conservation efforts and community-driven environmental values. Findings reveal that while Panama has committed to significant international conservation goals, such as protecting 30% of its oceans by 2030 (‘30x30’), these efforts often lack meaningful engagement with local communities. This disconnect has led to policies that appear more symbolic than substantive, as local voices, crucial for sustainable conservation, are frequently excluded from the decision-making processes.
Marine conservation efforts in Panama reveal a significant power imbalance, with government and international stakeholders dominating decision-making at the expense of local communities. While high-profile marine conservation areas enhance Panama’s global reputation, they often overlook the needs of local populations, fostering perceptions of “blue washing” and eroding trust. This top-down approach undermines both ecological and social objectives by excluding local perspectives and the cultural knowledge necessary for effective, sustainable policies. Through the lens of interest convergence theory, it becomes evident that progress in marine conservation often hinges on alignment with the priorities of more powerful actors. In Bocas del Toro, this dynamic results in policies that prioritize political and economic agendas, marginalizing the values and livelihoods of Indigenous and local communities. The disconnect between policy and practice creates conservation efforts that exist largely “on paper,” lacking tangible outcomes or meaningful community engagement.
The findings suggest that addressing these challenges requires a paradigm shift in conservation policy, moving towards inclusive, community-centered approaches that genuinely integrate local perspectives and knowledge. By aligning global conservation objectives with local needs, conservation efforts can become both more effective and more equitable. This shift requires not only policy changes but also an acknowledgment of the colonial legacies and power structures that persist in conservation management. Empowering local communities through co-management structures, increased funding, and educational programs could help bridge the divide between global ambitions and local realities.
Policies must transition from symbolic gestures to substantive actions that build local capacity and trust, fostering a collaborative environment where conservation is a shared responsibility. In doing so, Panama could set a precedent for marine conservation that respects both biodiversity and the communities that depend on it, contributing to a more sustainable and inclusive conservation movement globally. Interest convergence offers a pathway to achieving these outcomes, promoting strategies that align the interests of powerful entities and marginalized groups to create lasting, impactful marine conservation efforts that resonate at both local and global scales.
[bookmark: _Toc323595848]Chapter 7: Recommendations 
To move forward with effective marine conservation in Bocas del Toro, policy recommendations, based on interview participant responses, should focus on enhancing enforcement mechanisms and increasing funding dedicated to local conservation efforts. However, more financial resources alone will not solve the deeper issues if the policies continue to be shaped primarily by external stakeholders. Using an interest convergence lens, marine conservation in Bocas del Toro often relies heavily on the interests of expatriates, international organizations, and a distant government system. While these groups contribute valuable resources and expertise, they may inadvertently overshadow or conflict with the conservation priorities of local communities, especially when socioeconomic inequalities come into play.
To further strengthen marine conservation in Bocas del Toro, policies should aim to localize the decision-making process by empowering local communities with both legal and financial resources. A critical step would be building conservation frameworks that integrate Indigenous knowledge and traditional practices, which have sustained these ecosystems for centuries. Additionally, increased investment in educational programs that raise awareness among locals and tourists about sustainable marine practices could ensure that conservation is seen not just as an external imposition but as a shared responsibility. This was one of the strongest community recommendations echoed in almost all my interviews—education is key to success in building stronger marine conservation efforts in Bocas del Toro. This strategy could help mitigate the reliance on expat-driven initiatives and align local and global interests more effectively. While interest convergence has limitations, particularly in balancing power dynamics, fostering a more inclusive, community-centered approach would provide a path towards more equitable and sustainable marine conservation efforts in Bocas del Toro.
The limitations of interest convergence suggest that conservation initiatives might only persist as long as they align with the interests of dominant groups. To ensure lasting and equitable conservation, policies must seek greater alignment between the needs of local communities and broader environmental goals. Rather than focusing primarily on achieving international commitments, such as the ‘30x30’ target, a more effective approach may involve prioritizing grassroot marine conservation initiatives that resonate with local needs and values. International conservation goals often come with standardized metrics and pressures that may not fully align with local realities. By emphasizing grassroots efforts, marine conservation policies could foster a deeper connection with the community, ensuring conservation practices are both relevant and sustainable. This shift away from the chase to meet global benchmarks would allow local stakeholders to take greater ownership of conservation, making the efforts more meaningful and adaptive to the unique environmental and social landscape of Bocas del Toro.


[bookmark: _Toc639115108]References
Abrams, R., Anwana, E., Ormsby, A., Dovie, D., Ajagbe, A., & Abrams, A. (2009). Integrating Top-Down with Bottom-Up Conservation Policy in Africa. Conservation Biology, 23(2): 799-804. 
Adams, W. M., & Mulligan, M. (Eds.). (2003). Chapter 3: Decolonizing Relationships with Nature (Plumwood, V.) In Decolonizing nature: Strategies for Conservation in a Post-Colonial Era. Earthscan Publications.
Adeoye-Olatunde, O., & Olenik, N. (2021). Research and Scholarly Methods: Semi-Structured Interviews. Journal of the American College of Clinical Pharmacy, 4(10): 1358-1367. 
Alemán, E., & Alemán, S. (2010). Do Latin@ interests always have to “converge” with White Interests: (Re)claiming Racial Realism and Interest Convergence in Critical Race Theory Praxis. Race, Ethnicity, and Education, 13(1): 1-21. 
Amin, S. (1978). Unequal development: An essay on the social formations of peripheral capitalism. Sci. Soc. 42, 219–222.
Artis, E., Gray, N., Campbell, L., Gruby, R., Acton, L., Zigler, S., & Mitchell, L. (2020). Stakeholder Perspectives on Large-Scale Marine Protected Areas. PlosOne, 15(9): e0238574. 
ATP. (2020). Plan Maestro de Turismo Sostenible (Panamá City: Autoridad de Turismo de Panamá). URL: https://www.atp.gob.pa/Plan_Maestro_de_Turismo_Sostenible_2020-2025.pdf
Bearce, D. & Bondanella, S. (2007). Intergovernmental Organizations, Socialization, and Member-State Interest Convergence. International Organization, 61(4): 703-733. 
Bell, D. A. (1980). Brown v. Board of Education and the Interest-Convergence Dilemma. Harvard Law Review, 93(3): 518-533. 
Bennett, N. J., Katz, L., Yadao-Evans, W., Ahmadia, G. N., Atkinson, S., Ban, N. C., Dawson, N. M., de Vos, A., Fitzpatrick, J., Gill, D., Imirizaldu, M., Lewis, N., Mangubhai, S., Meth, L., Muhl, E.-K., Obura, D., Spalding, A. K., Villagomez, A., Wagner, D., & White, A. (2021). Advancing social equity in and through marine conservation. Marine Policy, 133, 104823. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.marpol.2020.104823
Berny, N., & Rootes, C. (2018). Environmental NGOs at a crossroads? Considerations for action and organization in a time of crisis. Environmental Politics, 28(1), 115-140. https://doi.org/10.1080/09644016.2018.1536293
Blanton, A., Ewane, B. E., McTavish, F., Watt, M. S., Rogers, K., Daneil, R., Vizcaino, I., Gomez, A. N., Pitumpe Arachchige, P. S., King, S. A. L., Galgamuwa, G. A. P., Palacios Peñaranda, M. L., al-Musawi, L., Montenegro, J. F., Broadbent, E. N., Almeyda Zambrano, A. M., Hudak, A. T., Swangjang, K., Velasquez-Camacho, L., Polania Vorenberg, J. H., ... Mohan, M. (2024). Ecotourism and mangrove conservation in Southeast Asia: Current trends and perspectives. Journal of Environmental Management, 365: 121529. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jenvman.2024.121529 
Bustamante, R. (2023). Beyond Protection: Recognizing Nature’s Rights to Conserve Sharks. Sustainability, 15(9): 7056. DOI:10.3390/su15097056
Bocas del Toro Tourism. (n.d.). About Bocas. Visit Bocas Del Toro. URL: https://go.bocasdeltoro.travel/
Bocas del Toro Tourism. (2023). Isla Colón. URL: https://go.bocasdeltoro.travel/es/destinos/isla-colon/. 
Cánovas-Molina, A., & García-Frapolli, E. (2020). Untangling worldwide conflicts in marine protected areas: Five lessons from five continents. Marine Policy, Article 104185. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.marpol.2020.104185
Clark, T. & Cisneros-Montemayor, A. (2024). Colonialism & the Blue Economy: Confronting Historical Legacies to Enable Equitable Ocean Development. Ecology & Society, 29(3): 4. 
Charles, A. & Berkes, F. (ed.) (2021). Chapter 2: Community Based Approaches for Linking Conservation and Livelihoods in Communities, Conservation and Livelihoods. Gland, Switzerland: IUCN and Halifax, Canada: Community Conservation Research Network. 
Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD). (n.d.). Kunming-Montreal Global Biodiversity Framework: Targets. URL: https://www.cbd.int/gbf/targets 
Convention on Biological Diversity. (n.d.). Target 3. Secretariat of the Convention on Biological Diversity. URL: https://www.cbd.int/gbf/targets/3/
Cole, B., Bradley, A., Willcock, S., Gardner, E., Allinson, E., Hagen-Zanker, A., Calo, A., Touza, J., Petrovskii, S., Yu, J., & Whelan, M. (2023). Using a Multi-Lens Framework for Landscape Decisions. People and Nature, 5(4):1050-1071. https://doi.org/10.1002/pan3.10474
Collin, R., Adelson, A., Altieri, A., & Clark, K. (2024). Using Forty Years of Research to View Bahía Almirante on the Caribbean Coast of Panama as an Integrated Social-Ecological System. Estuarine Coastal and Shelf Science, 306(14): 108878. 
Collier, C. (2020). Enabling Conditions for Community-Based Co-Management of Marine Protected Areas in the United States. Marine Policy, 122: 104244. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.marpol.2020.104244
Corson, C., & Campbell, L. M. (2023). Conservation at a crossroads: Governing by global targets, innovative financing, and techno-optimism or radical reform? Ecology and Society, 28(2), 3. https://doi.org/10.5751/ES-13795-280203
Crowder, P. A. (2014). Interest Convergence as Transaction? University of Pittsburgh Law Review, 75(4): 693-710. 
Dawson, N. M., et al. (2021). The role of Indigenous peoples and local communities in effective and equitable conservation. Ecology and Society, 26(3), 19. https://doi.org/10.5751/ES-12625-260319.
Daunton, N. (Aug. 3, 2022). Panama Brings in New Law granting Nature the ‘Right to exist’. Euro News. https://www.euronews.com/green/2022/03/08/panama-brings-in-new-law-granting-nature-the-right-to-exist
Dehens, L. A., & Fanning, L. M. (2018). What counts in making marine protected areas (MPAs) count? The role of legitimacy in MPA success in Canada. Ecological Indicators, 86, 45-57. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ecolind.2017.12.026
De Garcia, N. (2021). Decolonizing Conservation Science: Response to Jucker et al., 2018. Conservation Biology, 35: 1321-1323. 
De Santo, E., Jones, P., & Miller, A. (2011). Fortress Conservation at Sea: A Commentary on the Chagos Marine Protected Area. Marine Policy, 35(2): 258-260. 
Donoghue, M. (2020). ‘Panama’, in Robert H. Holden (ed.), The Oxford Handbook of Central American History. URL: https://doi.org/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780190928360.013.23
Driver, J. (2011). Rethinking the interest-convergence thesis. Northwestern University Law Review, 105(1), 149-197.
Duong, T. (Mar. 23, 2022). In Panama, Nature Now Has Rights Just Like People and Corporations. EcoWatch. URL: https://www.ecowatch.com/panama-nature-rights.html
Earth.org. (2023, April 24). Why conservation efforts need to support community livelihoods. URL: https://earth.org/why-conservation-efforts-need-to-support-community-livelihoods/
Earth Law Centre. (Nov. 29, 2023). Press Release – Panama’s Supreme Court Upholds Rights of Nature, Declares Country’s Largest Copper Mine Unconstitutional.URL: https://www.earthlawcenter.org/elc-in-the-news/2023/11/rights-of-nature-in-panama
Eckert, I., Brown, A., Caron, D., Riva, F., & Pollock, L. J. (2023). 30x30 Biodiversity Gains Rely on National Coordination. Nature Communications, 14(7113). https://doi.org/10.1038/s41467-023-42737-x
Estradivari, E., Agung, M. F., Adhuri, D. S., Ferse, S. C. A., Sualia, I., Andradi-Brown, D. A., Campbell, S. J., Iqbal, M., Jonas, H. D., Lazuardi, M. E., Nanlohy, H., Pakiding, F., Pusparini, N. K. S., Ramadhana, H. C., Ruchimat, T., Santiadji, I. W. V., Timisela, N. R., Veverka, L., Ahmadia, G. N. (2022). Marine conservation beyond MPAs: Towards the recognition of other effective area-based conservation measures (OECMs) in Indonesia. Marine Policy, 137, 104939. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.marpol.2021.104939
Fisher, E. (2014). Constitutional Struggle and Indigenous Resistance in Latin America: The Case of Panama. Latin America Perspectives, 199: 41 (6):65-78. 
Fusco, L. M., Knott, C., Cisneros-Montemayor, A. M., Singh, G. G., & Spalding, A. K. (2022). Blueing business as usual in the ocean: blue economies, oil, and climate justice. Political Geography, 98, 102670. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.polgeo.2022.102670
Gallup, J. (2018). Top Down versus Bottom Up: Two Approaches to Sustainability. Office of Sustainability, University of Wisconsin-Madison. URL: https://sustainability.wisc.edu/top-down-bottom-up-sustainability/
Garcia, R. & Burns, S. (2022). Bureaucratic Politics in Protected Areas: The Voided Power Projection Efforts of Conservation vis-à-vis Forest Bureaucracies in Patagonia, Argentina. Forest Policy and Economics, 134. 
Gaymer, C., Carcamo, P., & Ban, N. (2014). Merging Top-Down and Bottom-Up Approaches in Marine Protected Area Planning: Experiences from Around the Globe. Aquatic Conservation Marine and Freshwater Ecosystems, 24(2): 128-144. 
Ghinoi, S. & Steiner, B. (2020). The Political Debate on Climate Change in Italy: A Discourse Network Analysis. Politics and Governance, 8(2): 215-228. 
Giakoumi, S., McGowan, J., Mills, M., Beger, M., Bustamante, R. H., Charles, A., Christie, P., Fox, M., Garcia-Borboroglu, P., Gelcich, S., Guidetti, P., Mackelworth, P., Maina, J. M., McCook, L., Micheli, F., Morgan, L. E., Mumby, P. J., Reyes, L. M., White, A., ... Possingham, H. P. (2018). Revisiting “success” and “failure” of marine protected areas: A conservation scientist perspective. Frontiers in Marine Science, 5, Article 223. https://doi.org/10.3389/fmars.2018.00223
Glaser B.G., & Strauss A.L. (1967). The Discovery of Grounded Theory: Strategies for Qualitative Research. New York: Aldine de Gruyter.
Greenough, Paul and Anna Lowenhaupt Tsing, 2001 Introduction. In Nature in the Global South: Environmental Projects in South and Southeast Asia. Paul Greenough and Ana Lowenhaupt Tsing, ed. Pp. 1-23. Durham and London: Duke University Press.
Grosfoguel, R. (2011). Decolonizing Post-Colonial Studies and Paradigms of Political-Economy: Transmodernity, Decolonial Thinking, and Global Coloniality. Journal of Peripheral Cultural Production of the Luso-Hispanic World, 1(1). https://doi.org/10.5070/T411000004
Guerrón-Montero, C. (2005). Marine protected areas in Panama: Grassroots activism and advocacy. Human Organization, 64(4), 360–373. https://doi.org/10.17730/humo.64.4.536r1385j15rhj8x
Guerrón-Montero, C. (2006). Racial Democracy and Nationalism in Panama. Enthology, 45(3): 209-228. 
Guha, R. (1989). Radical American environmentalism and wilderness preservation: A Third World critique. Environmental Ethics, 11(1), 71–83. https://doi.org/10.5840/enviroethics198911148
Günther, P., & Ekardt, F. (2023). Balancing climate goals and biodiversity protection: Legal implications of the 30x30 target for land-based carbon removal. Frontiers in Climate, 5: 1276606. https://doi.org/10.3389/fclim.2023.1276606
Gurney, G. G., Adams, V. M., Álvarez-Romero, J. G., & Claudet, J. (2023). Area-based conservation: Taking stock and looking ahead. One Earth, 6(2), 98–104. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.oneear.2023.01.012
Hamel, J-F. (2018). Chapter 29: Marine Protected Areas in World Seas: An Environmental Evaluation: Volume III: Ecological Issues and Environmental Impacts. Elsevier Science & Technology. 
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[bookmark: _Toc156046634]Appendix I: Field Research Schedule 

	Week 1

	April 15th 
	April 16th 
	April 17th 
	April 18th 
	April 19th 
	April 20th 
	April 21st 

	
	
	
	Participated in Tour to Cayos Zapatillas, Isla Bastimentos National Marine Park  
	
	
	Brazadas por el Océano Event 

	Week 2

	April 22nd 
	April 23rd 
	April 24th 
	April 25th 
	April 26th 
	April 27th 
	April 28th 

	
	
	Jungle Hike to Polo Beach
	Native Bird Watching Tour in Soropta Channel  
	
	Tour Of a Permaculture Farm on Isla Bastimentos 

Interview #1
	

	Week 3

	April 29th 
	April 30th 
	May 1st 
	May 2nd 
	May 3rd 
	May 4th 
	May 5th 

	
	Interview #2 & #3
	Native Bird Watching Tour on Isla Colón 

Interview #4, #5, #6, #7, #8, #9, #10, #11, #12, #13, #14, & #15   
	Interview #16 
	
	
	2024 Presidential Elections

	Week 4

	May 6th 
	May 7th 
	May 8th 
	May 9th 
	May 10th 
	May 11th 
	May 12th 

	Student Directed Research Presentations at the School for Field Studies
	


	Conservation Diving; Isla Colón 
	Interview #17, #18, & #19
	Interview #20
	Interview #21, #22, #23, #24, #25, & #26
	Interview #27 & #28 

	Week 5

	 May 13th 
	May 14th 
	May 15th 
	May 16th 
	May 17th 
	May 18th 
	May 19th 

	Interview #29
	Interview #30 
	
	Interview #31 
	
	Interview #32 & #33 
	 

	
	
	
	Week 6
	
	
	

	May 20th
	May 21st
	May 22nd
	May 23rd
	
	
	

	Conservation Diving; Isla Solarte 
	Conservation Diving; Isla Solarte
	
	
	
	
	





[bookmark: _Toc518400240]Appendix II: List of Interviewee Descriptors 
	Interviewee Descriptor
	Total Individuals Interviewed 

	Expatriates 
	11

	Locals to Bocas del Toro
	18

	Panamanian Nationals 
	4

	Indigenous 
	1





[bookmark: _Toc1112962426]Appendix III: Socioeconomic and Geographic Description of Interview Locations/Study Sites

	Island
	Population
	Description

	Isla Colón
	~13,000
	Main island in the Bocas del Toro archipelago, located in the Caribbean Sea off the northern coast of Panama. It serves as the administrative and commercial hub of the Bocas del Toro province. The island is renowned for its vibrant atmosphere, picturesque landscapes, and a blend of cultural influences. 

	Isla Carenero 
	~800 
	Isla Carenero is a small and charming island known for its natural beauty and relaxed atmosphere. The island is small and forested with the northern tip of the island being not publicly accessible, but the trail crosses through the jungle to complete the loop. It is home to a few tourist accommodations and a mix of locals and lifestyle migrants. 

	Isla Bastimentos 
	~2000
	As one of the larger islands in the archipelago, it is considered a more relaxed alternative to the busy streets and bars of Bocas Town. A large portion of Isla Bastimentos is a part of the Bastimentos National Marine Park while also being home to private residences, tourists, and locals. 
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