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Reviewers’ Comments 
 
Explanatory note by Jonathan Padwe 
 
The following pages contain reviewer comments and panel recommendations for this NSF proposal.  
The proposal was approved for an award amount of $179,503.00 to support a two year project 
beginning in June of 2016.  Please make note of the following observations in assessing these reviews 
(and please also note that this cover sheet is not an NSF attachment, but is rather a note written by the 
PI to provide some context to the attached pages, which are the official reviews provided by the NSF). 
 
The proposal was submitted to the Cultural Anthropology Program of the Behavioral and Cognitive 
Sciences Division (BCS) of the NSF. There are, however, two panel reviews for the proposal, one by the 
Cultural Anthropology Program, and the other by the Geographic and Spatial Sciences Program  (GSS), 
assumedly because the research project involves remotely sensed and geographic information systems 
(GIS)-based research. Not surprisingly, GSS program reviews of the project are less positive than those of 
the Cultural Anthropology program.  Both sets of reviews and panel assessments indicated a lack of a 
detailed data analysis plan in the submitted proposal; in response to these observations the program 
officer requested a revised plan be submitted as an addendum to the proposal prior to approval. 
 
Given the specifics of the review process and the content of the individual reviewers’ comments, it 
seems likely that reviewers 1-3 participated in the Cultural Anthropology sponsored review, and 
reviewers 5-7 participated in the Geographic and Spatial Sciences sponsored review. It is not clear where 
reviewer 4 fit within the process. The following table presents the ratings of the individual reviewers: 
 
Reviewer 1…………………………….. Excellent 
Reviewer 2…………………………….. Excellent 
Reviewer 3…………………………….. Excellent 
Reviewer 4………………………….. Very Good 
Reviewer 5………………………………………Fair 
Reviewer 6………………………………….. Good 
Reviewer 7………………………………………Fair  
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effective date of 09/01/16 are subject to change. The grantee institution assumes any pre-award 
costs at its own risk. NSF may request additional information. 
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Reviews 
All of the reviews of your proposal that have been released to you by your NSF program officer 
can be viewed below. Please note that the Sponsored Project Office (or equivalent) at your 
organization is NOT given the capability to view your reviews. 
   
Document:   Release Date: 
Panel Summary #1   Nov 30 2015 1:24PM 
Panel Summary #2   Dec 5 2015 6:21PM 
Review #1    Feb 2 2016 11:46AM 
Review #2    Feb 2 2016 11:46AM 
Review #3    Dec 5 2015 5:54PM 
Review #4    Dec 5 2015 5:54PM 
Review #5    Dec 5 2015 5:54PM 
Review #6    Dec 5 2015 5:54PM 
Review #7    Dec 5 2015 5:54PM 
  

Context Statement 
CONTEXT DESCRIPTION:  
Cultural Anthropology Program Senior Panel Fall 2015 (FY 2016)  
CONTEXT ID: P160007  
PROGRAM ELEMENT: 1390 (Cultural Anthropology)  
 
The Cultural Anthropology Senior Advisory Panel met on November 30 and December 1, in 
Room 970, Stafford I, at the National Science Foundation. The Panel reviewed the 65 Senior 
proposals being considered by the Cultural Anthropology Program this cycle. Proposals 
included: 13 collaborative research proposals (5 projects), 50 non-collaborative research 
proposals, 1 Cultural Anthropology Scholar Award proposal, and 1 Science, Technology, & 
Society Post-Doc proposal.  
 
Proposals received at least 3 reviews. Reviewers were instructed to use NSF's merit criteria 
regarding both intellectual merit and broader impacts, as articulated in the Grant Proposal Guide 
(NSF 15-1). Written reviews were made available to panelists prior to the panel meeting. On the 
basis of written reviews and the discussion of the proposals that transpired during the panel 
meeting, the Cultural Anthropology Senior Advisory Panel made the following 
recommendations regarding program support for each proposal. Please note that the panel only 
makes recommendations, not final funding decisions.  
 
Group 1, Highly competitive for funding: 5 proposals/4 projects (7%/8%)*  
Group 2, Competitive for funding: 12 proposals/8 projects (14%/18%)  
Group 3, Not Competitive, needs moderate revision: 15 proposals/14 projects (25%/23%)  



Group 4, Not Competitive, needs substantial revision: 33 proposals/31 projects (54%/51%)  
(* Most projects are a single proposal; however, collaborative proposals will have multiple 
proposals submitted from multiple institutions for a single project. Hence, the total number of 
proposals is higher than the total number of projects.)  
 
Depending on budgetary constraints and the willingness and ability of other programs to 
participate in joint funding of meritorious proposals, the Cultural Anthropology Program 
anticipates recommending funding for approximately 15% per cent of the Cultural Anthropology 
Senior Grant proposals during the current review cycle.  
 
Verbatim copies of all completed reviews and relevant panel summaries are made available to 
principal investigators via NSF's FastLane system. Cultural Anthropology Program Panelists and 
the Program Directors do not necessarily agree with or endorse statements made by reviewers. 
Some reviews may contain irrelevant comments, which are not used in making final funding 
decisions. Panel members discussed the relevant substance of each review, not only the summary 
rating. Similarly, the reviews and panel summary of each proposal contain evaluative material 
and constructive suggestions that may be used by the investigators in the conduct of future 
research regardless of whether a proposal is awarded or declined.  
 
All proposals that are not funded may be resubmitted if they are substantially revised. As 
specified in the NSF Grant Proposal Guide (NSF 15-1): "A declined proposal may be 
resubmitted, but only after it has undergone substantial revision. A resubmitted proposal that has 
not clearly taken into account the major comments or concerns resulting from the prior NSF 
review may be returned without review. The Foundation will treat the revised proposal as a new 
proposal, subject to the standard review procedures."  
 
PIs are welcome to contact the Cultural Anthropology Program Directors for assistance in 
interpreting the reviews or with any other questions about the application and review process.  
 
Jeffrey Mantz, jmantz@nsf.gov, (703) 292-7783  
Deborah Winslow, dwinslow@nsf.gov, (703) 292-7315  
Cultural Anthropology Program Directors 
  
 

  



Panel Summary #1 
 

 

Proposal Number: 1560785 
Panel Summary:  
NATIONAL SCIENCE FOUNDATION  
GEOGRAPHY AND SPATIAL SCIENCES PROGRAM  
ADVISORY PANEL SUMMARY  
November 4-6, 2015  
 
1560785 Padwe University of Hawaii  
==========================  

INTELLECTUAL MERIT (including potential transformative aspects): 

Positive aspects of the proposal and proposed research: 

The panel appreciated the potential extension of past work and agree that the issue of enclosure 
is a pressing one.  

Shortcomings and weaknesses of the porposal and proposed research:  

The panel thought that the research question was not very compelling or innovative as 
demonstrated, particularly compared to other contemporary studies along the lines of "land 
grab" issues. The panel was concerned that this was somewhat of a "lone wolf" proposal in 
which the PI is not engaging any students in the process, hiring needed experts (e.g. remote 
sensing), etc. The collaborations on the ground in the research sites were "top-down" 
approaches to training locals in the pre-determined methodology and using them for data 
collection but not engaging with local communities in any way that would allow their own 
goals to be incorporated into the project. There was insufficient evidence in several areas of the 
plan as well, such as very few specifics on the household diaries: Who keeps the diary? There 
are probably gender implications there, at the least. Overall, there is no information about how 
the data will be analyzed beyond mentioning software such as Excel and NVIVO. Simply 
identifying these does not constitute an analysis plan. The panel also thought that other aspects 
of the proposal itself could have been stronger. The letter of support should be translated, the 
proposal should be more carefully proofread, and the maps were difficult to read, had no scale, 
and added little information.  

==========================  

BROADER IMPACTS:  

Positive aspects of the proposal and proposed research: 

The panel acknowledged that information would be returned to the local communities and 
regional/national policy makers and that those might have some important impacts.  



 

Shortcomings and weaknesses of the proposal and proposed research: 

The panel thought the mechanisms and channels for dissemination of findings could be more 
constructively and more deeply considered.  

==========================  

OTHER ASPECTS OF THE PROPOSAL:  

Data-management plan (including plans to make data and other products that can be shared 
easily accessible to others from institutionally managed repositories): [ ] Superior [ ] Adequate 
[X] Inadequate  

The long-term viability and security of the data is not evident. Security for hand-written 
materials is not addressed.  

 

POST-DOC MENTORING PLAN: N/A  

==========================  

SYNTHESIS COMMENTS:  

The panel concurred that the PI is well-situated to complete the project based on his past 
experience. However, there were significant concerns about the conceptual framing, 
methodology (especially analysis), and thought the research question itself was not very 
innovative.  

==========================  

As described in the proposal, what is the expected larger-scale, longer-term significance of the 
project if the project is conducted successfully? 

2 (Integer score from 1 to 7, with 1 indicating very low and 7 indicating very high)  

As described in the proposal, what is the likelihood that the project will be conducted 
successfully?  

5 (Integer score from 1 to 7, with 1 indicating very low and 7 indicating very high)  

==========================  

 



PANEL RECOMMENDATION (CHECK ONE):  
[ ] High Priority  
[ ] High-Medium Priority  
[ ] Medium Priority  
[ ] Medium-Low Priority  
[ ] Low Priority  
[X] Not Competitive  
[ ] Defer Recommendation  
 
This panel summary was read by panelists who participated in the discussion of this proposal, 
and they concurred that the summary accurately reflects the panel discussion.  
 
+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++  
 
NATIONAL SCIENCE FOUNDATION  
GEOGRAPHY AND SPATIAL SCIENCES PROGRAM  
 
CONTEXT STATEMENT -- FALL 2015 ADVISORY PANEL MEETING  
 
The Geography and Spatial Sciences (GSS) Advisory Panel met on November 4-6, 2015, to 
evaluate proposals that were submitted in response to the GSS Program's September 3, 2015, 
proposal-submission deadline. The panel also considered proposals requesting Faculty Early-
Career Development (CAREER) awards that had been submitted for the CAREER proposal-
submission deadline of July 23, 2015.  

The GSS Advisory Panel considered 198 individual proposals in this round. Not all of these 
proposals required separate action by the panel, however, because 11 were secondary 
components of collaborative research proposals, with principal investigators from two or more 
institutions proposing collaborative work together through separately submitted proposals. These 
secondary components did not require independent consideration. (All of the collaborative sets 
of proposals were submitted to other NSF programs and were considered by GSS as a secondary 
program participating in co-review.) Of the remaining 187 proposals, 152 were regular research 
proposals, 27 were CAREER proposals, 5 were submissions requesting support for a conference, 
workshop, symposium, group travel, and/or some other community-building activity, and 3 were 
proposals seeking support for a research coordination network (RCN). A total of 53 of the 
regular proposals, 19 of the CAREER proposals, 2 of the conference/workshop/community-
building proposals, and 1 of the RCN proposals were co-reviewed with one or more other NSF 
programs. (A total of 24 other NSF programs participated in co-review of proposals with GSS 
this round.) The other 112 proposals were evaluated solely by GSS.  



 

The GSS Advisory Panel evaluated proposals using the NSF criteria of intellectual merit and 
broader impacts as articulated in the Grant Proposal Guide (NSF 15-1), which included an 
evaluation of a data-management plan. As specified in the GSS solicitation (NSF 14-537; 
accessible at http://www.nsf.gov/pubs/2014/nsf14537/nsf14537.htm), proposals were evaluated 
using special GSS review criteria as described below. In nearly all cases, regular proposals 
managed by GSS were sent to at least five external reviewers and to at least two advisory panel 
members. Every proposal was evaluated using at least three written reviews; most had five to 
seven written reviews.  

On the basis of submitted written reviews and discussion during the panel meeting, the GSS 
Advisory Panel made recommendations regarding the competitiveness of each proposal for GSS 
and NSF support. For the 152 regular proposals, the panel members judged 77 to be of 
sufficiently high quality and significance to be competitive for possible GSS support at this time, 
and they judged 75 proposals to be not competitive. Of the regular proposals that were viewed as 
competitive, the panel recommended that 12 be given high priority, 16 be given high-medium 
priority, 18 be given medium priority, 16 be given medium-low priority, and 15 be given low 
priority. Of the CAREER proposals, the panel judged 14 proposals to be competitive and 13 
proposals to be not competitive. Of the 14 CAREER proposals that were viewed as competitive, 
the panel recommended that 5 be given high priority, 1 be given high-medium priority, 2 be 
given medium priority, 2 be given medium-low priority, and 4 be given low priority. The panel 
recommended that 3 conference/workshop/community-building proposals be viewed as 
competitive, and they judged 2 proposals to be not competitive. The panel recommended that all 
three of the competitive conference/workshop/community-building proposals be given high 
priority. The panel recommended that 2 of the RCN proposals be viewed as competitive, with 1 
given high priority and 1 proposal be given high-medium priority, while the panel judged 1 RCN 
proposal to be not competitive. Depending on budgetary constraints and on the willingness of 
other programs to participate in joint funding of meritorious proposals, GSS program directors 
anticipate recommending for funding 15 to 22 regular projects, 1 to 4 CAREER proposals, 1 to 3 
conference/workshop/community-building proposals, and 0 to 2 RCN proposals.  

In addition to making recommendations regarding how competitive proposed activities were for 
GSS support, the GSS Advisory Panel assigned two numerical scores to each proposal. One 
score provided a consensus assessment by the panel of the potential larger-scale, longer-term 
significance of the project as specified in the proposal if the project (as specified in the proposal) 
is conducted successfully. The other score provided a consensus assessment of the likelihood of 
the project being conducted successfully as outlined in the proposal. Both scores were ranked on 
7-point scales, with 7 being the most positive and 1 the least positive. The descriptions of the 
scores as used by the panel follow.  



As described in the proposal, what is the expected larger-scale, longer-term significance of the 

project if the project is conducted successfully?  

7 Extremely significant  

6 Very significant  

5 Significant  

4 Moderately significant  

3 Somewhat significant  

2 Very mildly significant  

1 Not significant  

 

As described in the proposal, what is the likelihood that the project will be conducted 

successfully?  

7 Very, very likely to succeed  

6 Very likely to succeed  

5 Reasonably likely to succeed  

4 Moderate chances of success  

3 Minor chances of success  

2 Minimal chances of success  

1 Very unlikely to succeed  

 

These scores were used in accordance with the GSS Program Strategic Plan for 2011-2015, 
which can be accessed at http://www.nsf.gov/sbe/bcs/grs/GSS_StrategicPlan_2011.pdf. That 
plan calls for GSS to place greater emphasis on identifying potential larger-scale, longer-term 
significance of projects in assembling its portfolio of awards. Scoring for significance and 
likelihood was conducted independently from the placement of proposals in funding 
recommendation categories, but there is a reasonably high correlation between the two sets of 
actions. A proposal viewed as having a high likelihood of success but lower longer, larger-scale- 
significance often was placed in a lower funding priority category. A proposal with a higher 
significance score but a lower likelihood score may have been placed in the "Not Competitive" 
category, but panel members often commented that this kind of proposal was viewed as having 
greater potential for higher-priority support in the future if shortcomings were corrected.  

 



Verbatim copies of all completed reviews and any relevant panel summaries are made available 
to principal investigators via the FastLane system. GSS panelists and program officers do not 
necessarily agree with or endorse all statements by reviewers. Some reviews may contain 
irrelevant comments, which are not used in making final funding decisions. Panel members are 
asked to reflect on the substance of the written reviews and to draw generalizations that extend 
beyond the summary ratings alone. The reviews and panel summary contain evaluative material 
and constructive suggestions that may be used by the principal investigator in the conduct of 
future research regardless of whether a proposal is awarded or declined.  

 

As stipulated in the GSS solicitation, GSS now conducts only one annual competition for 
proposals seeking support for regular research project and for proposals seeking support for 
conferences, workshops, group-travel support, and community-development or community-
serving activities. The next annual proposal-submission deadline is the first Thursday in 
September, September 1, 2016. (Proposals for CAREER awards also may be submitting only 
once each year in accordance with deadlines identified in the CAREER solicitation (NSF 15-
555). The next deadline for submission of a CAREER proposal to GSS is July 22, 2016.) While 
the majority of GSS-managed funds will be used to support projects submitted for the annual 
competition, the principal investigators of a limited number of proposals will be given explicit 
invitations by GSS program officers to revise and resubmit their proposals within about two 
months of the declination of their initial proposals because of the potential larger-scale, longer-
term significance of their projects. Such invitations will be included as part of program officer 
comments made available via FastLane and will be sent by e-mail to those investigators.  

 

Whether resubmitted within a couple of months because they have received an explicit invitation 
or resubmitted for a subsequent annual competition, investigators may choose to use the 
feedback contained in the reviews and advisory panel summaries to make revisions and resubmit 
their proposals to GSS. GSS treats a revised and resubmitted proposal as a new submission and 
does not require language specifically noting what changes were made from a previous proposal. 
Investigators have the option of including such language, but if they do so, this language must be 
included in the 15-page project description. If the proposal is to be co-reviewed by other 
programs and the other program(s) require such text in revised proposals, investigators should 
consider including it. If the proposal will be submitted to and managed by another program with 
that requirement, such comments should be included in accordance with that program's 
requirements.  

 



If investigators have questions or would like any additional information that might be available 
regarding the evaluation of their proposals, they should contact the GSS program directors, 
especially the program director who managed their proposal.  

 

Sunil Narumalani (snarumal@nsf.gov; 703-292-4995)  

Thomas J. Baerwald (tbaerwal@nsf.gov; 703-292-7301)  

Holly M. Hapke (hhapke@nsf.gov, 703-292-8457)  

Geography and Spatial Sciences Program Directors  

gss-info@nsf.gov may be used to direct e-mail to all current GSS program directors 

 

Panel Recommendation: Not Competitive 

 

 

 

  



Panel Summary #2 
 

 

Proposal Number: 1560785 

Panel Summary:  
The Cultural Anthropology Senior Advisory Panel met on November 30 and December 1, in 
Room 970, Stafford I, at the National Science Foundation. The Panel reviewed the 65 Senior 
proposals being considered by the Cultural Anthropology Program this cycle. Proposals received 
at least 3 reviews. Reviewers were instructed to use NSF's merit criteria regarding both 
intellectual merit and broader impacts, as articulated in the Grant Proposal Guide (NSF 15-1). 
Written reviews were made available to panelists prior to the panel meeting. On the basis of 
written reviews and the discussion of the proposals that transpired during the panel meeting, the 
Cultural Anthropology Senior Advisory Panel made the following recommendations regarding 
program support for each proposal. Please note that the panel only makes recommendations, not 
final funding decisions.  
 
Group 1, Highly competitive for funding: 5 proposals/4 projects (7%/8%)*  
Group 2, Competitive for funding: 12 proposals/8 projects (14%/18%)  
Group 3, Not Competitive, needs moderate revision: 15 proposals/14 projects (25%/23%)  
Group 4, Not Competitive, needs substantial revision: 33 proposals/31 projects (54%/51%)  
(* Most projects are a single proposal; however, collaborative proposals will have multiple 
proposals submitted from multiple institutions for a single project. Hence, the total number of 
proposals is higher than the total number of projects.)  
 
Depending on budgetary constraints and the willingness and ability of other programs to 
participate in joint funding of meritorious proposals, the Cultural Anthropology Program 
anticipates recommending funding for approximately 15% per cent of the Cultural Anthropology 
Senior Grant proposals during the current review cycle.  
 
PROJECT SUMMARY  
This proposal investigates how changes in tenure regimes and economy have affected 
landholdings, social stratification, and well-being in four villages in mountainous regions of 
Cambodia.  
 
CRITERION I: INTELLECTUAL MERIT  
Significance: If successful, the project will advance our understanding of socio-economic 
inequality and well-being relative to rural development and agrarian transformations.  
 
Strengths:  
Cambodia is not as well covered in research on agrarian transformation as other Southeast Asian 
countries and this study will help fill the gap in researching these changing patterns of rural 
transformation. The PI also does a good job incorporating the agrarian literature and in 
addressing the social and environmental costs associated with agrarian development. The 
proposal is also strengthened by its multi-scale approach, particularly its focus on social 
dimensions at the household level.  
 



Weaknesses:  
The theoretical discussion is not well-developed and does not lead the reader toward a 
justification of the data to be collected and how it will be used to understand the proposal's main 
research objectives. The proposal design reads as underdeveloped and not terribly innovative.  
 
Approach:  
This project will employ a rigorous combination of qualitative and quantitative methodologies 
strengthened by the PI's extant research at the site. Spatial mapping, aerial photographs with GPS 
technology combined with local histories of land use change and activity as well as consumption 
diaries will provide comparable socio-economic profiles of the villages that can be correlated 
with evidence on household economies, nutritional status (i.e. dietary diversity) and other 
measures of well-being indicated through participant observation and activity diaries. However, 
there is substantial lack of detail in the extent to which the analysis is comparative, and the panel 
agrees that the extent to which the project is actually longitudinal is questionable if there is no 
earlier data on the villages that were not the subject of the PI's dissertation work.  
 
Transformative Potential:  
Given the limitations of the research design, the project is not terribly transformative.  
 
Feasibility and Qualifications:  
The project appears to be feasible, although slightly complex, but the researcher seems well 
qualified to undertake the research.  
 
Revision:  
Not a revision.  
 
CRITERION II: BROADER IMPACTS  
 
Broader Impact Strengths:  
This proposal will incorporate local participation for data collection on land ownership and 
family histories. Overall, the proposal has great potential to inform local village decision-makers 
as well as state officials and transnational organizations regarding land management practices 
and rural development.  
 
Weaknesses:  
While the reviewers agree that the proposal exhibits immense broader impact potential, a more 
detailed description on who and what will be targeted and in what context should be provided 
and would greatly strengthen this proposal.  
 
DATA MANAGEMENT PLAN  
 
The data management plan could use more detail on how the data will be disseminated and 
shared while preserving confidentiality.  
 
SYNTHESIS AND RECOMMENDATION  
 



While many on the panel were enthusiastic about the research project, especially in its focus on 
household-level dynamics and change through time, the panel was in agreement that the theory, 
methods, and research design need to be strengthened before it can be recommended for funding.  
 
(Check one)  
The panel recommendation is:  
___Highly Competitive  
___Competitive  
_X_Not Competitive, High: Need moderate revision  
___Not Competitive, Low: Needing substantial revision  
 
This summary was read by the assigned panelists and they concurred that the summary 
accurately reflects the panel discussion. 
 
Panel Recommendation: Not Competitive, High: Moderate Revision Needed 
 

  



Review #1 
 

 

Proposal Number:   1560785 

NSF Program:   CULTURAL ANTHROPOLOGY 

Principal Investigator:   Padwe, Jonathan E 

Proposal Title:   Documenting the transition to plantation agriculture: Long term and 
comparative study of ecological change and human impacts  

Rating:   Excellent 
 

 

 
REVIEW: 

In the context of the five review elements, please evaluate the strengths and weaknesses of the 
proposal with respect to intellectual merit.  
 
I find this to be an outstanding proposal, in terms of all five elements of the review:  
 
1. The proposed project adds a much-needed, anthropological dimension to research on the 
effects of rapid land enclosure and agricultural commercialization in peripheral, mountainous, 
ethnic minority regions of Southeast Asia. Previous research has examined this phenomenon at 
regional and national scales in the context of the neoliberalization of the world food economy 
and the penetration of corporate and state-capitalist interests into these regions, but if the PI is to 
be believed (I am not an expert in this geographic area), there is a lack of research, other than 
two studies he cites in his proposal, about the effects on individual households, both in terms of 
their security of livelihood and quality of life, and also in terms of increasing stratification 
brought about by replacement of common property with private property. At the same time, the 
PI takes an appropriately scientific (skeptical) approach to politically inspired condemnations of 
enclosure as necessarily bad for smallholding farmers, preferring instead to use a variety of 
empirical methods to determine the effects in the particular cases he chooses.  
 
2. In addition to the obvious fact that this research extends our knowledge of the effects of 
enclosure and commodification on livelihoods and security, through taking the aforementioned 
empiricist approach to actual effects on villages and households, it opens the possibility of new 
synthetic understandings of the process, either confirming or modifying the more general 
approaches based on world political economy.  
 
3. I take element three to refer to the suitability of methods. I think that the methods are very 
suitable; they include everything from analysis of prior data, ranging from remote sensing to 
policy reports; to household censuses, extensive GPS surveys of fields, used as the basis of 
historical interviews about those same fields; to nutritional surveys and food growth, purchase, 
and consumption diaries. My one tiny criticism of this whole project is that animal protein might 
be too crude a proxy for general well-being; it is not difficult to do nutritional analysis that 
includes caloric intake and micronutrients in addition to animal protein.  
 



4. The PI appears eminently well-qualified. He has worked in the region previously, knows at 
least one of the local languages, presumably in addition to Khmer and Vietnamese, and has 
published if not extensively, at least substantively on the results of previous studies in the area.  
 
5. Yes, the resources seem adequate.  
 
In the context of the five review elements, please evaluate the strengths and weaknesses of the 
proposal with respect to broader impacts.  
 
1. At a time when agriculture is being commodified and agroecology simplified over many 
regions of the world, it is important that policymakers, agronomists, and farmers themselves are 
aware of the effects of these global processes at the local level and the effect on themselves. The 
PI outlines efforts to incorporate farmer and local official participation in the planning, 
conducting, and dissemination of the research.  
 
2. Although participatory research of the kind outlined in the proposal is not new, the PI is 
extending the participation from the basic level of walking around with a handheld Trimble to 
the synthetic level of meetings with local officials and policymakers.  
 
3. Insofar as the PI's methods and results are accepted and used by villagers, local officials, and 
policymakers, they might well form an example for further studies that would influence policy in 
Cambodia or other countries.  
 
4. I'm not sure how a PI's qualifications have broader impacts in the NSF sense. Sorry.  
 
5. Same as answer to 4.  
 
Please evaluate the strengths and weaknesses of the proposal with respect to any additional 
solicitation-specific review criteria, if applicable.  
 
N/A.  
 
Summary Statement  
 
I won't repeat here all the details in the sections on intellectual merit and broader impacts, but I 
am very impressed. This is one of the strongest proposals I have read for NSF ever. The PI is 
experienced in the area, sophisticated in his use of theory, and clearly very intelligent and 
logical, as well as scientifically skeptical. The proposed project would investigate in appropriate 
detail a problem that is important worldwide, and do so involving an innovative suite of 
quantitative and more traditional qualitative anthropological methods. I very rarely give an 
"excellent" rating, but this one is clearly in that category. 
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Proposal Number:   1560785 

NSF Program:   CULTURAL ANTHROPOLOGY 

Principal Investigator:   Padwe, Jonathan E 

Proposal Title:   Documenting the transition to plantation agriculture: Long term and 
comparative study of ecological change and human impacts  

Rating:   Excellent 
 

 

 
REVIEW: 

In the context of the five review elements, please evaluate the strengths and weaknesses of the 
proposal with respect to intellectual merit.  
 
This proposal does an excellent job of bridging the three areas discussed in its theoretical 
framework section: first, the so-called global plantation land grab; second, the swidden 
agriculture transition in Southeast Asia; and third, the relationship between nutrition and 
livelihood among rural communities. Its use of the second and third of these to pursue a difficult 
set of questions in the first is what makes the proposed research especially compelling. The so-
called new global land grab -- an umbrella term for the rising number of large-scale, mostly 
agriculturally oriented, often-transnational and state-backed land concessions across the global 
south, most of which have occurred since 2007 -- has confounded observers and, to a lesser 
extent, researchers: on the one hand, it has offered a new problem frontier, spanning the fields of 
agrarian studies, development studies and international relations; on the other hand, it has proven 
consistently difficult to study, as announced land deals fail to materialize or, when they do, 
political sensitivity and access difficulties preclude detailed fieldwork. This proposal's 
combination of field site -- northeastern Cambodia, where the land concession boom was a few 
years ahead of the global trend, making the land concessions there well-established -- and 
researcher -- given his extensive experience there, the PI has very good access to the 
communities and government officials involved -- makes it an especially useful window on a set 
of processes that have been widely recognized as important yet difficult to study, and that are 
likely to remain so (in both ways) in the years to come.  
 
At a more detailed level, the use of the swidden transitions literature to provide the basis for the 
research design is methodologically innovative, yet is presented in such a straightforward way as 
to be self-evident in its logic. Following in the footsteps of researchers who have studied hybrid 
and intermediate forms of swidden agriculture to get at transitions-in-progress (Dove, Padoch, 
Li), Padwe's earlier experience with the cashew boom provides a nuanced starting point: many 
narratives within the global land grab debate are predicated on ideal-typical 'subsistence-only' 
landscapes that, upon further investigation, rarely exist; looking at the current boom as a change 
within -- rather than the arrival of -- capitalist market integration is much more likely to help 
understand current conditions and future outlooks, as well as identify what is distinctive about 
the last ten years' change (also see next section).  



 
The same is true for the literature on dietary diversity. As noted above, the literature on the 
'global land grab' -- now starting its second half-decade -- has had real trouble penetrating the 
household economy. In particular, the rise of large-scale acquisition of so-called state lands, 
often directly from the land base of rural smallholder communities, has caused widespread worry 
about the implications for rural food security. Yet few have actually managed to study it: in an 
example I know, for example, a major international agency had to explicitly ignore land deals in 
order to get the field access it required to conduct a food security vulnerability assessment; the 
result was a study that showed widespread vulnerability but was ill-equipped to explain it. 
Padwe's engagement with the literature on dietary diversity is both resourceful and critical: as he 
suggests, it is both useful (in some ways) and quite possibly incomplete. The research proposed 
here is thus simultaneously a promising candidate for moving the land grab literature one step 
further into the arena of evaluating its impacts on nutrition rather than simply landholdings, and 
at the same time challenging the seemingly solid link between rising levels of market integration 
(which land deals bring) and enhanced nutrition (which they may not, given their impacts on 
forest access for local communities).  
 
I found the specifics of the research design to be especially compelling; the pairing of follow-up 
study in the PI's earlier field site with the training and use of local researchers to collect detailed 
longitudinal data over the course of the research period shows a well-planned effort to connect 
the literatures described above, build on earlier experience, and venture into an important yet 
challenging research area. The fact that a few aspects of the research have been touched on 
recently (by Gironde & Peeters and Hor) helps confirm that this proposal is operating at not only 
a global research frontier, but a local one as well, and is thus likely to be recognized as such by 
the PI's immediate peers.  
 
The project's internal timing is well orchestrated as well. The PI's extensive time in the field at 
the beginning of the project, as well as his checking data remotely for usability as soon as it is 
produced provide a pair of quality control devices that are in my view adequate to the complex 
(team-based) structure of the project.  
 
The PI's experience in the proposed research area, as well as his fluency in the local language, 
are invaluable for the particulars of this project; in short, this is not only a useful piece of work 
for others, but an excellent use of this researcher's time at this point in his career. Based on my 
experience in the region over the last decade, and within the global community of 'land grab' 
scholars over the last five years, I am convinced that local trust -- which is always useful to 
conducting fieldwork -- is an *essential* ingredient in researching sensitive issues related to land 
transactions and private sector investment, especially when these efforts are officially sanctioned 
as bilateral development activities. The PI's prior experience in the field site will, in my 
estimation, make the difference between a successful project and an unsuccessful one, by 
providing skills and connections for navigating the concerns and assets not just of local 
communities (who might otherwise be reticent to share sensitive economic information with an 
'extractive' outsider) but also of state officials. The political moment for doing this research is a 
good one -- Cambodian officials recently modified a number of the large-scale concessions 
(including some in the proposed field site) for reasons discussed in the proposal -- and the PI's 
prior experience will help him make the most of this (albeit limited) opening.  



 
As best I can tell, the proposal has adequate resources for the work proposed.  
 
 
In the context of the five review elements, please evaluate the strengths and weaknesses of the 
proposal with respect to broader impacts.  
 
This proposal has significant potential for broader societal impact as well. To some extent, this 
impact is coterminous with the impacts the PI can have on the academic fields discussed above; 
one of the exciting things about the 'global land grab' is that it has created a new and powerful 
linkage between popular concerns (about food security, neo-colonialism, and to a lesser extent 
climate change) and issues in agrarian studies, development and ecological anthropology that 
have often been marginalized as 'merely' academic. By venturing into the realm of food and 
nutrition impacts, this project has excellent potential to contribute not only academically, but in 
the public sphere as well. As the PI notes, one dimension of this impact is essentially local, if 
multi-scalar. The development-practice-related consultancies, as well as the PI's prior experience 
in Cambodia, provide convincing evidence that he will be able to access various levels of 
decision-makers in the region. I am perhaps slightly less optimistic than the PI about the 
potential to effect positive change directly, but I believe that if anyone has the capacity to do this, 
the PI does, given his network and the data to which this project is likely to provide access. More 
important in this arena, perhaps, is the project's mix of capacity building among upland 
communities and work to undermine lowland stereotypes about upland backwardness. While the 
PI is rightly cautious about stating any direct impacts of the research on local empowerment, this 
is certainly a plausible outcome.  
 
Even more exciting to me is the potential of this project to contribute to global debates about the 
future of agriculture in a world of growing uncertainty (and, yes, population). The proposal's 
empirical focus on the relationship between land concession development, social stratification 
and nutrition is especially important in this regard, as it gets at issues of distributional equity û 
both in the more quantifiable sense of nutrition and the more qualitative sense of the ways people 
understand their place in a changing world û that are essential yet often marginalized pieces of a 
debate that is so often framed in terms of production and efficiency. By bringing hard numbers 
related to both land and nutrition, this project has the potential to get the PI a seat at the table; 
and by 'having the goods' to allow these empirics to be paired with more qualitative accounts of 
what it is like to experience what is often presented merely as statistics, the PI is likely to have 
material that can cross into popular discourse and debate. The agrarian transition is often thought 
of as something self-evident û but as this project has the potential to show, the transition from the 
agriculture of the past to that of the future is anything but set. Whether people are able to survive 
the relegation to interstitial spaces of the global economy (and the landscapes in between large 
agribusiness concessions are nothing if not that) is a question of far more than simply academic 
interest. Given the failures of urban economies to absorb the labor displaced by the shift to 
allegedly more efficient production, the landscapes that this project proposes to study are likely 
to become increasingly common. As Cambodia has become a prominent face of the new global 
land grab, research like that proposed here has the potential to travel far and wide.  
 
My only concern with this proposal is that it does not budget anything for dissemination of 



results. While the PI does appear to budget for dissemination *locally* within Cambodia 
(through workshops listed under other budget lines), I would suggest that resources be allocated, 
whether from this or other sources, for dissemination of results on a more global level. This 
would include not simply travel to conferences and (I would suggest) more non-academic 
meetings, but also some budget to give the PI time to write for a more popular audience and 
bring that writing into a form where it will be read.  
 
 
Please evaluate the strengths and weaknesses of the proposal with respect to any additional 
solicitation-specific review criteria, if applicable.  
 
 
 
Summary Statement  
 
This proposal should be funded with the highest priority. Combining timely inquiry, a 
convincing balance of methodological innovation and the tried-and-true, and a solid foundation 
in the particulars of the field site, this study offers to help crack a nut that has been especially 
difficult for contemporary efforts to bridge agrarian studies and active policy debates: the 
localized impacts of, responses to, and possible future livelihoods within large agricultural land 
concessions. The boom in large-scale, transnational land deals that occurred in the years 
surrounding 2010 has by now been well established, but a range of factors has made the 
localized impacts of these deals, and even more so the wider *implications* of these immediate 
impacts, difficult to document. This project is well equipped to address this looming research gap 
by overcoming two hurdles that have confronted similar efforts: the land deals in question are 
not merely theoretical, but have been active for a few years already; and more importantly, the PI 
has an established relationship and linguistic ability to communicate well with communities in 
the area, both of which are essential to creating the trust needed to collect the data required. This 
proposal thus offers to contribute both new knowledge and substantial societal impact, both 
locally (at various scales spanning commune-level development activities to national policy 
processes in Cambodia) and at the regional-to-global scale, where debates about agricultural 
modernization and the place of rural communities in the twenty-first century food system so 
badly need the type of research proposed. 
  

  



Review #3 
 

 

Proposal Number:   1560785 

NSF Program:   CULTURAL ANTHROPOLOGY 

Principal Investigator:   Padwe, Jonathan E 

Proposal Title:   Documenting the transition to plantation agriculture: Long term and 
comparative study of ecological change and human impacts  

Rating:   Excellent 
 

 

 
REVIEW: 

In the context of the five review elements, please evaluate the strengths and weaknesses of the 
proposal with respect to intellectual merit.  
 
1.a The proposal is topical and important. It confronts urgent questions of food security, 
biodiversity and socio-economic inequality that loom large and in new forms in the 21st century, 
complicating the neo-liberal assumptions that have driven the global policy agenda since the 
1980s.  
 
Cambodia is not as well covered in research on agrarian transformation as other Southeast Asian 
countries and this study will help fill the gap in researching these changing patterns of rural 
transformation.  
 
2.The participant observation components of the study offer access to local voices articulating 
the impacts of upland agrarian transoformation. To the extent that local people become involved 
in the research process and presentation of results to policy makers there is significant potential 
for transformative outcomes from the action research approach proposed. This approach will test 
the implications of concepts of 'enclosure' 'customary law' 'indigenous rights' as these 
paradoxically arise from increasing integration with global markets and legal regimes.  
 
3. The methodology proposed is sound and well justified. It brings together a rare combination of 
quantitative breadth and qualitative depth through large sample study of patterns of land use 
change in four villages with differing degrees of impact from the plantation agricultural sector. 
One of these is the site of long-term intensive fieldwork by Padwe, which will provide a 
comparative baseline with temporal depth not often available in studies of this nature. Spatial 
mapping with GPS technology combined with local histories of land use change and activity and 
consumption diaries will provide comparable socio-economic profiles of the villages that can be 
correlated with evidence on household economies, nutritional status and other measures of well-
being indicated through participant observation and activity diaries.  
 
4.Padwe's previous research in one of the four villages to be studied for the project offers 
exceptional time-depth and comparative value to the study. His experience with the methods to 
be applied also indicates that he is highly qualified for the project proposed. Publications from 



the earlier research reflect positive peer review of work to date.  
 
5. There appear to be adequate resources available to the PI, including networks acquired from 
previous research that will facilitate this project.  
 
 
 
In the context of the five review elements, please evaluate the strengths and weaknesses of the 
proposal with respect to broader impacts.  
 
1.b The study promises to contribute to better understanding of contextual factors that might alter 
the dynamic between global and local in the capitalist transformations that are taking place 
across the Asian region. What difference do the cultural characteristics and historical experiences 
of particular communities, the biological and economic production characteristics of particular 
crops, and the particular phases of global market shifts at the point of incorporation make to 
outcomes for local smallholders?  
 
2.Padwe's discussion of the existing literature on agrarian transformation in the last decade 
presents a balanced consideration of environmental and social costs against economic 
opportunity. His reading of prevailing policy debates counterposes different interpretations of 
structural change and agency and proposes a more nuanced analysis than assessments from 
critical political economy analysis on the one hand and developmentalist perspectives on the 
other. Some important recent publications which extend the comparative framework already 
alluded to in Padwe's excellent review of the literature on these themes include Li's Indonesian 
study, Land's End (2014) and Rigg & van der Geest, Revisiting Rural Places (2012).  
 
3. The project adds household level measures of economic well-being, notably including dietary 
quality, to the repertoire of measures on landholding, GDP and income inequalities current in the 
political economy and ecology literature. As important as the available meta data is to the global 
picture of increasing market penetration, economic homogenization and social stratification, 
critically important understandings are to be gained from fine-grained analysis of household 
responses to the rapid transformations taking place, particularly because we need to understand 
the complex dynamics that result in intensifying social differentiation and environmental 
degradation.  
 
4. Padwe's previous research also combined theoretical and applied research, indicating capacity 
to draw practical outcomes from the study. Inclusion of local participants will also bring them 
into direct relationship to policy makers, providing access not readily available to marginalized 
remote villagers.  
 
5. It would be important to ensure that the resources requested for the project are sufficient to 
compensate local participants for the very detailed work involved in the mapping and especially 
the daily household economic activity and food consumption diary components.  
 
 
Please evaluate the strengths and weaknesses of the proposal with respect to any additional 



solicitation-specific review criteria, if applicable.  
 
N/A  
 
Summary Statement  
 
 
I am convinced that the proposal will both advance knowledge in the field of rural development 
and advance societal outcomes by contributing to policy regarding the environmental and social 
impacts of global agrarian transformations currently heavily stacked against small holders in 
most developing countries. 
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Proposal Number:   1560785 

NSF Program:   CULTURAL ANTHROPOLOGY 

Principal Investigator:   Padwe, Jonathan E 

Proposal Title:   Documenting the transition to plantation agriculture: Long term and 
comparative study of ecological change and human impacts  

Rating:   Very Good 
 

 

 
REVIEW: 

In the context of the five review elements, please evaluate the strengths and weaknesses of the 
proposal with respect to intellectual merit.  
 
Significance  
 

Strengths  
This is an excellently presented proposal. It is clearly argued and the research he is planning to 
do is obviously significant given the rapid changes which are taking place throughout SE Asia. It 
combines a solid basis in ethnographic enquiry with more survey based activities and uses his 
earlier work in Cambodia to provide a baseline against which to measure change. The strength of 
this proposal is not any theoretical claims that might be made but rather the promise of a major 
growth in our knowledge concerning rural change.  
 

Weaknesses  
Although it is understandable why the researcher wishes to focus on villagers, one wonders if 
some sort of comparison with those employed in the commercial estates might be useful. There 
is also issues concerning his definition of 'well-being' which is much narrower than that adopted 
by most of the literature on well-being.  
 

Approach  
 

Strengths  
What is interesting about this project is the range of methods being used. It will be combining 
traditional anthropological fieldwork with the use of aerial photographs and GIS data to generate 
information on landholdings. In addition he will be training village-level researchers in order to 
collect further data concerning land use and ownership, and family histories. Finally, he will use 
a small sample of to build up information on villagers' wellbeing, largely based on measures of 
dietary diversity..  



 

Weaknesses  
The most obvious problem is simply managing the range of activities and people involved in the 
project. However, the investigator has had experience of working in a similar way in the past so 
should be prepared.  
 

Transformative Potential  
 

If the research is successful and if the claims of the researcher are correct, then the research does 
promise to make a major contribution to our knowledge of rural transformations in SE Asia.  
 

Feasibility and Qualifications  
 

The project appears to be feasible, although slightly complex, and the researcher is extremely 
well qualified to undertake the research based as it is on his past experience in Cambodia.  
 
 
In the context of the five review elements, please evaluate the strengths and weaknesses of the 
proposal with respect to broader impacts.  
 
Here there are three main areas where the investigator hopes to have an impact. The first is on 
knowledge concerning rural SE Asia and the impact of large scale commercial farming on local 
communities. The second is on research methods: the development of simple indicators for the 
comparison of 'well-being'. The third is on policy in Cambodia and in Southeast Asia more 
generally, although the actual pathways are not spelt out.  
 
Please evaluate the strengths and weaknesses of the proposal with respect to any additional 
solicitation-specific review criteria, if applicable.  
 
 
 
Summary Statement  
 
Overall I thought this was a strong proposal. It is clear what the researcher wishes to do and why 
the research is significant. The methods to be used are also clear and what is proposed is doable 
within the time frame of the project. 
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Proposal Number:   1560785 

NSF Program:   CULTURAL ANTHROPOLOGY 

Principal Investigator:   Padwe, Jonathan E 

Proposal Title:   Documenting the transition to plantation agriculture: Long term and 
comparative study of ecological change and human impacts  

Rating:   Fair 
 

 

 
REVIEW: 

In the context of the five review elements, please evaluate the strengths and weaknesses of the 
proposal with respect to intellectual merit.  
 
There have been dramatic changes in land use in SE Asia and this project intends to address a 
critical component consisting of the transition to plantation agricultural production in the region. 
The background and literature reviewed is solid and encompasses much of the pre-existing 
research on SE Asian land use change (e.g. Fox et al.). The research proposal has three 
objectives: to understand land use change taking place, to understand smallholder land use 
practices and land tenure, and understand changing household economy and well being. These 
are rather pedestrian research objectives that do not really present an opportunity for innovation 
in the field of land change science. More troubling is the fact that the research design is limited 
to a single page in the proposal and thus there is little detail on the actual field work and analysis 
to be conducted. The big picture is there but a stronger proposal would have provided basic 
information such as the number of land ownership units to be surveyed, number of households to 
participate in the diary collection, and how households will be trained in the diary procedure (i.e. 
more detail on what content will be collected). More importantly there are no details regarding 
how the data and analysis in each of the three methods sections will be integrated/synthesized. In 
the absence of these fundamental research design details it is not possible to see how the research 
project would add to the existing work on land use issues in SE Asia.  
 
In the context of the five review elements, please evaluate the strengths and weaknesses of the 
proposal with respect to broader impacts.  
 
The investigator has previous research experience in the study area and thus will likely 
strengthen relationships that already exist. The statement of border impacts mentions presenting 
findings in meetings with governmental and non-governmental organizations but none are 
mentioned by name.  
 
Please evaluate the strengths and weaknesses of the proposal with respect to any additional 
solicitation-specific review criteria, if applicable.  
 
 



 
Summary Statement  
 
The topic of transition towards plantation agricultural production in SE Asia is an important one 
with many critical implications for ecosystem dynamics and rural livelihoods. Important work 
has been done on this topic in the past but there is merit in continued focus in this area. While the 
topic is an important one, this proposal lacks a detailed research design and thus it is difficult to 
have confidence that the research would add to the existing body of research on agricultural 
transitions in SE Asia. 
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Proposal Number:   1560785 

NSF Program:   CULTURAL ANTHROPOLOGY 

Principal Investigator:   Padwe, Jonathan E 

Proposal Title:   Documenting the transition to plantation agriculture: Long term and 
comparative study of ecological change and human impacts  

Rating:   Good 
 

 

 
REVIEW: 

In the context of the five review elements, please evaluate the strengths and weaknesses of the 
proposal with respect to intellectual merit.  

What is the potential for the proposed activity to advance knowledge and understanding within 
its own field or across different fields (Intellectual Merit)?  

The proposed project, examining communities experiencing shifts towards plantation 
agriculture of large-scale cash crops in Cambodian highlands, has a lot to offer across 
disciplines (anthropology, geography, human ecology, etc.) in its combination of 
landuse/landcover data, examination of shifting tenure/ownership practices, and 
household/village-scale analysis of well-being in the midst of change. Indeed, the currency of 
studies looking at 'land grabs' is pressing for understanding the local, regional, and global 
implications of this trend.  

To what extent do the proposed activities suggest and explore creative, original, or potentially 
transformative concepts?  

The proposed project seems doable and has the nice addition of a longitudinal comparator in 
the PI's DDRI work, done in one of the four target villages in 2005-09. However, the plan is 
rather 'flat' and not terribly 'transformative'. Other work in the contexts of changing land 
tenure, expansion of cash crops, or other resource extractions (legal and illegal) tends to have 
more conceptual and empirical richness, such as critical gender analysis (feminist political 
ecologists come to mind, such as Ingrid Nelson), integration of participatory research practices 
(not just hiring local teams but consulting with residents about what their concerns/hopes are), 
including students in research processes, and more integrative qualitative-GIS approaches to 
methods. I suggest the PI review additional scholarship in this area and consider some of these 
strategies. Additionally, the proposal is very poorly edited, which does not work in its favor.  

 



Is the plan for carrying out the proposed activities well-reasoned, well-organized, and based 
on a sound rationale? Does the plan incorporate a mechanism to assess success?  

The plan is fairly solid. The PI admits to not being a remote sensing analyst but doesn't include 
hiring someone to interpret his airphotos (why not?). The plan also does not identify how the 
results will be analyzed, how initial findings will inform subsequent investigation, or how 
'success' will be assessed.  

How well qualified is the individual, team, or institution to conduct the proposed activities?  

The PI has excellent local credentials including the language skills, GIS/technical skills, and 
past experience in the region that qualify him well. In many ways, this project would be more 
appealing if it were 'bigger' with student involvement, community participation in channeling 
the research focus, and engagement with a more critical social lens.  

Are there adequate resources available to the PI (either at the home institution or through 
collaborations) to carry out the proposed activities?  

Unclear as there is no institutional description or commitment of resources (software, release 
time, etc.)  

 

In the context of the five review elements, please evaluate the strengths and weaknesses of the 
proposal with respect to broader impacts.  

What is the potential for the proposed activity to benefit society or advance desired societal 
outcomes (Broader Impacts)?  

Done well, this type of research has vast impacts at multiple scales. There is a general 
agreement that the global 'land grab' by capitalist interests and by states for the purposes of 
more intensive value extraction is a complex and often devastating (environmentally, 
culturally, socially) process so additional case studies are certainly needed. The findings would 
be useful locally to village decision-makers, regionally and nationally to state entities, and 
globally to organizations concerned with indigenous rights. However, there are few 
mechanisms for dissemination described in the proposal.  

 

Please evaluate the strengths and weaknesses of the proposal with respect to any additional 
solicitation-specific review criteria, if applicable.  

 

 



Summary Statement  

Taken as a single-investigator, small-scale project, the proposed research is worthwhile. 
However, the impact of the work would be much greater if the PI involved students in various 
capacities, engaged in more participatory work with local residents to recognize their goals and 
interests (which are unlikely to be uniform), recognized some critical social perspectives (e.g. 
gender? ethnic groups?), and addressed the analytical framework more fully. 
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Rating:   Fair 
 

 

 
REVIEW: 

In the context of the five review elements, please evaluate the strengths and weaknesses of the 
proposal with respect to intellectual merit.  
 
This proposal seeks to investigate how changes in tenure regimes and economy have affected 
landholdings, social stratification and well being in villages in mountainous regions of 
Cambodia.  
 
Recent loss of land among smallholders due to the takeover of industrialized agriculture and 
conversion to commodity production, and the transformation to a private property based regime 
has well studied envrironmental and political dimensions, but the social dimensions at the level 
of the household are not well documented. This proposal will study how processes of 
marginalization and social differentiation at the village level express themselves in terms of 
changing livelihoods and food consumption patterns.  
 
The discussion of the theoretical merit seems underdeveloped to me: it reads rather as a history 
of regional changes in policy, or criticisms of prior research, rather than as a discussion of 
generalizable knowledge of process and pattern (with hopefully some testable hypotheses) that 
justifies and frames the data to be collected. The last paragraph of the intellectual merit in section 
1 is the only place we see a bit of real theory leading to some testable hypotheses: this seems to 
frame the rest of the proposal, so perhaps it should be expanded. Section 2's intellectual merit 
focuses on changing patterns of land use. It too is very disorganized, but it seems to identify (but 
then discard) a testable hypothesis about the processes of land tenure shift (is it imposed from 
outside, or the result of individual decision-making in social context?). This is never picked up 
again in the rest of the proposal. Part 3 focuses on well-being and market integration, but does 
not offer a theoretical discussion of how the two are expected to be linked despite the fact there 
is substantial literature on this topic. Rather, it seems just focused on finding whether or not there 
is food insecurity in the region. This underdevelopment casts the proposal as having primarily 
applied and regional merit.  
 
Methods used involve a survey of four villages, including one village which was the focus of the 
PI's dissertation work from 2006-2009. Not clear if this is a comparative study, or how/why the 
villages are being chosen for this work. The first objective is to consult satellite imagery to map 



changing patterns of land use in the region. This methodology is not well described (PI will draw 
on remote sensing work done by others in the region) so it doesn't tend to lend much confidence 
as to the ability of the PI to do this work. In addition, it's not clear how these methods will 
produce information about land use changes. Are we to assume that the contemporary maps will 
be compared with the maps the PI produced during his dissertation work? What about the 
villages without maps from 2006-2009? The mapping takes a huge amount of time and effort: is 
there a reason that high resolution imagery could not be used for the plot outlines, along with 
ground-truthing and ground-based data collection for plot ownership and contents? Old swiddens 
are also visible on satellite imagery, which could provide the basis for discussions with village 
members about who planted that and why it was abandoned. The third objective's methods do 
not inspire much confidence when the paragraph begins "The present study seeks to similarly tie 
development outcomes to health and nutrition indicators, although not in the intensive and 
statistically sophisticated form pursued by Godoy and others". How accurate are food diaries, 
especially when recorded by participants themselves? What sorts of information are they being 
asked to record? Are they being asked to estimate amounts or simply recording frequency of 
consumption? Are there any methods being employed to assess the accuracy of the diaries 
(random observation of households during mealtimes?). Its also not clear here how or with what 
methods the PI will assess changes to social inequality.  
 
 
In the context of the five review elements, please evaluate the strengths and weaknesses of the 
proposal with respect to broader impacts.  
 
The broader impacts need a bit more thinking through. One of the primary impacts stated in this 
proposal is that it will "provide policy-makers with fine-grained analysis of the implications of 
some of the changes taking place, so that the costs and benefits of different future development 
strategies can be analyzed". It will accomplish this goal by having the PI "present the results in 
meetings with governmental institutions and non-governmental institutions and at conferences 
and workshops in Cambodia, throughout mainland Southeast Asia, and internationally". If this is 
the stated broader impact, it will require a bit more detail on who and what will be targeted in 
what context and what information will be provided.  
 
Please evaluate the strengths and weaknesses of the proposal with respect to any additional 
solicitation-specific review criteria, if applicable.  
 
 
 
Summary Statement  
 
The proposal reads as underdeveloped. It requires more detail in nearly all sections, theory, 
method, and broader impacts. I would not suggest major changes in scope, but rather a more 
developed theoretical discussion placing the importance of this research in broader context, and a 
more detailed discussion of the methods that will be employed to address the stated research 
questions. 
 


