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Illicit Global 

Environmental Change: 

• Land use/land cover 

change

• Biodiversity

• Protected area 

governance

• Forest lives and 

livelihoods 



Maya Biosphere Reserve, Guatemala  

• World’s largest communally 

managed forest

• Grassroots environmental 

and social justice movement 

and model

• Narco-deforestation 

threatens forest and 

movement in the west
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Source: Anonymous

Narco-Cattle Ranching in the Maya Biosphere



Source: http://www.plazapublica.com.gt/content/desplazar-para-no-ser-desplazados

Narco-Cattle Ranching in the Maya Biosphere



Ethics and Biases: Researching Narco-deforestation 

How can we as researchers ethically study phenomena that is 
hidden, dangerous, and sensationalized?

1. Safety

2. Biases in Quantifying Narco-Deforestation

3. Ethics of Relational Thinking 

4. Geo-spatial technologies and the 

Production of Territory 

Source: Netflix



1. Safety 

• Safety for Research 

Participants 

• Safety for Researchers

• Making connections that 

our collaborators cannot
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Impulse to Quantify: 

• What percentage of deforestation    
is narco-deforestation?

• Narco/non-narco – where to draw 
the binary line? 

Problems with Quantification:

• Impossible to do, but urge persists

• Rooted in positivism and western epistemologies – binary thinking

• Criminalize people and places

2. Quantifying Narco-Deforestation: Biases



3. Ethics of Relational Thinking

• Relations and connections between licit –
illicit

• DTOs shape socio-environmental 
systems, governance, and licit economies

• Illuminate dynamics occurring outside 
reserve driving narco-deforestation 

• From narco-fetish to critique of US led 
War on Drugs

• Narco-deforestation is product of War on 
Drugs and failed conservation policy



• Narco-deforestation is 

concentrated in national 

parks and core zones of 

strict conservation

• Conservation and 

tourism land grabs 

funded to increase 

security

Drug War Conservation

Source: “Guardians of the Forest,” Jessica Long



S. 3131 “Maya Security and Conservation Partnership program”

Source: FARES



4. Geo-Spatial Technologies and the Production of Territory

• Large scale tourism development of MBR 
threatens community forestry 

• Tourism developers use geo-spatial 
technologies to land grab their 
“discoveries”

Source: The Guardian, Comedy Central’s “The Daily Show” 



Ethics and Biases in LiDAR research:

• “Pristine nature, ancient civilization” representation 

erases communities and concessions

• Ignores local knowledge of Maya archeology 

through narrative of “discovery”

• “Discovery” narrative and financial investment 

paves the way for territorial claims

• Collaboration with scientists legitimizes these 

narratives 

• Maps used to advocate for private concessions and 

wilderness preserves



Grassroots Organizing and 

Geospatial Technologies 
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