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Distributional equity is at the heart of comanagement of natural resources given it 

invariably results in a range of costs and benefits to those involved. Understanding what resource 

users perceive as constituting an equitable or fair distribution of impacts is critical to the pursuit 

of sustainability because of the influence of perceived (un)fairness on well-being and on 

cooperation, on which the achievement of environmental and other sustainability objectives is 

predicated. Although distributional equity concerns are prominent in an array of global 

environmental policies (e.g. SDGs, CBD), a lack of explicit attention to equity has been 

recognised in a number of environment-related literatures and understanding of how to consider 

and incorporate distributional equity into comanagement practice remains weak.  

 

To this end, we explored resource users’ preferences for alternative benefit sharing arrangements 

in relation to tourist revenue associated with a collective payment-for-ecosystem-services (PES) 

project involving a comanaged marine protected area in Ra province, Fiji. Using semi-structured 

interviews, we elicited 122 individuals’ preferences for alternative benefit sharing arrangements 

that represent different principles of distributional equity: egalitarianism; utilitarianism; and 

proportionality (four forms based on need, opportunity cost, contributed effort to management, 

and property rights). Further, to provide insights into how equity judgments are shaped and 

whether they are linked to self-interest, we examined how fairness appraisals differed according 

to key socio-demographic characteristics. 

 

Our analysis revealed that the benefit sharing mechanism considered the most fair was the rights-

based principle, while the least fair was based on fisheries opportunity-costs. This finding has 

important implications for PES and conservation practice more generally given that an 

opportunity-cost distributional equity principle is embedded in much of conservation practice 

and is instrumental to PES achieving its key purported benefit of economic efficiency. We found 

few significant relationships between perceived fairness and socio-demographic characteristics 

that would determine whether an individual benefited under a certain principle, suggesting that 

self-interest was not a primary motivator of equity judgments in regards to PES payments. In 

sum, our study provides important insights into distributional equity, a widely advocated goal in 

conservation and sustainability practice.


