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CONSERVATION WORLDWIDE: AN ANALYSIS OF PROTECTED AREA IN 

DIFFERENT POLITICAL SYSTEMS 

 

Some countries do not protect their natural areas through formal means and other nations 

do. What factors are present in a country that chooses to formally do so? Why do they choose to 

do so? My main question is as such: Why do some countries have more protected area than 

others? A better understanding of such issues can assist policymakers, officials, and concerned 

citizens in efforts to improve conservation efforts worldwide. This research project aims to 

contextualize the relationship between conservation and various variables by providing a cross-

national analysis. 

 

Motivation 
 

This project was undertaken for the purpose of understanding why protected area is 

established in differing government systems. With a deeper understanding of the factors that lead 

to the establishment of protected area, multinational and non-governmental organizations are in a 

better position to influence governments for conservational purposes. Furthermore, it provides a 

comparative foundation for future research regarding the presence of protected area in autocratic 

or democratic systems. The importance of protected area and conservation cannot be understated 

and is multifold. 

First, without a concerted effort, species can become extinct as a result of human action. 

When species are lost, the ecological balance is impacted and potential foods, health, and more 

are gone forever. Many also view nature as a “moral imperative” (Pearson, 2016) and thus 

protect for ethical or faith-based reasons. Many have claimed that nature is worth protecting for 
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the same reason that we protect art or monuments, for “its aesthetics and wonder” (BBC, 2015). 

John Muir, founder of the Sierra Club in the United States, is often cited in the field of 

conservation advocacy, as he claimed that “everybody needs beauty as well as bread, places to 

play in and pray in, where nature may heal and give strength to body and soul” (National Park 

Service). 

More practically, human health is closely tied to conservation. Many medicines and 

valuable compounds are found in nature and are either made from plants or wildlife (WWF, 

2010). By ensuring that such valuable aspects of human health are not lost forever, conservation 

plays a crucial role. A 2016 paper by Chen et al. noted that “over 25% of prescribed medicines in 

developed countries are derived from wild plant species.” By cutting down trees and plants, we 

are eliminating current and potential life-saving medications. Furthermore, they may serve as 

habitat for organisms from which scientists can learn and develop/perfect medications. Many 

wildlife species provide extracts that are used in human health as well. To give just one example, 

oils from the liver of the Atlantic cod are popularly sold and have numerous nutritious benefits 

(Ware, 2018). Likewise, the protection of water resources, proper decomposition of waste, and 

more are all relevant reasons for protecting areas, as they ensure safe health practices and 

resources for all. 

Protected area also brings in revenue in various countries. According to the Wilderness 

Society, “activities related to outdoor recreation, tourism, natural resource conservation and 

historic preservation conservation in the United States provide a minimum of $1.06 trillion 

annually to the economy and supports 9.4 million jobs.” Also important are local gateway 

regions, or those cities and areas located on the cusps of protected land. The National Park 

Service claims that in 2017, visitors “spent an estimated $18.2 billion in local gateway regions.” 
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In contrast to this number, the budget request for the parks is less than 3 billion dollars (National 

Park Service, 2018). Thus, the financial impact of conserving area is here clearly displayed.  

Many in the hunting and recreation field are often in support of conservation, insofar as 

such protected areas allow them to engage in such pastimes, which is often the case. However, 

recreation is often not the primary focus for the protection of area. For example, the United 

Kingdom’s Sandford Principle, articulated in its environmental regulation, notes that “where 

irreconcilable conflicts exist between conservation and public enjoyment, then conservation 

interest should take priority” (Nationalparks.gov.uk).   

 

Background 
 

Per the International Union for Conservation of Nature, a protected area is interpreted as 

“a clearly defined geographical space, recognised, dedicated and managed, through legal or other 

effective means, to achieve the long-term conservation of nature with associated ecosystem 

services and cultural values” (IUCN, 2008). 

In establishing an understanding of what protected area consists of and how it is defined, 

it is important to understand the different aspects of protected area worldwide. The International 

Union for the Conservation of Nature, long-considered a leader in the field of environmental 

conservation and the largest organization of its kind, classifies protected areas ordinally, as 

shown in Table 1. The important thing to recognize here is that protected area is not simply our 

American notion of what a national park is, but it also includes national monuments, wilderness 

areas, areas protected for the sake of resource management, and more. To that point, these 

categories also reflect the level to which they are protected. Whereas a Category I Strict Nature 

Reserve does not allow any resource extraction, a Category VI protected area will allow it. 
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     Table 1 (IUCN, 2018) 

 

The United States has a long and storied history of national parks, monuments, forests, 

and more, with Yellowstone National Park in Wyoming being established as the “world’s first 

national park” (National Park Service, 2018). However, historians have claimed that for 

centuries, nations have designated certain areas for resource management or preservation (United 

Nations Environment Programme). However, in many regions around the world, the idea of 

designating an area for conservation purposes is a phenomenon that has only risen in the last 

century. As many former colonies gained independence in the 20th century, they were tasked 

with the question of what to do with their natural areas. Although many of these areas may have 

been protected under former rule, there was not a guarantee that they would continue to be. 

Many other nations also inherited protected areas from their parent countries, a la several 

republics of the former Soviet Union maintaining national parks that were established during the 
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Soviet Era. While a little under 15% of all land on Earth and about 10% of territorial waters are 

protected (IUCN, 2016), many areas around the world remain in need of protection. 

My work lies on the assumption that each nation protects its natural, cultural, and/or 

historical areas of interest for rational reasons. The reason for this differs depending on context 

and interest groups, but the fundamental assumption is that almost every country does so out of a 

rational incentive. 

There is the further assumption that in democracies, elected leaders are responsive to 

their citizens. If such is the case, then the desires and needs of citizens merit analysis as potential 

factors in why countries do or do not establish protected areas. This study accepts this 

assumption, and the corresponding notion that dictatorships are not responsive to their citizens in 

the same manner. Dictators make decisions in their rational self-interests, simultaneously doing 

so and allocating money to their citizens. This assumption is based on the concept of the dictator 

game, which supports a whole base of literature summarized by Engel (2011). 

Maslow’s hierarchy of needs (1943) is also relevant. It states that if one’s basic, 

physiological needs are not met, other desires or needs are not relevant. Given the extensive 

body of concurring literature, this assumption is accepted and used as a metric to denote the 

importance of conservation. 

Finally, as McDivitt (2018) recently stated in an opinion piece, national parks can be an 

“act of democracy.” That is, there is a perception that a democratic nation must have such 

institutions. Furthermore, private citizens may donate lands to a government for the purpose of 

promoting this ideal, as was the case for many of America’s protected areas (NPS, 2017) and in 

Chile where McDivitt herself donated land. National parks in U.S. society are dubbed as 
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“America’s best idea.” For this reason, we often tend to associate them with the U.S. and assume 

that they are a uniquely American value. However, this is not the case. 

 

Existing Literature 

 

There is a lot of research regarding international, environmental commitments and 

democracy, but relatively little regarding the intersection between political system and protected 

areas. Prescott et al.’s research on conservation issues in non-democratic Myanmar is an 

excellent case study for how autocracy can affect conservation issues within a specific country. 

Kaltenborn et al. (2002) do the same in Lithuania after its transition to democracy and consider 

the various models of resource management beyond the former, top-down executive approach 

that was characteristic of its Soviet past. What this shows is that the governance of the nation 

dramatically alters its approach to conservation within its own boundaries, a central tenet of my 

research. More recently, Ayana et al. (2018) look at the role of in-country institutions in 

Ethiopia, which they classify as a “semi-authoritarian” political system. Arima (2016) discusses 

downsizing of protected areas in Brazil, and the economic incentives for policymakers to do so. 

Maud et al. (2017) examine biodiversity payments as one possible solution for the lack of 

incentives for protected area conservation, relevant to leveling the conservation playing field. 

Mellon et al. (2016), Walpole et al. (2001), and Rylance et al. (2017) are just a few of those who 

look at the role of tourism on protected area financing and management. They do so through case 

studies on specific protected areas, which contributes to our understanding of how they are 

affected by policy.  
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There is even existing literature on the relationship between democracy and conservation 

(Kashwan, 2017) (Harstad and Mideksa, 2017) and examples of political governance and 

conservation’s intersection in case studies (Prescott et al., 2017) (Faleiro and Loyola, 2013) 

(Bach et al., 2017). Schulze et al. (2018) look at threats to terrestrial protected area on a cross-

national level and find that the threats to such areas are different in developed countries than 

those in undeveloped countries. Lindsey et al. (2017) measure cross-national efforts to protect 

megafauna and how different countries and regions prioritize various aspects of the natural 

world. They find that African countries dedicate more money to protected areas and conservation 

than other regions of the world. 

However, I did not find any macro-level statistical analysis regarding the establishment 

and amount of protected area that utilizes the nation as the unit of measurement. Other studies 

identify specific protected areas and analyze their management without regard to the overarching 

political system present in the nation. Hypothesis one seeks to present a different approach by 

looking at the nation as the unit of measurement rather than focusing on the specific management 

of particular protected areas. 

 

Theory 
 

Hypothesis I 

I hypothesize that as the level of democracy in a nation increases, so does the amount of 

protected area in that country. This is because democratic governments are more responsive to 

their citizens. One possibility is that democracy allows for environmental groups to assemble so 

they can responsibly advocate for their views, as opposed to citizens in an autocracy. It could 

also be that those in an autocracy do not have the safety and stability they seek, and thus their 
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physiological needs are not met. This in turns prevents them from focusing on local wildlife or 

natural areas.  

Equally so, those who would fight for protected areas may not have the tools or training 

in advocacy to do so in an autocracy. In a democracy, the average citizen is more likely to feel 

emboldened to speak out or discuss social or environmental issues, as they have the ability to do 

so. In contrast, in autocracies, the average citizen may feel the repercussions of speaking out 

about a given issue to be greater than the benefit given by doing so. Prison time, torture, pressure 

on family members, and more are all tactics used to silence citizenry, and few can justify such 

repercussions for the sake of protecting land. Such situations may indeed arise in instances where 

tribal land is sacred or the homeland of a particular group of people. In almost all political 

systems, the resources of the government are larger than that of such citizens, and without a 

concerted, large-scale effort, the scattered groups living on such land will be subject to the will 

of the government. 

Maslow’s hierarchy of needs demonstrates that once a person’s physiological needs are 

met, they next seek safety. When one’s needs regarding security, stability, and order are not met, 

people do not focus on the subsequent levels of the hierarchy, which are psychological, esteem, 

and self-actualization. That is, without safety and stability (as may be the case in a given political 

system), one is likely not going to value the environment unless it directly affects their life.  

Similarly, citizens in an autocratic system of government may not even become aware of 

environmental issues. Without the advent of a free, active, and independent media to focus on 

societal problems, such issues may not become evident to citizens, especially for those that live 

far away from such areas and are physically detached from their repercussions. To highlight the 

relationship between a democracy and environmental issues, one can look at the recent example 
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of Bears Ears National Monument and Grand Staircase-Escalante National Monument in Utah in 

the western United States. When the federal government announced it was shrinking the size of 

these areas, numerous companies (Most notably Patagonia and REI) began a campaign to arouse 

public support. Furthermore, an analysis by the Center for Western Priorities (Monuments to 

America, 2017) showed that of the public comments presented to the United States’ president 

during the sixty-day comment period, a staggering 98% of them were in favor of keeping or 

expanding the monument. This was in contrast to the 1% of those who agreed with the federal 

government’s decision. Such a response to a federal decision is seemingly unthinkable in an 

autocracy, where businesses, media, and citizens cannot express themselves openly in this 

manner without fear of repercussion. 

It must also be noted that a lack of transparency in all these decisions also eliminates the 

ability of citizens to become aware of environmental issues. As previously mentioned, without 

an open media, such information may not become readily available. However, many policies and 

actions may not become known due to a lack of laws regarding political transparency. Whereas 

Florida’s Sunshine Law and the U.S. Freedom of Information Act give U.S. citizens a relatively 

larger degree of information about government actions, such laws do not exist in authoritarian 

states. Furthermore, policies that require the documentation or approval of decisions are likely to 

not exist, thereby preventing them from being known by either the media or the general 

populace. Without a series of checks and balances and with power controlled in the upper 

echelons of decision-makers, the elimination or establishment of protected area is severely 

affected. 

My primary independent variable, how autocratic or democratic a given nation is, is 

being measured through the POLITY dataset, a widely accepted metric of a country’s political 
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situation. The POLITY dataset works through a scale from -10 to +10, where -10 is the most 

autocratic country, and +10 being the most democratic. There are three special values in the 

dataset, which denote “foreign interruption,” “anarchy,” and “transition.” This analysis 

specifically used the POLITY2 variable, which converts these special values to a score more 

easily usable for research purposes. Cases of “foreign interruption” are treated as “system 

missing,” “anarchy” is given a score of zero, and cases of “transition” are prorated according to 

their scores in previous years. The POLITY dataset collects data for some nations, depending on 

availability, up to 50+ years prior. 

The POLITY score is a subtraction of the autocracy score from the democracy score. The 

autocracy score is comprised of the variables in the table below. Per the POLITY codebook, the 

score is defined “operationally in terms of the presence of a distinctive set of political 

characteristics. In mature form, autocracies sharply restrict or suppress competitive political 

participation. Their chief executives are chosen in a regularized process of selection within the 

political elite, and once in office they exercise power with few institutional constraints” (Polity 

IV Project: Dataset Users’ Manual v2016, pg. 15). Appendix A shows a table of the mechanisms 

behind the POLITY variable. 

Per the POLITY codebook: “Democracy is conceived as three essential, interdependent 

elements. One is the presence of institutions and procedures through which citizens can express 

effective preferences about alternative policies and leaders. Second is the existence of 

institutionalized constraints on the exercise of power by the executive. Third is the guarantee of 

civil liberties to all citizens in their daily lives and in acts of political participation. Other aspects 

of plural democracy, such as the rule of law, systems of checks and balances, freedom of the 

press, and so on are means to, or specific manifestations of, these general principles” (Polity IV 
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Project: Dataset Users’ Manual v2016 14). This last sentence highlights the difference between 

the traditional sense of a democracy and how, from a research standpoint, democracy is 

measured in the POLITY variable.  

Hypothesis II 

As income inequality within a country increases, the amount of protected area decreases. 

Those who are wealthy and close to the government are not beholden to citizens’ wants or needs, 

and therefore can use their influence to accumulate more wealth at the expense of conservation. 

There may be oil or other resources present in areas that would otherwise be protected, and such 

areas will not be protected in favor of economic interests. 

Although not directly related to the establishment of protected area, J.K. Boyce (1994, 2003) 

has posited that “greater inequalities of power and wealth lead to more environmental 

degradation” (Boyce, 1994). Empirical analyses have corroborated this claim and shown a 

positive correlation between income inequality and negative environmental outcomes (Baek, 

2013; Jorgensen et al., 2017; Kasuga & Takaya, 2017).   

One may argue that in a democracy, the advent of interest groups may have the same effect, 

in that competing interest groups have a significant effect on lawmakers’ policies. However, 

there is a counterargument in that in an autocracy, there are no significant checks and balances 

by the people. Furthermore, the effect of interest groups on autocratic regimes is particularly 

pronounced because not only do they have direct access to the political process through the 

oligarchical nature of their relations, but leaders are sensitive to their preferences (Steinberg and 

Shih, 2012).  
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In an authoritarian regime, there are less checks and balances on nepotism and graft, which 

may be propagated from the top itself. If, for example, a corporation friendly to those in power 

wants to drill for oil in a particular location, the authorities have the ability to give them that area 

without going through other government agencies or their populace. Regardless of the wildlife, 

geological formations, or plants that exist in a certain area, the financial interests of those with 

authority and power are more likely to win out, as finances translate to resources to achieve their 

aims. Similarly, those with more income are more likely to try and maintain their financial 

advantage and have the resources to do so. If one must choose between keeping their financial 

benefits or establishing protected area, it is in their rational interest to promote their own 

interests. 

Income inequality was measured through a variable from the United Nations Development 

Programme’s (UNDP) Human Development Reports. The UNDP is the international 

organization responsible for putting out the Human Development Index, and their Income 

Inequality measurement, readily available as time-series data on their website, factors into this 

ranking. However, this analysis solely looked at income inequality, as the other aspects of the 

Human Development Index are beyond the scope of this study. The UNDP measures inequality 

in income through surveys and estimations of the Atkinson Index, which “presents the 

percentage of total income that a given society would have to forego in order to have more equal 

shares of income between its citizens” (UNDP, 2015). There was not enough available data for 

the times and units in question to use the Gini Coefficient, which is also a well-known 

measurement of income inequality.  

 

Hypothesis III 
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The larger the percentage of a country’s population that is rural, the less land that will be 

protected. This is because the land that would otherwise be protected is inhabited. While a 

government can of course establish protected area regardless, it is significantly less likely once 

there are previous establishments on the land. Furthermore, rural populations are more likely to 

be engaged in such trades that would require using the land, such as fisheries, livestock, and 

farming. Pastoralism and farming require large parcels of land for economic and sustainable use, 

thereby complicating the formation of protected area in that location. Likewise, fishing is likely 

to be heavily affected by the existence of marine protected areas. 

Furthermore, the rural population is more likely to be aware of what is going on in the 

land around them. If, for example, a company is engaging in environmental degradation in a 

remote area of the wilderness, the general population is less likely to know about it and react 

more swiftly than if it took place near the major city or in an inhabited area. Thus, the less 

population that is concentrated in large cities, the more likely it is that citizens, particularly those 

who are more directly affected, are aware of issues regarding protected area. Awareness and 

involvement comes into play when considering whether or not protected area will be formed and 

for what reasons it may or may not be taken away, enlarged, or more. Research regarding 

population growth near protected areas worldwide (Wittenmyer et al., 2008) (Joppa et al., 2009) 

is not definitive on whether or not growth increases around protected areas more than in other 

parts of a country.  

 

Research Design 
 

For this analysis, I chose to use all data in the year 2014, as it was the most recent year 

where I could find substantial and relatively consistent data across all variables. For all variables 
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besides POLITY and INCOME INEQUALITY, I used data readily available from the website of 

the World Bank. As part of their open data initiative, the World Bank measures economic, 

environmental, and other indicators across both units and years. My unit of measurement is the 

nation itself, as this is an analysis comparing different nations. Specifically, those nations for 

which there is readily available data across these different variables. For the bivariate regression 

of Hypothesis I, there were 144 observations. 

To run the regressions and measure each of the variables, the data for each variable was 

collected and brought into an excel spreadsheet. It was then exported to STATA, where the 

variables were used for regressions.  

The dependent variable is the amount of terrestrial and marine area in a given country. It is 

important to note that the scope of this variable only includes those areas that are protected on a 

national level. That is, it does not include state or local reserves. Furthermore, this variable only 

measures such areas that exceed a size of 1000 hectares.  

Another independent variable is GDP per capita (%), measured as the GDP of a country by 

its population. Measuring the GDP of a nation in regard to its protected area allows us to test the 

role that citizens’ and nation’s wealth plays in whether or not they have more protected area.  
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Results 
 
 

 1) Hypothesis 

I 

2) With 

Robust 

Standard 

Error 

3) With 

Control 

Variables 

4) Without 

Outliers 

Polity Score 

 

.262 

(1.62) 

.262 

(1.88) 

.079 

(.47) 

.037 

(.27) 

Income Inequality   -.001 

(-.01) 

0.030 

(.39) 

Rural Population 

 

  0.040 

(.79) 

.023 

(.54) 

GDP Per Capita 

 

  .0001* 

(2.11) 

.00008 

(1.53) 

Constant 

 

11.09*** 

(9.25) 

11.09*** 

(11.55) 

8.824* 

(2.32) 

8.023* 

(2.40) 

R2 0.0181 0.0181 0.0468 0.025 

F-Value 2.623 3.527 1.567 0.830 

Number of Observations 144 144 141 133 

Table 2 

Models 2, 3, and 4 use Robust Standard Error 

* p<0.05, ** p<0.01, *** p<0.001 

Below the regression coefficients are the t-statistics for each regression, which are measures of 

statistical significance. 
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The standard bivariate regression regarding the POLITY score (level of autocracy or 

democracy in a nation) was tested on the dependent variable, the amount of protected area in a 

given country. This regression, with a coefficient of .262, was found to not be statistically 

significant at the critical level of p<.05. This can be identified in the column of Table 2. 

Nonetheless, the regression does show a positive, albeit minor correlation.  

 Next, the same bivariate regression was run with robust standard errors. This was done to 

gather more a more conservative standard error. As shown in the table, the only changes are in 

the F-value, number of observations, and T-statistics for the constant and independent variable. 

Adding robust standard errors did not bring the regression coefficient to the accepted level of 

statistical significance (t>2.0). 

 Next, the other variables to be tested were included in the regression. These variables 

were GDP per capita, rural population, and income inequality. This lowered the POLITY 

coefficient to 0.079 and the t-statistic to .47, making it even farther away from statistical 

significance. However, GDP Per Capita was found to be statistically significant. This remains 

true when it is tested in a bivariate regression (Table 3). Through the course of adding the control 

variables, three observations were excluded as a result of missing data. This meant a total of 141 

observations for the third column. 

 Finally, the fourth column shows the previous regression with the exclusion of outliers. 

Outliers were defined as any data points beyond two standard deviations from the mean. The 

total number of observations for this final regression was 133, a difference of 8 data points from 

the previous one. A test was conducted for Heteroskedascity for Hypothesis I, which confirmed 

its existence in the regression. 
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Variable Regression Coefficient 

Income Inequality (H2) -.063 

(-.77) 

Rural Population (H3) 

 

-.031 

(-.74) 

GDP Per Capita 

 

.0001 

(2.50) 

Table 3 

 

Table 3 shows bivariate regressions between the dependent variable, Protected Area, and 

the other independent variables chosen for this study. Both Hypothesis II and Hypothesis III 

were both found to not be statistically significant, while GDP Per Capita was. 
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  Table 4 

 

Table 4 is a scatter plot with all 144 observations for Hypothesis I. The eight data points 

highlighted in red are the outliers excluded in the fourth column of Table 2, as they are all above 

two standard deviations from the mean. 
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Discussion/Implications 
 
 

There are numerous implications of the lack of statistical significance for my hypotheses. 

First, it shows that protected area is not a uniquely or primarily democratic concept, as many are 

predisposed to believe given the emphasis on them in societies of Western nations. National 

parks are often referred to as “America’s Best Idea,” but results show that America and other 

Western, democratic nations are not alone in establishing protected area.  

 Results also show that income inequality is not negatively or positively correlated with 

the amount of protected area. What this means is that it is neither a stimulus nor a barrier for the 

establishment of terrestrial or marine public lands. This can assist researchers in understanding 

the larger context of their case studies or observations regarding particular protected area 

systems.  

 The percentage of a nation’s population that is rural was found to not be statistically 

significant. This was assumed on the basis that more rural land was inhabitable, and thus would 

be unable to be protected. That is, when rural land is inhabited, it makes it more difficult for a 

nation to evict residents and establish protected area. However, we see that this is not the case in 

both democracies and autocracies. In the United States, many protected areas required the 

removal of native tribes (Kantor, 2007), causing a litany of issues and tactics that were not 

reflective of the U.S.’s current POLITY score of +10. In more autocratic countries with a lack of 

accountability to citizens, governments may also remove citizens from certain areas for political 

or economic means, without consulting with the denizens of that area. This result similarly 

contextualizes future projects in that researchers can better understand the global background on 

the (lack of a) relationship between rural population and protected area. 
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During the course of running the regressions, I found a positive correlation between the 

amount of protected area in a given country and GDP per capita. This finding bodes well for 

future analysis and is a good location for research to build off of in a similar study. The variable 

was originally used as a control variable, but it was found to be statistically significant both 

when tested directly on the variable Protected Area and when used in multilinear regression 

models. Bruner et al. (2004) show that there are significant financial costs with underfunding 

protected areas, something well-established in the literature. It thus follows that the more capital 

available in a given nation, the more money that will be allocated to protected area. Once a 

certain amount of protected area is already present, infrastructure to support it will be developed 

as well. This infrastructure includes departments or agencies set up for this express purpose (i.e 

the National Park Service in the United States). The costs associated with such departments or 

agencies will likely include park ranger salaries, visitor centers, marketing, and other relevant 

costs. Once such infrastructural costs are already accounted for, the marginal costs of 

establishing more protected area are minimized. Technology used for a visitor center in one 

national park can be easily applied to the other, management officials can manage both areas 

without the requirement of hiring extra staff, and more. For example, in the United States, the 

National Park Service hires park rangers primarily on a seasonal basis, thereby encouraging 

rangers to apply to work in protected areas across the country. By establishing a cadre of trained, 

experienced rangers who can work in different protected areas within the country, hiring 

shortages are minimized. This is a product of the large-scale organization of the National Park 

Service and the prevalence of protected area in the country. While this is merely one example of 

the relationship between marginal costs and establishing protected area, there are many different 

aspects that tie into this relation. Likewise, the more money that a country’s citizens have, the 
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more they can spend on visiting their protected areas. Increased revenue for these protected areas 

in turn allows the federal government to establish more. 

Interestingly, this finding differed from Morales-Hidalgo et al.’s (2016) finding that GDP 

per capita and forest area are inversely related. My main hypothesis for this discrepancy is that 

forest area differs from other sorts of protected area. In the United States, for example, national 

forests tend to be closer to Type V Protected Areas than other sorts of conserved areas. That is, 

they are often managed for resource purposes, and private businesses may still operate within 

them. 

 

Research Limitations 

 

Future researchers can utilize this information as a starting point as they seek to provide a 

cross-national analysis of protected area. Utilizing a different mechanism to measure democracy 

and autocracy may provide to be more fruitful for finding a correlation. Further research with 

different datasets may shed some light on why the relationship was found to be contrary to the 

hypotheses. Other variables beyond those tested in this project may also explain the presence of 

protected area in different countries. 

Nations with little to no information available were not included in this study. The concern 

here comes into play when we question what nations do not have data available. First, nations in 

states of anarchy, war, or discord of any nature are likely to put aside non-essential government 

functions such as data collection regarding environmental conservation. In this same vein, they 

may put aside environmental conservation entirely. Many nations may choose not to make such 

data readily available, given it may lead to international criticism. A lack of cultural, historical, 

or environmental conservation is often criticized in the international arena. Similarly, they may 
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manipulate such self-reported data for political means. It may bode well for political goals to 

establish, increase, reduce, or eliminate protected area. Finally, federal governments may also 

simply not have the means or interest in collecting such information.  

While the POLITY dataset is widely used in political science, criticisms of the measure 

nonetheless exist (Schmidt, 2016; Gleditsch and Ward, 1997). Naturally, it is difficult to quantify 

concepts such as autocracy and democracy, given the theoretical aspects and differing views on 

what components are key to defining such terms. This project utilizes the POLITY dataset as the 

best available method but recognizes the limitations present. Future research may be wise to try 

different datasets as a means to validate the results of this paper. 

As well, the dependent variable only measures terrestrial and marine protected area under 

federal control. In federalist systems, such as in the United States, there are significant amounts 

of non-federal land. The Property and Environment Research Center recently noted in a 2018 

report that state governments own nearly 9*1.7% of U.S. total land, and much of that is protected 

in the form of state parks. In Fiscal Year 2017 in the United States, 18,694,570 acres were 

comprised by 8,565 state parks and related areas (NASPD, 2018). In Florida alone, 175 state 

parks include nearly 800,000 acres of land (Florida Department of Environmental Protection, 

2018). This does not include county or municipal land, which may total even more protected area 

within the nation’s borders. Testing for protected area at different levels of government may 

provide a more complete picture in future research.  

As a means to alleviate such concerns, I have explained the mechanisms behind the variables. 

Extensively looking at the data used and ensuring that there is complete data for the nations 

tested is paramount to achieving valid results.   
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Conclusion 
 

This research project seeks to examine the relationship between conservation and 

political system, income inequality, and rural population by providing a cross-national analysis. 

This was done through regression analysis. A better understanding of these variables and their 

relationships can assist policymakers, officials, and concerned citizens in efforts to improve 

conservation efforts worldwide. It can further contextualize case studies and other cross-national 

analyses concerning protected area. 

 Hypothesis I, which predicted that the amount of protected area in a nation was positively 

correlated with its level of democracy, was found to be not statistically significant. While the 

results may be surprising to some readers, this shows that a multitude of protected area is not 

unique to Western nations, and that we cannot correlate autocracy or democracy with 

conservation in this regard. 

 Hypothesis II, which predicted that an increase in income inequality is correlated with a 

decrease in the amount of protected area, was also found to not be statistically significant. The 

negative coefficient of -.063 showed that the relationship trended in a direction opposite than 

expected, albeit with a p score above the critically accepted value. 

Hypothesis III predicted that the larger the percentage of a country’s population that is 

rural, the less land that will be protected. This was assumed on the basis that when rural land is 

inhabited, it makes it more difficult for a nation to evict residents and establish protected area. 

However, this hypothesis was also found to not be statistically significant. 

The control variable of Gross Domestic Product per capita was found to be positively 

correlated with protected area at a statistically significant level. This makes sense when we 
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consider that the more capital available in a given nation, the more money that can and will be 

allocated to establishing or maintaining protected area. 

As a result of conducting this research, I propose that future studies in the field of 

conservation consider these variables and the lack of statistically significant relationships. This 

study offers a contrast to previous literature by suggesting that the relationship between 

autocracies/democracies and protected area is not as clear-cut as it may seem. Future studies 

would be wise to consider this cross-national analysis in contextualizing individual research 

projects and case studies. 
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The coding mechanism behind the POLITY Democracy score: 

 

 

 

 

 

The coding mechanism behind the POLITY Autocracy score: 



 29 

 

 

 

Appendix B 
 
STATA Output: 
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