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While protected areas (PA) remain a key conservation strategy globally, they are also likely to 

affect the provision of ecosystem services and impact livelihoods. To what extent PAs are 

successful in protecting habitats and species as well as improving livelihoods depends on the 

social-political and environmental context in which they exist. For this reason, decentralization 

policies are likely to impact the PA effectiveness, depending on the scope, benefits, and rights 

transferred to the local population. It is rare, however, to find rigorous empirical analyses of how 

decentralization conditions PA effectiveness, especially from global conservation hotspots. In 

this paper, we consider how decentralization (proxied by the introduction of direct elections of 

the district head, the change in the district head, and the splitting of districts) moderates PA 

effectiveness in terms of promoting forest conservation, providing ecosystem services (e.g., 

water purification, environmental disease mitigation and the mitigation of natural disasters), and 

alleviating poverty in Indonesia. We apply quasi-experimental methods to a carefully constructed 

spatially explicit village-level panel dataset, combined with geospatial biophysical and physio-

geographic data for all of Indonesia. Our results indicate that, on average, protected areas did not 

significantly impact aggregate deforestation levels, but increased core and decreased edge forests 

and were key in providing ecosystem services. We find that the decentralization proxies 

impacted the performance of protected areas in ways dependent on the characteristics of the local 

population. Our research is a rare effort in the conservation impact evaluation literature to extend 

beyond the traditional locational variables and present quantitative evidence of the impact of 

political economy context in which conservation policies exist. Thus, we respond to recent calls 

for Conservation Evaluation 2.0 by examining the context and providing insights into the 

mechanisms underlying conservation and development impacts.


