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Abstract: Conservation easements (CEs) were introduced in the Chinese context to resolve the con-
flict between rural land use and area-based conservation measures. As conservation easements are
usually set on private lands, little is known about their adaptation to the collective land tenure. We
introduced a social-psychological aspect to sustainable livelihoods (SL) for an integrated decision-
making mechanism to assess rural residents” motivations for granting CEs. We surveyed farmers in
the Qianjiangyuan National Park pilot area in order to explore how tangible factors, i.e., the liveli-
hood assets, and intangible factors, i.e., farmers’ perceptions of the livelihood environment, affected
their true feeling of conservation easements. Results suggested that CEs that were adapted to the
collectively-owned forestland followed a well-established grassroots democracy but sacrificed the
CE'’s diversity in restricted uses tailored to specific landowners and properties. Institutional capital
and perception of the economic environment appeared most important to affect farmers’ acceptance
of CEs. Furthermore, the livelihood assets affected farmers’ perception of the livelihood environ-
ment, and their acceptance of CEs affected the perception of policy outcomes. Overall, our findings
demonstrate the acceptance of conservation easements as a livelihood strategic choice and
strengthen the importance of securing economic rights in the changing institutional environment.
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1. Introduction

Conservation easements (CEs) have become a popular conservation tool globally to
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conservation [10]. Therefore, our attention was first given to the mature research of the US
cases, although there is no consensus on the strategy nor on the common drivers to be
used to explain such decision-making [7,11-13]. Structural variables of the individual and
the environment, such as social-demographic characteristics, soil conditions/land use sta-
tus, and extension variables, were proved influential, including gender, education, in-
come, location of residence, adulthood, household legacy, land already under conserva-
tion, etc. [9].

Moreover, eight motive-values were found effective under certain circumstances, of
which several were non-financial ones [9]. For example, societal and environmental mo-
tives, such as social responsibility, land stewardship, and pro-environmental awareness,
were important motivations for the transfer of conservation easements [11-13]. In addi-
tion, the perceived justice, such as information dissemination, participation in negotiation,
and the expectation of the benefit, was also identified [7,11]. By contrast, financial motives
were found to have little effect on the landowners’” management and use decisions [14].
However, much research strengthened that financial incentives may have a stronger rela-
tionship with those whose activities on land consist of economically-driven behaviours
[9,15,16]. Thus, economic dependence and commercial use of land are proved critical to
affecting landowners’ choice to engage in the adoption of land conservation practices,
such as the granting of a CE [10,17,18]. Despite the mosaic drivers that are recognised to
affect the granting of a CE, the expectation of the CE’s benefit, the trust of the easement
demander, and the perceptions of the ecological value of land are among the most im-
portant factors to impact landowners’ decision-making [11].

The use of CEs to protect open space, habitat and ecosystems, and farmland has also
extended outside of the US to developing countries, where the balance between the public
and private benefit is crucial in the populated protected areas [19,20]. China is among the
countries with the highest biodiversity, but it also faces the challenge of coordinating rural
development and nature conservation [21,22]. During the recent institutional reform for a
new national park system, CEs are proposed and practised as a promising conservation
tool to improve the park-people relationship by reaching a win-win outcome of sustaina-
ble livelihoods and biodiversity conservation [21-23]. Considering China’s social-political
situation and rural land tenure system [24], CEs are adapted to the collectively-owned
land under the operation of the rural grassroots democracy [25]. This is a solution to the
lack of flexibility of permanent CE in dealing with dynamic social-ecological conditions
and the fragments of conserved land due to private ownership, as was criticised by schol-
ars concerning typical CEs in the US [26,27].

However, whether CEs can achieve the win-win goal is as yet unknown, especially
when there is no research on the decision-making process of the farmers involved. Alt-
hough there are considerable studies on the motivation for conveying conservation ease-
ment in the US, the different social, economic, political, and cultural differences make
those research results enlightening but not conclusive for the developing world. Under-
standing the motives affecting participation in such programmes is vital to further devel-
opment and refinement of policies to motivate community participation [28-30].

This paper addresses micro-level motivations that affect decision-making among
farmers who have placed a CE on their collectively-owned land. In fact, very few house-
holds did not participate in the conservation easement programme because of its adapta-
tion to the “collective”, so this research aims to reveal people’s true decisions if not con-
strained by the “collective action”. This research takes a perspective of sustainable liveli-
hoods (SL), which means that the paper treats the decision-making of conveying conser-
vation easements as a whole procedure of choosing livelihood strategies based on the live-
lihood assets transformed by the environment of structures and processes in the vulnera-
ble context and leading to certain outcomes [31]. In the Chinese context, conservation ease-
ments are supposed to improve rural land management by limiting restrictions of usu-
fruct and multiple compensations according to conservation targets, making it a possible
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approach to promote rural livelihoods in the protected areas [32]. Therefore, SL was in-
troduced because this adaptation of conservation easements to the Chinese context is con-
sistent with the growing emphasis on the importance of policies, institutions and pro-
cesses (PIPs) that shape the types of livelihood strategies and the flow and interaction of
livelihood assets [33]. In addition, the uncertainty of rural livelihoods because of the vul-
nerability contexts in which CEs take effect is worth exploring because of the trend of
mainstreaming biodiversity conservation in China. Thus, the perspective of SL is helpful
to reflect the complete decision-making mechanism in which livelihood assets, vulnerable
contexts, PIPs, etc., become hypothesised motive-values that can be tested. In addition,
studies on the choice of land conservation practices tend to treat the decision-making of
coordinating nature conservation and production activities as a psychological process
during which intentions and behaviours are belief-based [34-36]. Therefore, this paper
introduced the social-psychological aspect in that conveying conservation easements is a
livelihood strategy choice subject to the SL-based decision-making mechanism through
the integration of vulnerability contexts, PIPs, and the perception of the livelihood envi-
ronment.

The objectives of this study are as follows: (1) to understand farmers’ attitude to con-
servation easements, (2) to identify the effect of tangible (livelihood assets) and intangible
(perception of livelihood environment) conditions on farmers’ true acceptance of a con-
servation easement, and (3) to explore relevant interactions between tangible and intangi-
ble conditions and between the acceptance of a conservation easement and its outcomes.
These objectives are fulfilled by analysing data from the Qianjiangyuan National Park Pi-
lot (QNP) of China with a constructed analytical framework with which research ques-
tions and hypotheses are further explained.

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Qianjiangyuan National Park and the Conservation Easement as a New Tool

Qianjiangyuan (Source of the Qiantang River) National Park pilot (QNP) is in the
Yangtze River Delta region (Figure 1) in Zhejiang Province of China. It conserves central
subtropical evergreen broad-leaved forest with a total area of 252 km? integrated from a
national nature reserve, a national forest park, and a provincial scenic area. QNP covers
four towns with 21 administrative villages and supports a population of 9744 people [37],
and 80.3% of the land is collectively owned. Most people are engaged in crop cultivation,
including rice, rape, maize, and Camellia oleifera, and agriculture and migrant work bring
in 80% of the household income. Of the four towns, Qixi and Suzhuang are located in the
previous national forest, national park, and national nature reserve, respectively.
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Figure 1. Location and land use of the Qianjiangyuan National Park pilot [38].

Kaihua County, where the QNP locates, has a forest cover of 80.96%, and forestry
used to be a dominant industry (Figure 2). The rural reform of Kaihua has experienced
several stages. The agrarian revolution between 1950 and 1951 overthrew the private own-
ership of land and established the public ownership of land through land reform. The
mutual aid teams emerged in 1952, and then production cooperatives in 1954; finally, in
1958, the People’s Commune (PC) was introduced with collective ownership, and the col-
lective ownership of land belonged to three entities of the commune, the brigade, and the
team. With the implementation of the Household Responsibility System in farmland, the
collective forest tenure has begun its “Three-fixed” reform since 1981 to distribute for-
estland to households, however; this distribution of collective forests was stopped by the
central government due mainly to the rapid loss of forest resources. In 2003, a new round
of collective forest tenure reform (CFTR) was launched to solve property rights. The main
reform is to allocate forestland to households and determine the farmers’ rights to use and
manage forestland and ownership of the forest. There is also supportive reform, including
forest tenure mortgage loans, forestry insurance, and the establishment and development
of forestry cooperative organisations. Meanwhile, Kaihua was designated a national eco-
logical demonstration area in 1997, enlisted in the national forest ecological benefit com-
pensation pilots in 2001, and a key supporting area of the provincial public welfare forest
in 2004. Therefore, almost half of the forestland is under the protection of the public wel-
fare forest, and incomes come mainly from compensation, under-forestry economy, rural
homestay, etc., and the benefit right of public welfare forest is also allowed for applying
for the pledged loan.
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Figure 2. Typical village landscape of QNP (Zuoxi, Qixi County, left) and the nationally important
agricultural heritage: running water fish farming system (right).

To better protect the forest and facilitate ecological restoration without land grabbing
and high purchasing costs, CEs are introduced through a land-use reform initiated by the
QNP management agency as a part of the national park’s governance innovation. From
March 2018, the park agency designed the implementation plan during the preparation
period, and four working groups were set up to disseminate conservation ideology and
implementation plan to towns and then villages. The negotiation was a two-step process
taking place at the collective level and the village level for the villagers to entrust their
contracted forestland to the village committee, and then the park agency signed a contract
with the village committee. The contracts were registered from April to November 2020.
The registered unit matches that of the forest ownership unit, and a certificate of registra-
tion of real estate was issued.

The CE contract has a fixed term of up to 31 December 2054, which agrees with the
rural land contracting period. Rights and responsibilities for both parties were defined in
the contract. A major right of the easement granters, i.e., farmers, is the annual compen-
sation of 48.2 yuan/mu. In addition, they were also given priority in concession and brand-
ing of their products to provide goods and services in QNP. Accordingly, they are respon-
sible for facilitating park management. Any breach of contract raises a penalty of 50% of
the annual compensation to the land with easement by the party in breach. In total, 263,469
mu (ca. 176 km?) of land belonging to 3757 households of 21 village collectives was con-
served by QNP Agency for the integrity of the subtropical forest system and the water-
shed, and this is 4.68 ha per household on average.

2.2. Analytical Framework

We developed a conceptual model of the easement granting mechanism from the lo-
cal community’s perspective. This model is informed by the attitude theory in park-people
relations and sustainable livelihood literature, e.g., [39—43]. The implementation of the
conservation easement is hypothesised firstly based on attitude theory [44], the attitude
being a human psychological tendency expressed by evaluating a particular object with
favour or disfavour, in this case, accept the easement reform or not. Attitude consists of
beliefs, which are associations people establish between the attitude object and various
attributes and are detected by perceptions. As positive attitudes are reasonable predictions
of active actions, a perception-attitude-action chain is established. In the sustainable live-
lihoods analysis framework, livelihood assets are fundamental to deciding on livelihood
strategies, here, granting an easement. The biophysical and institutional context and pro-
cesses, which, in this research, are mainly the institutional innovation of the China na-
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tional park system and the management regime, are also important in the sustainable live-
lihood analysis. Therefore, we suppose that livelihood assets are the internal base for live-
lihood strategy choice, and the biophysical and institutional context and processes are the
external uncertainty for the livelihood decision-making; the acceptance of conservation
easement is based on the condition of livelihood assets and the judgement of the liveli-
hood environment and could lead to the action of granting a CE or not. Although, in real-
ity, the individual action was constrained by the collective decisions, the attitudes were
assumed to impact farmers’ recognition of the policy outcomes because they were reason-
able predictions of individual actions.

Figure 3 is used here as a useful heuristic tool to frame the analysis of the material-
perception-attitude-action-outcomes chain. The framework contains the following main
components: (1) the livelihood assets that support a farmer’s decision-making on liveli-
hood strategies. Conservation easement as a conservation tool will greatly affect farmers’
life because of its potential restriction on resource use and other income-generating op-
portunities. Therefore, we take the granting of CE as a choice of livelihood strategy that
could lead to alternative or diversified livelihoods, and such decision-making is well af-
fected by livelihood assets [45]; (2) the cognition of the livelihood environment that reflects
farmers’ understanding of the external environmental conditions that may affect their de-
cision-making. These conditions are mainly a manifestation of the biophysical and socio-
economic environment interacting with the policies, institutions and processes (PIPs),
which are treated as the external uncertainty of rural livelihoods to make more eco-
friendly choices as they are now part of a national park [46]; (3) the acceptance of the
conservation easement, which is farmers’ attitude to the easement reform from its initia-
tion to the current implementation. It was treated as a prediction of their true decision to
transfer CEs because the real decision is unknown. The function of balancing public-pri-
vate interests is manifested in the form of rights and responsibilities in the easement con-
tract, so farmers will judge whether their livelihood expectation is met under these con-
tents. In addition, how the contract is signed and whether it is well implemented also
matters to farmers’ attitudes to this new policy. Therefore, the acceptance is measured in
terms of the content of the contract, the procedure of legitimating the contract, and the
implementation of the contract; (4) the evaluation of the outcomes of the easement reform
according to the functions and expected deliveries of the contract from the aspect of both
public interest and private interest.

1
Livelihood | CE
- 1
environment i £ outcomes
o 1
cognition 1
ecological i:> Acceptance of o  Ecological
economic ; CE « Economic
- H 1 .
50<131a11 : p » ¢ Social
¥ |
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Transferring CE

Figure 3. The overall analytical frame of the mechanism of the conservation easement from the per-
spective of sustainable livelihoods and the hypothesis (H: human capital, N: natural capital, F: fi-
nancial capital, P: physical capital, S: social capital, I: institutional capital). The dotted rectangular
shows the mechanism of the social-psychological process based on material conditions.
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Under the analytical framework, for a conservation easement holder in the QNP, live-
lihood assets are the basic material that can affect their attitude to the conservation ease-
ment; livelihood assets may also affect farmers’ perception of the external livelihood en-
vironment, which can affect the overall attitude to the conservation easement. Finally,
their attitudes may affect their assessment of the policy outcomes. Thus, four hypotheses
are proposed:

H1. Livelihood assets affect farmers’ acceptance of the conservation easement;

H2. Perceptions of the livelihood environment affect farmers” acceptance of the conservation ease-
ment;

H3. Livelihood assets affect farmers’ perception of the livelihood environment, and;
H4. Acceptance of the conservation easement affects farmers’ cognition of its outcomes.

The livelihood assets were measured by human, natural, physical, financial, social,
and institutional capital with 21 variables (Table S1). We proposed an institutional capital
to explain the institutionalised assets that are not owned or manipulated directly by farm-
ers but that affect farmers” actual use of their other capitals [47,48]. This is important be-
cause, with the integration of protected areas, China’s national park inherits and optimises
multiple management rules, be they formal regulations or customaries, to better manage
natural resources. Human capital was referenced by people’s knowledge, health, and
household labour force rate. The exact number of working people was not used because
migrant work was common in the research area. The major land-use types are farmland,
orchard, and forestland; however, we found that farmers were very unfamiliar with the
area and location of the collectively-owned forest, which is also not used to generate in-
come under the policy of public welfare forest. Therefore, natural capital mainly focused
on farmland for grain production and orchard for cash crop production. This research
chose the built-up area of houses, livestock, durable goods as well as infrastructure to
assess physical capital. The condition of infrastructure was measured by farmers’ satisfac-
tion with the traffic, water, and electric services in rural communities. This research used
annual household income, credit, and government subsidies to measure financial capital.
Membership in production cooperatives, government positions, village leadership, net-
working expenditure, and online time were used to capture social capital.

The perception of the livelihood environment was measured in five aspects which
were integrated to represent the possibility of coordination between ecological conserva-
tion and economic development, and 12 variables were designed to measure with a 5-
point Likert scale ranging from the most negative attitude to the most positive one [49]
(Table S2). The perception of nature reflects farmers’ modern ecological awareness when
they are making eco-friendly production decisions [50], i.e., their understanding of the
vulnerability to natural risks. Perception of the land economy reflects the potential risks
to the household when making eco-friendly production decisions [51]. Perception of cul-
ture refers to traditional ecological awareness that exhibits values, beliefs, and norms that
preserve biodiversity and ecosystems [42]. Perception of social conditions is a manifesta-
tion of farmers’ altruism and reflects their understanding of the vulnerability to social
risks [52,53]. Perception of management is the understanding of the institution and gov-
ernance of the park based on the previous perception of the vulnerability context [54].
Psychologically, the perception of the ecological and cultural conditions reflects the inter-
nal motivation of livelihood decision-making, the economic perception, the external mo-
tivation, and the social and management perception, the motivation of adaptive manage-
ment to institutional change.
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The acceptance of the conservation easement is measured by three aspects of the con-
tract content, the forming procedure, and its implementation. Twelve variables were de-
signed by document research and semi-structured interviews (see Data collection) (Table
S3). A 5-point Likert scale was used, ranging from the most negative attitude to the most
positive one.

The livelihood outcomes in the sustainable livelihood analysis framework contain a
wide scope of farmers’ well-being but not about the public interest. In this research, the
livelihood outcomes are expanded to include public interest measured by social-economic
outcomes and ecological outcomes because of the application of conservation easement
(Table S4). A 5-point Likert scale was used, ranging from the most negative attitude to the
most positive one, to represent the change of variable before and after farmers transferred
their conservation easement.

2.3. Data Collection

Key informant interviews and household interviews were conducted using a semi-
structured and structured questionnaire, respectively. Key informant interviews were
conducted to complement the information on the actual implementation process of the
conservation easement on the collectively-owned forest, which could not be found in the
formal policy documents and implementation guides. This information was used to form
the final variables (Table S3 and S4). Key informants were all familiar with the CE reform
in QNP, including five park agency officials, two government officials, three scholars, and
three conservation practitioners. Three questions were asked. (1) What were the main dif-
ficulties of introducing the concept of CE to local people? (2) What were the main difficul-
ties of facilitating it? (3) What would you like to change concerning the contract content,
if possible? The key informant interviews were conducted from March to May 2021.

Structured interviews were conducted with a total of 255 randomly selected house-
holds between 11 and 16 May 2021, of which 241 were valid with an efficiency of 94.5%;
113 of the households were from 5 villages in Suzhuang, 77 from 4 villages in Qixi and 51
from 3 villages in Hetian. The sample size is proportional to the area of the collective-
owned forest of towns. Changhong was not surveyed mainly because it was similar to
Hetian concerning the geographical location as a corridor of previously protected areas
[22]. Interviews were conducted mainly in the local language, with the aid of local village
committee members. We recorded the demographic details of the respondents, the liveli-
hood assets, perception of the livelihood environment, acceptance of the conservation
easement, and recognition of the policy outcomes. Table 1 presents descriptive statistics
of respondents’ socio-economic status and demographic characteristics in the three towns
around QNP.

2.4. Data Analysis

Analyses were performed using SPSS v.22 and Microsoft Excel. The weights of vari-
ables of livelihood assets (Table S2) were calculated with the Entropy weight method
(EWM) in Microsoft Excel. Detective factor analysis (DFA) was used to identify variables
of livelihood assets that mostly contribute to the evaluation of rural livelihood assets. By
deleting variables with a communalities value of less than 0.4, the original variables of
livelihood assets of 21 were reduced to 10. The remaining variables were further used for
factor analysis to extract effective information on livelihood assets for farmers with a KMO
value of 0.711 [55], and the Barlett test was significant. New livelihood assets were ex-
tracted from factor analysis and used for regression analysis.

The results of the 5-point Likert scale were given a score from 1 to 5, and scoring on
all statements was uniform. To provide a general measure of perceptions and attitudes,
we averaged scores of individual respondents to produce a general attitude score for each
statement, and all the scores of statements under the same item were further averaged to
a composite score. Scores above the halfway point on the continuum of computed scores
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(1-5) were considered to be indicators of positive attitudes [56] and further used in binary
logistic regression analysis with a value of 1.

Kruskal-Wallis one-way ANOVA test was used to test the mean attitude scores of
households from the three towns to determine whether there were significant differences
in perception of their livelihood environment, acceptance of the conservation easement,
and recognition of policy outcomes.

We performed binary logistic regression analyses in SPSS on the four hypotheses in
the conservation easement implementation mechanism model for the whole QNP to as-
sess how the material base and perception of uncertainty are related and affect attitudes
towards the new conservation tool.

3. Results
3.1. Demographic Information and Livelihood Assets

The demographic feature is shown in Table 1. Among the respondents, 60% were
male. The mean age of the respondents was 52.2, and almost 90% were above the age of
40. About one-third of the household owners had an educational level of primary school
or less, and those who graduated from junior school were the most. The average family
size was 4.05 persons. The average ratio of the workforce in a family was 67.90%, and
78.4% of households have more than half of their members as the workforce. In addition,
this ratio was significantly higher in Hetian (74.78%) than in Suzhuang (58.41%) and Qixi
(64.72%). Within the workforce, the average ratio of farmers was 38.71%, and that of mi-
grant workers was 42.22%. Both the ratio of farmers and migrant workers were the highest
in Suzhuang (42.77% and 43.04%). The average annual income of the household was 64
800 yuan (ca. 9927 USD), and the value was significantly higher in Hetian (100,200 yuan,
15,641 USD) than in Qixi (65,900 yuan, 10,286 USD) and Suzhuang (55,800 yuan, 8710
usD).

Table 1. Demographic and economic information of respondents in three towns.

Variable Town Statistics
Suzhuang (%) Qixi (%) Hetian (%) X2 df p

Gender 2.195 2 0334
Female 44.2 36.4 33.3
Male 55.8 63.6 66.7

Age 9.119 6  0.161
18-24 2.8 1.3 0.0
25-39 11.0 13.2 9.8
40-59 64.2 59.2 74.5
>60 22.0 26.3 15.7

The educational level of the household owner 6.659 6 0354
Primary and illiterate 32.7 35.1 27.5
Junior high 45.1 44.2 49.0
Senior high 20.4 13.0 15.7
College and above 1.8 7.8 7.8

Household size 3.620 4 0460
1-3 35.4 36.4 49.0
4-6 59.3 58.4 49.0
>7 5.3 5.2 2.0

The ratio of the workforce 16,972 6  0.009
<30% 8.0 10.4 0.0
30%-50% 20.4 9.1 9.8
50%-80% 49.6 48.1 52.9
>80% 221 32.5 37.3
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The ratio of the workforce engaged in farming 6.552 6 0364
<30% 36.3 44.2 45.1
30%-50% 8.8 7.8 59
50%—-80% 37.2 32.5 43.1
>80% 17.7 15.6 5.9

The ratio of migrant workers 10249 6  0.115
<30% 32.7 32.5 255
30%-50% 8.0 9.1 21.6
50%—-80% 425 429 47.1
>80% 16.8 15.6 5.9

Annual household income 14.651 6  0.023
<10,000 yuan 115 11.7 7.8
10,000-50,000 yuan 47.8 29.9 27.5
50,000-10,000 yuan 18.6 32.5 235
>100,000 yuan 22.1 26.0 41.2

The total amount of livelihood assets for each household was 0.394, in which social
capital was the highest (0.123), followed by institutional capital and human capital (0.102),
physical capital (0.034), financial capital (0.033) and natural capital (0.0004). There was no
significant difference in the total amount of household livelihood assets and their compo-
sition among the three towns.

After factor analysis, four factors were extracted to bear 64.3% of the original infor-
mation on livelihood assets (Table 2). Factor 1 was identical to the original institutional
capital, and Factor 4 contained only variables of natural capital. Factor 2 was a combina-
tion of the variables of human capital and social capital. It can be assumed that education
level represented the intellectual ability that was gained from formal educational institu-
tions, and the identity of a village leader brings more comprehensive abilities as social
capital, so Factor 2 was extracted as a new human capital by integrating the two aspects.
Factor 3 was a combination of variables of the physical and financial capital, which are
economic capital defined by Scoones [57] (p.8). The scores of new livelihood assets showed
that the economic capital was significantly high in Hetian.

Table 2. Factors that explain the livelihood assets of the QNP.

Original Variables Institutional Capital Human Capital Economic Capital Natural Capital

H1 0.086 0.770 0.200 0.079
H4 0.084 0.844 0.119 -0.080
N1 -0.029 -0.165 0.165 0.766
N2 0.082 0.120 -0.103 0.807
P4 -0.017 0.271 0.676 0.054
F1 0.135 0.351 0.614 0.162
F2 0.008 -0.028 0.773 -0.045
52 0.181 0.389 0.365 -0.193
11 0.898 0.141 0.049 0.033
12 0.917 0.071 0.049 0.023

3.2. Rural People’s Understanding of Easement Reform: Uncertainty, the Contract,
and Outcomes

As shown in Table 3, farmers held a positive attitude toward their livelihood envi-
ronment, with an average score of 4.02. The highest score occurred in the perception of
culture (4.32), followed by that of ecological (4.08), social (4.03), management (3.93), and
economic conditions (3.76). Perception of culture was significantly different from that of
the last three aspects, and significance also exists between the perception of ecological
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conditions and that of the management and economic conditions, between economic and
social and management conditions, and between social and management conditions.

As for the cultural aspect, farmers loved their land (B8 4.38) and recognised conserv-
ing forests as a tradition (B7 4.27). They also had good ecological awareness (B3 4.23) and
were supportive of national conservation policies (B2 4.07). However, their perception of
the current ecological status of QNP was significantly less positive (B1 3.93). Farmers
agreed on the social effect of QNP to be a national conservation symbol (B10 4.14), but
they were significantly more sceptical about the effect of easement in national park man-
agement (B9 3.92). Compared to the above-mentioned three aspects, more people held a
neutral or negative attitude concerning national park management in terms of familiarity
with national park management (B11 3.88) in general and its relation to community de-
velopment (B12 3.98) in specific. The least positive attitude was about the economy when
about one-third of farmers doubted the economic benefit of farmland and collectively-
owned forest (B4 3.82, B6 3.80), and almost 40% of them doubted the income-generating
potential of conservation easement (B5 3.66).

Table 3. Farmers’ perception of their livelihood environment.

Proportion (%)

Statement 1 2 3 4 5  Ave. Std.
B1 The ecological status of QNP is desirable 1.7 17 274 402 290 393 0.88
B2 I support ecological conservation policies 37 21 87 539 315 407 090
B3 I support forest preservation for generations 21 12 71 510 386 423 0.80
Owerall ecological perception 4.08  0.87
B4 Land-based production is financially beneficial to my family 08 46 290 427 228 382 086
B5 Easement reform can increase household income 25 33 328 481 133 366 0.84
B6 Collectively-owned forest can generate economic benefit 33 33 224 523 187 380 0.89
Owerall economic perception 3.76  0.87
B7 Protecting forest is a local tradition 04 12 75 531 378 427 0.68
B8 I love the land of my hometown 1.7 08 46 440 490 438 076
Ovwerall cultural perception 432 072
B9 Easement reform will benefit national park management 25 41 145 564 224 392 087
B10 I'd like to see QNP becoming a conservation model 04 37 79 577 303 414 074
Owerall social perception 4.03 081
B11 I am familiar with QNP management 12 25 224 548 191 383 078
B12 QNP pays attention to the community development 12 25 158 585 220 398 0.77
Owerall management perception 3.93 078
The overall perception of the livelihood environment 4.02 112

Farmers’ perceptions of the livelihood environment also differed among the three
towns. People in Hetian held the most positive attitude, while those in Qixi had the most
negative towards each aspect of the livelihood environment (Figure S1).

As shown in Table 4, farmers held a slightly positive attitude to the easement reform
(3.60), with the most positive attitude towards the procedure of contract forming (3.69),
and the score was significantly higher than that of the perception of the content of the
contract (3.57) and the implementation of it (3.56).

Considering statements of the easement contract, farmers had a similar attitude to
the three statements of the role of villagers, officers, and park agency in designing (C7
3.78), entrusting (C8 3.68), and contracting (3.72). Although they had the least doubt about
the procedure, more than 30% held a neutral to a negative attitude.

As for content, farmers showed a neutral attitude toward the compensation standard
(C1 3.09). Those who held a negative attitude account for 33.6% of farmers, and this neu-
tral stand differed significantly from perceptions of other statements of content and those
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of procedure and implementation. Their attitude to their responsibilities and rights was
statistically different; 73.8% and 71.8% of farmers agreed on their role in assisting park
management and following regulations (C5 C6). Compared to the two responsibilities,
their attitude to the rights of benefit was much more conservative when ca. 30% of the
farmers showed a neutral stand (C3 C4).

Low scores of perception of contract implementation were due mainly to farmers’
attitude to the default costs (C10 3.45) and the contract period (C11 3.50). On the contrary,
they held a more positive attitude toward the settlement of disputes (C12 3.73).

Table 4. Farmers’ perception of the easement reform.

Statements

Proportion (%)

1 2 3 4 5 Ave. Std.
C1 The compensation standard is appropriate 11.6 22.0 19.9 39.0 7.5 3.09 1.17
C2 The way of monetary compensation is appropriate 4.6 11.6 21.6 51.9 10.4 3.52 0.98
C3‘ That you have favourable access to concession is appro- 21 75 04 473 108 357 0.86
priate
C4 That you can use national park branding is appropriate 2.1 5.0 29.9 51.9 11.2 3.65 0.82
C5 Y01.1 can assist in pa.rk management (e.g., patrolling and 37 41 183 564 174 3.80 0.90
reporting illegal behaviours)
C6 It is reasonable that you obey rules (e.g., no logging) 2.5 5.8 19.9 51.9 19.9 3.81 0.90
Contract content perception 3.57 0.98
C7 You a.nd your village committee can be involved in the 17 50 20.7 58.9 13.7 378 0.80
preparation of easement reform
c8 Y01'1 were willing to entrust your land to your village 37 6.2 232 53 145 368 0.93
committee
Co It 1s. reasonable .to sign the easement contract between 29 6.6 249 56.8 8.7 362 0.85
your village committee and the park agency
Contract procedure perception 3.69 0.86
C10 Default cost is reasonable (50% of annual compensation) 4.6 11.6 27.0 47.7 9.1 3.45 0.97
C11 Contract period is appropriate (till 31 December 2054) 3.7 10.0 27.8 49.4 9.1 3.50 0.93
C12 There is timely conflict resolution 4.1 3.7 19.1 60.6 124 3.73 0.88
Contract implementation perception 3.56 0.93
The overall perception of easement reform 3.60 0.94

Farmers’ acceptance of easement reform differed among the three towns (Figure S2).
As for content, there was a significant difference between the three towns, with farmers in
Hetian being the most positive. As for procedure and implementation, farmers’ in Qixi
held a significantly more negative attitude.

Farmers held a neutral attitude toward the outcomes of easement reform, and their
attitudes differed greatly towards different aspects of the outcomes (Table 5). Their per-
ceptions of the cultural (3.97) and ecological outcomes (3.94) were significantly more pos-
itive than that of institutional (3.27), economic (3.15), and social outcomes (3.08).

Considering the statements of the outcomes, farmers believed that people’s ecologi-
cal awareness improved after easement reform (D5 3.97), and forests were better con-
served (D1 3.94). For institutional outcomes, farmers held a significantly more positive
attitude toward their participation in park management (D6 3.79) when the situation of
customary regulations and rural co-operatives was perceived as rather stable (D7 3.22, D8
2.79). Economic outcomes were not favoured in terms of incomes (D2 3.15) and ways of
making a living (D3 3.15) when more than half of the farmers claimed no improvement at
all. The social outcomes were also not recognised when about 20% of farmers thought that
QNP was only known to people in Kaihua County.
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Table 5. Farmers’ perception of the outcomes of easement reform.

Proportion (%)

Statements 1 2 3 4 5  Ave. St
D1 Forests are better conserved 2.9 58 228 315 369 394 104
Ecological outcome perception 3.94 1.04
D2 Annual household income increases 5.4 120 510 257 58 315 090
D3 The ability to make a living improves 6.6 100 515 253 6.6 315 093
Economic outcome perception 315 091
D4 QNP’s popularity increases 19.5 87 270 340 108 3.08 1.28
Social outcome perception 3.08 1.28
D5 Awareness of resource conservation increases 3.3 1.7 187 477 286 397 091
Cultural outcome perception 3.97 091
D6 You are more involved in park management 2.1 25 295 465 195 379  0.86
D7 Customary rules and regulations improve 9.1 145 311 353 100 322 1.10
D8 Rural economic co-operatives increase 19.1 l6.6 361 224 5.8 279 116
Institutional outcome perception 327  1.12
The overall perception of the outcomes 339 111

Farmers had similar perceptions of outcomes in three towns with some differences
in perception of specific statements (Figure S3). In general, farmers in Hetian held the most
positive attitude. Farmers in three towns all held positive attitudes to ecological outcomes
but not to social or economic outcomes. As for the institutional outcomes, significant dif-
ferences occurred between farmers in Hetian and the other two towns.

3.3. Why Do Rural People Transfer the Easement

For H1, binary logistic regression analysis found that livelihood assets had a signifi-
cant positive impact on farmers’ acceptance of the easement reform (Table 6). The more
assets any household had access to, the higher likelihood that farmers agreed on the ease-
ment reform. The effect of institutional capital stood out, i.e., a better understanding of the
customary rules and national park regulations of resource management can lead to a
higher likelihood of farmers’” acceptance of the easement contract.

Table 6. Impact on the perception of CE reform with identified factors of livelihood assets.

. Livelihood Assets
Perception of CE Reform Total Score Institutional Capital

B 1.276 ** 0.509 ***
Overall Wald 6.206 8.388
Exp(B) 3.584 1.664

B 1.325 *** 0.513 ***
Content perception Wald 7.632 9.698
Exp(B) 3.762 1.671

B 1.700 *** 0.576 ***
Procedure perception Wald 10.97 11.245

Exp(B) 5.473 1.78

Implementation per- B 1.006 ™ 0417
. Wald 5.178 7.393
ception Exp(B) 2.734 1.518

Notes: **, *** illustrate the significance at the level of 0.05, and 0.01.
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For H2, binary logistic regression analysis found that the perception of the livelihood
environment had a significant positive impact on farmers’ acceptance of the easement re-
form (Table 7). The more positive the overall attitude to the coordination between conser-
vation and development, the more likely farmers were to accept easement reform. In spe-
cific, the perception of the economic environment was the most influential factor to have
a positive impact on the acceptance of easement reform. Stronger confidence in the role of
easement in bringing economic benefit can lead to a higher likelihood of accepting ease-
ment in terms of the content (B5), procedure (B5, B6), and implementation (B6). Perception
of cultural conditions, i.e., the belief in protecting the forest as a local tradition (B7), will
increase the likelihood of accepting the content of the contract. As for the perception of
social condition, the more positive farmers thought of CE as an initiative in QNP manage-
ment (B9) and the QNP becoming a conservation model (B10), the more likely they ac-
cepted the contracting procedure and the whole reform. Perception of management con-
ditions also took effect. A better understanding of QNP management and its relation to
community development can lead to a higher likelihood of accepting the content of the
contract (B11, B12) and agreeing on its implementation (B11).

Table 7. Impact on the perception of CE reform with identified factors of the perception of livelihood
environment.

Perception of

Livelihood Environment Perception

Overall Economic Cultural Social Management
CE Reform
B5 B6 B7 B9 B10 B11 B12
B 2.944 *** 0.885 *** 0.594** 0.578 ** 0.710 **
Overall Wald ~ 13.231 7565  5.415 3.863 5.228
Exp(B) 19.000 2422 1.812 1.783 2.033
B 3.504 *** 0.773 *** 0.693 ** 0.630* 0.757 **
Content perception Wald ~ 10.798 8.823 4.787 3.818 6.128
Exp(B) 33.245  2.166 1.999 1.878 2131
B 3.611 *** 0.670 ** 0.494 ** 0.846 ***
Procedure perception Wald 11450  5.512 4.451 13.281
Exp(B) 37.000  1.954 1.639 2.329
B 1.889 *** 0.92 *** 0.813 ***
Implementation perception =~ Wald 7.153 21.851 13.103
Exp(B)  6.611 2.51 2.254

Notes: *, **, *** illustrate the significance at the level of 0.1, 0.05, and 0.01.

For H3, livelihood assets also showed a significantly positive impact on farmers’ per-
ception of their livelihood environment, thus indirectly affecting farmers’ attitudes to CE
reform (Table 8). The more assets any household had access to, the more likely farmers
held a positive attitude towards the uncertainty in their livelihood, i.e., they felt coordina-
tion existed between ecological conservation and economic development. With more
abundant livelihood assets, farmers were most likely to consider conservation as a local
tradition and felt a deep affiliation with their hometown (cultural). There was also a higher
likelihood of farmers perceiving conservation policy and practice as desirable to their
homes and future generations (ecological). They were more likely to agree on the potential
economic benefit from land and forest under easement (economic), and knew more about
QNP management and its relation to community development (management). The least
likelihood then occurred to farmers’ perception of the social aspect, but still, they were
more likely to see easement as a way of benefiting QNP management and the conservation
cause (social). In addition, institutional capital was found to significantly affect the per-
ception of the cultural, economic, and management environment.
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Table 8. Impact on the perception of livelihood environment with identified factors of livelihood
assets.

Perception of Livelihood Environment Livelthood A.s set's
Total Institutional Asset
B 1.977 **
Ecologic perception Wald 5.503
Exp(B) 7.218
B 1.708 ** 0.594 ***
Economic perception Wald 10.749 11.524
Exp(B) 5.518 1.812
B 2.924 *** 0.781 ***
Cultural perception Wald 8.75 7.025
Exp(B) 18.617 2.185
B 1.371 **
Social perception Wald 4.894
Exp(B) 3.939
B 1.589 *** 0.522 ***
Management perception Wald 7.459 7.352
Exp(B) 4.901 1.686

Notes: **, *** illustrate the significance at the level of 0.05, and 0.01.

For H4, farmers’ acceptance of CE reform had a significantly positive impact on their
recognition of the outcomes, especially of the cultural, institutional, and economic aspects
(Table 9). A higher acceptance of the contracting legitimacy (procedure), the contract pe-
riod (implementation), and the responsibility of managing the park (content) all led to a
higher likelihood of recognising the cultural outcomes. A higher acceptance of the con-
tracting procedure and the right to use the branding led to a higher likelihood of sensing
positive institutional change. The perception of the contracting legitimacy (procedure)
and that of the compensation standard and the access to concession (content) took a pos-
itive effect on farmers’ recognition of the economic outcomes. The latter also positively
affected farmers’ recognition of the social and ecological outcomes.

Table 9. Impact on the recognition of outcomes with identified factors of the perception of CE re-
form.

Perception of Out-

Perception of CE Reform

comes Overall Content Procedure Implementation
C1 C3 C4 C5 c7 c8 C9 C11
B 2563** 1.460 *+ 0.822 ** 0.685 **
Overall ~ Wald  46.225 23222 8.177 6.213
Exp(B) 12972 4308 2.276 1.984
Ecological B 0907 0.669 ***
Wald ~ 7.489 14.896
outcome  p .B) 2477 1.953
Feonomic B 20067 04337 07337 0.753 **
Wald 16473 7711  7.787 6.49
outcome  poB) 7431 1542 2.082 2122
Socialons. B 15087 0.886 *** 0.566 ***
Wald ~ 14.430 17.191 8.06
OME T ExpB) 4518 2.426 1.762
Cultural out- B 2.365** 0.622 ** 0.885**  0.629 ***
come  Wald 41926 7.71 10.276 6.795
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Institutional
outcome

Exp(B)
B
Wald
Exp(B)

10.641 1.862 2422 1.876
2.231 *** 0.675 *** 0.741 *** 0.554 ** (0.709 **

30.948 6.798 6.951 4115 5.036

9.306 1.964 2.098 1.74 2.033

Notes: **, *** jllustrate the significance at the level of 0.05, and 0.01.

4. Discussion

The study aimed to understand how the farmers accept conservation easement as a
new conservation tool from the perspective of sustainable livelihoods, given both the live-
lihood assets and the psychological context of decision-making. By constructing a deci-
sion-making mechanism framework, we expanded the classical approach of livelihood
asset-strategy relation on structural variables to an integrated decision-making procedure,
including vulnerability context and PIPs of the SL analytical approach. We found that
farmers’ perceptions of their livelihood environment played a key role in their acceptance
of the conservation easement (Table 10), and farmers’ true attitudes impacted their recog-
nition of the outcomes even though they granted a conservation easement to the national
park agency because of collective decisions. This finding highlights the relevance of in-
cluding vulnerability and governance variables to complement livelihood decision mod-
els based only on economic/structural factors.

Table 10. Major motivations compared with representative research results.

Motive-Value of Private Landowners [9] Motivations for the Collective Forestland

Place attachment QNP as conservation model;
Institutional assets;
Environmental motives Understanding of park management and com-
munity development;
Witnessing land development -
Societal motives Novel conservation tools;
Motivation to protect open-space -
Family heritage (legacy property) -
Cultural motivations Forest conservation tradition
Financial motives Economic expectation

4.1. The Effectiveness of Conservation Easement Is Yet to Improve

The conservation easement is an effective conservation tool that could maximise the
benefits of multi-stakeholders through limited restrictions on private land use [58]. In
China, the adaptation of conservation easement to the collectively-owned land in QNP
partly responded to the requirement of rural livelihoods, echoed the research that CE
should stabilise the long-term benefit in the designing and promotion to own the trust of
farmers [59]. Admittedly, several local conditions favoured the acceptance of the conser-
vation easement. First, the rural grassroots democratic system was relatively mature to
legitimise the procedure of easement contracting (Table 5), indicating that the village com-
mittee in China acts as a bridging organisation in “community broker” positions between
individual farmers and the public power to avoid their confrontation [60]. Second, the
park management agency worked closely with the local government to promote the dis-
semination of policy information, and this cooperation is similar to what was revealed
elsewhere [7]. Third, the easement contract was not permanent but followed the local
household contracting system with a limited contract period and dynamic compensation
standard to better adapt to changing social and ecological conditions [26,61,62]. Fourth,
the low natural assets indicate an acceptable opportunity cost with restrictions on produc-
tive land. Last but not least, farmers had a strong sense of place and valued their cultural
traditions, and embraced conservation policies to conserve forests for the next generation
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(Table 3, B8, B7, B2, B3). These external and internal conditions all suggest that conserva-
tion easement may become a promising tool in QNP.

However, results show that farmers’ true acceptance of the conservation easement
was not very high, and their recognition of its outcomes was low. Although the basic
grassroots democracy took action in the negotiation of contract contents, about 1/3 of the
farmers still did not accept the contracting procedure, indicating that conservation ease-
ment was mainly a top-down procedure. As for the contract content, rights were signifi-
cantly less acceptable than responsibilities. This could be due to a mismatch between peo-
ple’s expectations and the delayed implementation of incentive policies [63].

The research found that, in general, farmers with a higher acceptance of the conser-
vation easement were more likely to praise the outcomes. In specific, contract content was
the key element to affect outcomes. This is because the economic and institutional out-
comes were directly related to the design of the compensation standard, the implementa-
tion of concessional schemes, granting of national park brands, and other rights, to facili-
tate alternative livelihoods and increase the added value of products [64]. These economic
and institutional outcomes finally reduce the unsustainable use of resources for better eco-
logical outcomes. In addition, procedural justice would help farmers to recognise institu-
tional outcomes since, in this way, a trusting relationship between the policy designers
and the acceptors can be built [65]. The overall perception of the outcomes was, however,
neutral, and a gap occurred in recognition of the ecological and economic outcomes, indi-
cating that conservation easement was yet to balance conservation and livelihoods from
the perspective of farmers. As for the social outcome, the popularity of QNP was perceived
to be at the provincial level, and almost 20% of farmers thought that QNP was only a park
at the county level. This recognition greatly deviated from the proposed role of national
parks in the protected area system and showed that farmers did not fully understand the
concept and functions of a national park. Such knowledge, or the lack of it, can influence
intentions of undertaking conservation action [29], such as active participation in national
park management [43,66,67]. Perceptions of the institutional outcomes also confirmed that
there was a lack of supportive mechanisms, such as production cooperatives or the pub-
licity of their existence.

4.2. Material and Non-Material Conditions Work Together to Affect Decision-Making

Rather than revealing farmers’ attitudes to the conservation easement reform, we
would also like to understand their decision-making mechanism for a sustainable liveli-
hood under protected area management. Results show that both livelihood assets and
perceptions of the livelihood environment were significantly positively related to farmers’
true attitudes toward the conservation easement. This finding accords with several studies
evaluating the uptake of conservation policies, which show the positive correlation of be-
haviour with the livelihood assets and risk perception or awareness of the problem [46,68].

In general, more livelihood assets favours the acceptance of conservation easements
because of their role in resisting livelihood risks, as was revealed in other studies
[45,69,70]. This abundance of materials also increased their psychological confidence in
the livelihood environment which can be ecologically and economically coordinated. Spe-
cifically, institutional capital is a critical complement of farmers’ private assets and an ef-
fective predictor of policy acceptance and decision-making of livelihood strategy, because
they largely define farmers’ access to other livelihood capitals and greatly enhance farm-
ers’ belief in the economic, cultural, and national park management (Table 7).

Furthermore, farmers who believed that the livelihood environment was more eco-
logically and economically coordinated were more likely to accept conservation easement
because they perceived lower risks when CEs conform to this coordination (Table 9). This
risk-averse idea suggests possible ways of improving farmers” acceptance of conservation
easements. For example, the income expectation of the conservation easement and the
management plan of the collective-owned forest should be more specific and feasible (Ta-
ble 3, B5, B6), the relationship between the establishment and management of QNP and
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community development, as well as the implementation path of a coordinated ecological
and economic development at the livelihood scale, must be introduced to farmers (Table
3, B12). Conservation easement as an innovation of the national park system and its man-
agement objectives (Table 3, B9) should also be explained other than as a simple alternative
to the previous eco-compensation policy. Last but not the least, the moral incentives are
important because local people have the tradition of protecting forests (Table 3, B7), which
is evidenced in many inscriptions of village rules dating back to almost a quarter-century
ago. Local people also have abundant traditional knowledge to regulate the spring water
conserved by upper forests to manage fish ponds around houses, recognised as a nation-
ally important agricultural heritage (Figure 2).

4.3. The Benefit Dichotomy Exists, and the Design of CEs Needs Improving

The purpose of the conservation easement was to balance public benefit and commu-
nity livelihood; however, its implementation in QNP has not achieved this target yet.
Here, the livelihood environment was used to represent the external uncertainty for live-
lihood decision-making, and the results showed that community people supported eco-
logical ideology at the macroscale but doubted their livelihood development opportuni-
ties at the microscale. Therefore, this dichotomy of benefits in and outside of communities
intensified the perceived uncertainty of rural development with the introduction of the
conservation easement.

The fundamental reason for farmers’ doubt of the comprehensive benefits of land
management through conservation easement lay largely in the violation of the “non-pos-
session” of the conservation easement when a “one-size-fits-all” contract was imple-
mented. As timber production and harvest of non-timber forest products were banned, it
weakens the advantages of the conservation easement to render only limited restrictions
to land use and is largely not in line with farmers’ expectation of the innovation of a na-
tional park system in general, and of the easement reform, in specific [71]. In addition,
although there was an efficient top-down social mobilisation and information dissemina-
tion as well as a credible grassroots democracy for farmers to sign the contract when other
rights in the contract were not demonstrated or realised, they were very suspicious of the
conservation easement as a useful tool to coordinate public and private interests.

The psychological process of decision-making demonstrated that farmers were not
very active in participating in national park management. Although they expressed strong
ecological awareness and local cultural attachment, these positive attitudes had yet to be-
come practical support to national park management and had no impact on their ac-
ceptance of conservation easement. The psychological process also indicated that the vol-
untary of individual families might be constrained by the collective due to administrative
power and rural customs. Their neutral attitude to the conservation easement may be due
tono loss under the new policy [72-74]. However, their focal concern of the economic risks
was likely to become an unstable factor for the relationship between the national park and
the rural communities [75].

The “one-size-fits-all” design of conservation easement is not effective because com-
munities differed in livelihood assets and risk perceptions and then their attitudes to the
conservation easement. This whole decision-making is affected by the historical develop-
ment of the relationship between protected area management and farmers. Historically,
Suzhuang was part of a nature reserve, and Qixi was adjacent to a forest park, while He-
tian was nearly not affected by any type of PA. It was found that farmers in Suzhuang had
the lowest livelihood assets and average income but good awareness of nature conserva-
tion due to nature reserve management, and their acceptance of the conservation ease-
ment was not the lowest due to their long-built trust in conservation agencies. On the
contrary, farmers in Qixi were unsatisfactory with the compensation and economic out-
comes because of their loss of income due to the suspension of tourism after the forest
park became a part of the new QNP. Not restricted by any type of PA before, farmers in
Hetian had the most abundant livelihood assets and a positive attitude to their livelihood
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environment to make risks bearable, so they held the most positive attitude to the conser-
vation easement.

Accordingly, the aforementioned results and explanation have direct implications for
developing better conservation easement contracts that take into account the social-eco-
nomic differences and the livelihood requirements of rural communities. In fact, ease-
ments should be set on land with high conservation values [76-78], so it is reasonable to
evaluate the necessity of transferring the conservation easement of all the collectively-
owned forests. To make conservation easement acceptable to farmers, the national park
agency and farmers should work together to determine whether a plot should be included
in the easement plan so that the ecological and economic outcomes are balanced and
measurable to ensure effective land use [58].

5. Conclusions

Through the case of QNP, this study offers three main contributions to the under-
standing of CE usage and granting in the collective land tenure in a developing country.
First, CE as an innovation to resolve the conflict of rural land use and protected area en-
closure was effective only to a certain degree because it is not granted by an entirely vol-
untary individual household, but matches collective land tenure under which some per-
sonal needs were undoubtedly sacrificed. Second, understanding the institutions concern-
ing resource management of the national park is critical to increasing farmers’ confidence
in a coordinated ecological-economic livelihood environment and then their acceptance
of conservation easement. Finally, economic rights were the essential concern of farmers,
and tangible benefits which are achieved accordingly are a decisive factor for them to ac-
cept conservation easement.

Our results provide policy implications, particularly for the current conservation
easement schemes of national parks. The effectiveness of policy incentives could be en-
hanced if the farmers’ decision-making mechanism is considered. The dichotomy of eco-
logical awareness and livelihood requirement should be connected to maximise the com-
prehensive benefits of rural land use in the protected areas. On the one hand, rights and
responsibilities must be practicable for farmers to truly understand the role of a conserva-
tion easement in land use management, and they should consider farmers’” ecological
knowledge and ability to link their awareness to livelihood outcomes. This is an important
way to facilitate farmers” active participation. On the other hand, it is necessary to re-ex-
amine the conservation value of collectively-owned forests at the landscape level to eval-
uate the possibility of their multi-functionality in conservation and production rather than
achieving “absolute fairness” from the perspective of farmers by banning all the other
land use forms. The criteria and indicator for enhancing sustainable forest management
offers a framework to differentiate the productive, protective, and social roles of forests
among different locations concerning the zoning of the national park pilot and its man-
agement goals and objectives. Plot-specific management may be difficult to realise for a
populated area, but tailoring management to the county level is worth trying to sustaina-
bly conserve the forest while generating income for local people. Therefore, further atten-
tion can be extended from motivation to policy effects, given the dynamics of livelihood
strategy and evaluation of livelihood outcomes, thus exploring ways for maximising re-
gional forestry values.

Supplementary Materials: The following supporting information can be downloaded at:
https://www.mdpi.com/article/10.3390/f14050872/s1, Figure S1: Perception of livelihood environ-
ment by people in three towns; Figure S2: Perception of easement reform in three towns; Figure S3:
Perception of the outcomes of easement reform in three towns; Table S1: Variables of livelihood as-
sets and their measurement; Table S2: Variables of perception of livelihood environment; Table S3:
Variables to measure the acceptance of the conservation easement. Table S4: Variables to assess the
outcomes of the conservation easement.
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