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A B S T R A C T   

Vibrant rural communities are an integral component of sustainable societies due to their ability to nurture and 
sustain ecological and cultural diversity. Yet changing social and economic processes have led to the break-down 
of rural communities. This paper demonstrates how collaborative forms of governance contribute to policy 
learning and so rural sustainability. An analysis of a case study on rural revitalisation using the Advocacy 
Coalition Framework and narrative analysis reveal how common misconceptions can hinder revitalisation ef-
forts. The role of a policy broker is shown to be vital in the dissolution of these policy misconceptions. Emphasis 
is on policy brokering strategies, particularly the use of venue creation, issue (re)framing and knowledge co- 
production, which resulted in changing policy believes and so policy learning. As a result of stakeholder co-
alitions being inspired to reconsider their beliefs, the alignment of policy goals became possible and the effects of 
imbalanced power relations mitigated.   

1. Introduction 

The capacities of vibrant rural communities to nurture and sustain 
ecological and cultural diversity makes them an integral component of 
sustainable societies. These communities comprise interconnected bio-
physical and social components, constituting a social-ecological system. 
Challenges embedded in the interactions between changing social and 
economic processes and local contexts call for collaborative forms of 
governance to achieve policy learning and so rural sustainability. 
Analysis of a rural revitalisation case reveals how misconceptions 
impeded policy learning and development. 

This paper explains how the dissolution of these misconceptions 
were achieved with the aid of a policy broker. Emphasis is on the 
brokering strategies, which led to changing policy beliefs and policy- 
oriented learning. As stakeholder coalitions’ beliefs were reconsidered, 
the possibility of aligning policy goals was opened-up and the effects of 
imbalanced power relations mitigated. The case study is premised upon 
revitalisation efforts of a village in Hong Kong, Lai Chi Wo (LCW). These 
efforts resulted in LCW’s rural cultural landscape being awarded the 
Special Recognition for Sustainable Development by UNESCO in 2020. 
Despite challenges, this cross-sector endeavour continues to cultivate a 
sustainable rural community. 

The Advocacy Coalition Framework (ACF) is employed to investigate 
the role of a policy broker in influencing the beliefs between coalitions 
who had reached a policy stalemate. The coalitions’ beliefs assumed 
conflicting policy narratives, which needed resolution to allow for 
productive policy learning. Brokering strategies were interpreted in 
relation to common policy advocate strategies, the effect of which could 
be explained as shifting policy beliefs and policy learning within and 
across the coalitions. This paper contributes to the knowledge regarding 
policy subsystem dynamics, particularly in resolving stalemates be-
tween advocacy coalitions and the policy brokers’ role in changing 
stakeholders’ policy beliefs and achieving policy learning. This is 
pertinent as despite the framework’s popularity, the role of policy bro-
kers, shown here to be influential, remains under-theorised. 

1.1. Rural revitalisation 

Due to globalisation and urbanisation, the abandonment of rural 
villages is prevalent amongst developed and rapidly developing regions. 
Rural depopulation leads to the collapse of dynamic interdependent 
relationships between human activities and the natural environment, 
resulting in environmental degradation and the loss of cultural assets (Li 
et al. 2019). 
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Recently, awareness of sustainability values embedded in rural 
communities amongst academics and practitioners has prompted calls 
for their revitalisation. Government revitalisation efforts, in the form of 
planning policies and subsidies to encourage growth, are often ineffec-
tive as they lack engagement with local populations and efforts to 
strengthen social capital (Liu and Li 2017). Bottom-up approaches 
demonstrate better results, where multi-stakeholder collaboration is 
identified as a common factor for success (e.g. UNDP 2013). However, 
problems of accountability and power are inherent to bottom-up ap-
proaches (Woods 2011). 

2. The advocacy coalition framework 

The ACF (Sabatier 1988, Sabatier and Jenkins-Smith 1993) is 
designed to simplify complex public policy processes. The ACF has three 
major theoretical foci: advocacy coalitions, policy-orientated learning 
and policy change (Koebele 2016). The framework contains the as-
sumptions that: policy subsystems are the primary unit of analysis, a 
long-term perspective is necessary for understanding subsystem affairs, 
the actors involved in policy systems may be aggregated into coalitions 
and policy designs are interpreted as translations of coalition beliefs 
(Weible et al. 2011). 

The policy subsystem includes the substantive issue, territorial 
domain and those who shape the subsystem’s affairs. Subsystems are 
semi-autonomous while also nested and interdependent, they usually 
involve some degree of authority to alter behaviour and shape outcomes. 
Relevant actors are those attempting to influence the subsystem’s affairs 
(Weible and Nohrstedt 2013). Advocacy coalitions are groups of actors 
who share core policy beliefs and coordinate their behaviour. They 
emerge as actors form alliances to translate their beliefs into policies and 
practices, competing against groups who subscribe to different belief 
systems (Weible and Nohrstedt 2013). 

Actors in a subsystem can partake in coalition activity to combat 
threats to collective action (Sabatier and Weible 2007). Actors holding 
similar beliefs can form coalitions to reduce transaction costs and co-
ordination can vary between weak (where actors modify their behaviour 
to achieve shared goals or information exchange) or strong coordination 
(where action plans are jointly developed and executed) (Weible and 
Nohrstedt 2013). Policy subsystems are composed of one to five co-
alitions who compete for resources, access to venues and influence on 
policy formulation (Weible et al. 2009a, 2009b and 2009c). 

Policy beliefs are fundamental to the ACF as the formation of an 
advocacy coalition rests on shared beliefs (Mockshell and Birner, 2020). 
Policy beliefs are the implicit theories regarding how to achieve certain 
goals, views on effectiveness of policy instruments, value priorities and 
perceptions of important causal relationships (Jenkins-Smith and 
Sabatier, 1994, Majone 1980). As such, they are causal drivers for po-
litical behaviour (Weible et at. 2009b). 

There are three belief categories under the ACF, the most broad and 
stable category, deep core beliefs, represent “fundamental normative 
and ontological axioms” (Sabatier 1988:144). The next level are policy 
core beliefs, which comprise basic strategies and policy propositions for 
achieving core beliefs in a political subsystem. The final level of beliefs is 
narrower in scope but the most changeable and consists of secondary 
aspects that are instrumental decisions and informal processes aimed at 
implementing the policy core (Sabatier 1988, Sabatier and 
Jenkins-Smith 1993, Jenkins-Smith Hank and Sabatier., 1999, Sotirov 
and Memmler 2012). In a policy subsystem, coalitions with similar be-
liefs interact and coordinate to influence policy (Elgin and Weible 2013, 
Weible 2009b). Actors are more likely to change their secondary beliefs 
to meet collective goals, while maintaining their deep and policy core 
beliefs (Koebele 2016). 

The ACF has been applied to a range of situations and geographies, 
its main application is in environmental and energy policy (Weible et al. 
2009a, 2009b and 2009c) and developed, western democratic systems 
(Li and Weible 2021). The framework has, however, proven useful in the 

Asian context (e.g. Li and Weible 2021, Jang et al. 2016, Lu, 2015, Zhou 
et al. 2021). Despite its common application to environmental issues, the 
ACF has not been widely applied to rural policy, notable exceptions 
includes re-theorising advocacy coalitions’ beliefs in the rural-policy 
subsystem in France and Sweden (Luxon 2019) and farmland prob-
lems in China (Zhou et al. 2021). 

As such, the ACF is proven in analysing governance issues where 
competing values and interests are present. Hong Kong’s colonial legacy 
and position as a Special Administrative Region of China, places it in a 
relatively unique governance situation and makes the ACF, with its 
ability to span the Western and Eastern political systems, highly suited. 
The ACF’s applicability to environmental and land policy issues makes it 
suited to rural policy. 

2.1. Policy learning 

Policy-oriented learning is the ‘‘enduring alternations of thought or 
behavioural intentions that result from experiences and which are 
concerned with the attainment or revision of the precepts of the belief 
system of individuals or of collective” (Jenkins, Smith and Sabatier 
1994:182). Policy-oriented learning, which results from “experience 
and/or new information” (Jenkins-Smith and Sabatier 1993: 42,) that 
alters belief systems in the policy subsystem is a causal mechanism for 
policy change. 

The ACF outlines four factors in explaining policy-orientated 
learning. First is the institutional structure, or the attributes of profes-
sional forums (Jenkins-Smith 1990). These are venues of discussion 
involving subsystem actors and are structured by different institutional 
arrangements. They can involve open or closed participation rules and 
are based on common analytical training and norms (Chu and Lee 2019). 
They are held to encourage learning between coalitions, particularly 
when they involve experts from all coalitions, are dominated by pro-
fessional norms and involve a respected policy broker (Weible and 
Nohrstedt 2013, Hysing and Olsson, 2008). 

Similarly, the level of conflict between coalitions is significant for 
policy learning (Jenkins-Smith 1990, Weible 2008). Low levels of con-
flict usually means little cross-coalition learning as opposing coalitions 
are focused on more pressing issues. Little learning also occurs in situ-
ations of high conflict, as coalitions are focused on defending their po-
sitions and refuting their opponents’ claims. Situations where there is 
enough conflict to attract the attention of rivals but not enough to result 
in entrenched positions are held to be conducive for cross-coalition 
learning (Weible and Nohrstedt 2013). 

The attributes of the stimuli or data that prompts learning, such as 
scientific or technical information, actors and events, are also influen-
tial. The more intractable issues in the subsystem are, the more uncer-
tainty and disagreement about the scientific and technical aspects of the 
issues, the less cross-coalition learning is believed to occur (Jenkins--
Smith 1990, Weible and Norstedt 2013). Similarly, the attributes of 
individuals, which include their belief systems, resources and network 
contracts are influential. 

As such, policy learning is likely to occur in situations of lower levels 
of conflict, agreement on facts and theories and professional fora where 
coalition members are governed by generally accepted rules and norms 
(Jenkins-Smith and Sabatier 1993). Policy learning is unlikely in 
adversarial or intractable subsystems (Weible et al. 2009a, 2009b and 
2009c). 

2.2. Policy brokers and brokering strategies 

When policy beliefs conflict among coalitions, a policy broker may 
be required to mediate and facilitate cross-coalition policy learning 
(Jenkins-Smith and Sabatier, 1994, Jenkins-Smith et al. 2014). Policy 
brokers are policy actors whose priority is to help opponents reach 
agreement (Weibel and Jenkins-Smith 2016). They aim to keep the level 
of conflicts within an acceptable limit and find reasonable solutions 
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(Sabatier 1993). Due to this, policy brokers tend to advocate for a more 
centrist position between coalitions, similar to the role of public 
agencies and scientists (Sabatier and Jenkins-Smith 1993). 

Policy brokers provide arenas for trust-building, knowledge gener-
ation, collaborative learning, preference formation and conflicts reso-
lution among actors (Hahn et al., 2006; KimDung et al., 2016). They are 
typically involved where advocacy coalitions’ beliefs and policy posi-
tions are in competition (Ingold and Varone, 2012, Sabatier 1988). Little 
attention, however, is afforded to how policy brokers contribute to 
policy learning, what strategies they employ and to what end (Ingold 
and Varone, 2012, Lu, 2015). This paper, investigates how a policy 
broker utilises strategies in the rural context. Strategies such as venue 
creation, issue (re)framing and knowledge co-production appear sig-
nificant in building trust, aligning goals, mediating conflicts and 
balancing power relations, which contributed to cross-coalition learning 
and so rural revitalisation. 

Policy venues are “institutional locations where authoritative de-
cisions are made concerning a given issue” (Baumgartner and Jones 
1993:32) and possess their own actors, who represent different policy 
goals and interests. Different venues possess different opportunities and 
obstacles for actors trying to effect policy change. Coalitions may stra-
tegically select policy venues that they feel will be the most advanta-
geous when presenting policy issues, known as venue shopping 
(Baumgartner and Jones 1993). Where existing policy venues are un-
suitable alternative(s) may be strategically created (Lam and Chan 
2017). By selecting or creating policy venues, policy brokers can 
encourage learning and collaboration between competing coalitions 
(Chu and Lee 2019). 

Another strategy is issue framing where events are interpreted and 
constructed so that they appeal to potential participants and decisions 
makers (Pralle 2006). Actors can strategically use and shape narratives 
to (re)frame issues making their preferred policy choices appear 
self-evident while removing others from the agenda. (Bacchi 2000, Lam 
and Chan 2017). How issues are framed influences the weight given to 
information streams and can be an influential brokering strategy (Lu, 
2015). In situations of policy conflict, knowledge integration may be 
facilitated by a policy broker to locate an acceptable solution. Inte-
grating knowledge provide a basis for developing a new level of un-
derstanding of the problem, known as knowledge co-production 
(Armitage et al., 2011) and is a potential outcome of effective learning. 

Issue framing and knowledge integration can help reduce uncer-
tainty and provide common understandings, which facilitate policy 
learning between coalitions who have reached a stalemate. The role of 
policy brokers in creating a more collaborative policy subsystem and 
facilitating cross-coalition policy learning contributes to developing the 
first hypothesis. That a policy broker can facilitate policy learning be-
tween competing advocacy coalitions through the strategies of venue 
creation, issue framing and knowledge co-production (H1). 

2.3. Policy change 

Policies can be conceptualised hierarchically under the ACF. 
Changes in the policy core aspects of the subsystem are changes in policy 
components that span, and are salient to, a policy subsystem. These are 
major policy changes, while a minor change is a change to a policy 
component that deals with a part of a subsystem, or technical compo-
nents of a policy (Weible and Nohrstedt 2013, Sabatier 1998). Minor 
changes are changes in the means of achieving goals whereas major 
changes are changes in goals (Li and Weible 2021). 

Aside from policy-orientated learning, policy change, or lack of 
change, is explained under the ACF by advocacy coalitions’ activities 
and the exploitation of internal or external events (Li and Weible 2021). 
External or internal events to the policy subsystem relate to whether 
they are likely to be outside or within the control of the subsystem actors 
(Weible and Nohrstedt 2013). Advocacy coalitions’ activities can result 
in policy change, namely through negotiated agreements, which are 

influenced by factors such as a hurting stalemate, leadership, consensus, 
the importance of empirical issues, trust and a lack of alternative venues 
(Sabatier and Weible 2007). A hurting stalemate is considered the most 
influential factor for instigating negotiations between coalitions. This 
occurs when both coalitions perceive the status quo as unacceptable and 
cannot access alternative venues for achieving their objectives (Weible 
and Nohrstedt 2013). 

None of these pathways are considered sufficient in producing policy 
change, tracing one of these paths from occurrence to policy change is 
another underdeveloped area of the ACF (Weible and Nohrstedt 2013). 
Here, the policy-orientated learning path is explored through the policy 
broker’s role and the subsequent impact of this process of policy 
learning on policy beliefs and change. This leads to our second hy-
pothesis (H2), that policy learning facilitated by the policy broker can 
result in policy change. 

3. Research design and methodology 

This case study focuses on the efforts surrounding the Living Water 
and Community Revitalisation: An Agricultural-led Action, Engagement and 
Incubation Programme at Lai Chi Wo (“the Programme”). This study in-
corporates the analysis of narratives into the ACF to identify coalition 
beliefs and examine how a policy broker facilitated policy learning in 
rural revitalisation. 

3.1. Lai Chi Wo: the policy subsystem 

While reviving rural communities requires all-round support to fulfil 
the interdependent aspects of sustainability, this support had been 
piecemeal or lacking in Hong Kong SAR. Although typically known as a 
global metropolis, only 25.1% of the SAR is characterised as urban or 
built-up land (Planning Department 2021), while 586 Indigenous vil-
lages are located in its rural areas (Electoral Affairs Commission 2014). 

Corresponding to the dwindling local agricultural sector in the 
1960s-70s, many villages experienced drastic population decline. As a 
village of about 1km2, LCW, once generated sufficient produce for its 
few hundred villagers (Chick 2017). Guided by principles of sustainable 
and wise-use of natural resources for self-sufficiency, the village main-
tained a closely interdependent relationship with the environment. This 
equilibrium crumbled when villagers emigrated overseas or to urban 
areas, seeking a better standard of living 

The value of rural communities as part of a sustainable society had, 
prior to 2017, been neglected by the government. Several departments 
are responsible for different aspects of rural affairs or countryside 
management and there is a lack of coordination and communication 
between the departments and villagers. Different sectors, both within 
and outside of the government, have attempted to project diverging 
visions for the future of rural communities. Innovative and compre-
hensive efforts that integrate a spectrum of interests and goals were 
necessary but absent. Fig. 1 

The formation of the Hong Kong Countryside Foundation (HKCF)4 in 
2011, a Programme partner, provided impetus for the revitalisation of 
LCW. The Foundation invited actors from various sectors to discuss 
possibilities for the village, generating momentum for revitalisation 
(Interviewees 1, 2 and 3). Upon securing funding, the LCW Programme 
was launched in October 2013 managed by the Programme team, The 
University (HKU). Phases I and II of the Programme were implemented 
from 2013 to 2017. Further funding allows HKU to continue its efforts 
until 2022. 

The Programme occurred against the backdrop of wider policy de-
bates, which inform the conflicting stance between Indigenous villagers 
and green groups. These debates concern two policies: the Small House 

4 The HKCF Ltd. is a charitable and not-for-profit organisation of a public 
nature. 
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Policy (1972) and the Country Parks Ordinance (1995). The former 
specifies that male Indigenous villagers have the right to build a house 
on land within their village at a concessionary premium once they turn 
18 years old. As an open-ended policy, with increasing number of ap-
plicants, it causes concern about encroachment on country parks. The 
lack of planning permission compounds the issue as it results in 
haphazard village development and sprawl (Hopkinson et al., 2003). 

This is coupled with problems relating to the designation of country 
park boundaries, where villages and agricultural lands were excluded 
creating pockets of land known as enclaves. Their management received 
severe public scrutiny in 2010 when one of them, Tai Long Sai Wan, was 
sold for private development and stripped (Legco, 2017, WWF 2014). 
While this was not an isolated incident, enclaves had been damaged by 
developers since 1997, it garnered significant attention due to its scenic 
nature and public popularity (WWF 2014). The loopholes left under 
these policies have resulted in strong opposition from green groups and 
conservationists arguing for greater zoning protection in country parks, 
while villagers staunchly uphold the policy, claiming it protects their 
traditional rights. LCW being one of these enclaves makes these debates 
relevant to understanding the dynamics between the coalitions. 

The LCW subsystem, therefore, contains an array of actors including 
government departments (including the Agricultural, Fisheries and 
Conservation Department and Home Affairs Department), Indigenous 
villagers both within Hong Kong and abroad, green groups and envi-
ronmental organisations as well as academics, researchers and interest 
groups. Several advocacy coalitions formed around beliefs about the 
village’s future. 

Environmentalists advocating for conservation and minimal inter-
vention made up the environmental advocacy coalition. This group 
included actors such as Designing Hong Kong, WWF Hong Kong, The 

Conservancy Association, Hong Kong Birdwatching Society and outspoken 
individuals. They came together around the policy beliefs that country 
parks, and the village enclaves, require more stringent zoning and 
greater protection. The second coalition, in opposition to the first, 
consisted mainly of the local village community, who voiced a desire to 
maintain their rights to development in their villages. 

3.2. Data collection 

Data collection occurred from 2012 to 2020 and consisted of in-
terviews with stakeholders of the Programme (Table 2a) and docu-
mentary evidence from 2005 to 2020. Interview data was triangulated 
with the documentary evidence in Table 2b. 

The interviewees shared their knowledge and experience on the 
process of initiating and implementing the Programme. The relevant 
policy narratives of the actors involved in the LCW policy subsystem, 
were extracted through a detailed reading and coding process. 

Fig. 1. Map of Lai Chi Wo showing the village and surrounding area.  

Table 1 
Summary of advocacy coalitions, their roles and policy beliefs at the 
commencement of the LCW Programme.  

Advocacy 
coalition 

Actors Role(s)/policy beliefs 

Indigenous 
villagers 

Local villagers, villagers living 
abroad (later joined by 
interested individuals) 

Cultural right to use the land, 
including for development/ 
restoration and profit 

Environmental WWF, Kadoorie Farm and 
Botanic Garden, Designing 
Hong Kong, Hong Kong Bird 
Watching Society, The 
Conservancy Association 

Highly cautious. Conservation 
first, human use should be 
limited  
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Interviews and documents were coded by examining discursive tech-
niques employed, particularly how issues were framed, actors or events 
positioned and the presence of certain rhetoric or jargon. 

This process identified the major narratives of the advocacy co-
alitions, revealing their policy beliefs. These beliefs were then tracked by 
identifying changes in the narratives of coalitions’ over the course of the 
study. This was done through following meeting documents and media/ 
press releases and interview. Representatives from the policy broker had 
to be interviewed several times as there was a paucity of documentary 
evidence regarding their internal decision making processes and strat-
egy development. Multiple interviews were not required with the other 
actors due to the richness of their accounts or the comprehensiveness of 
the documentary data collected. 

3.3. Data analysis: narratives and process tracing 

The advocacy coalitions and their beliefs are revealed by identifying 
the narratives they employ when interacting within the policy subsys-
tem. Narratives distil complex issues into manageable problems. They 
contain a set of ideas that provide an account of an interpretation of a 
physical and social phenomenon (Hajer 1995). Narratives unify actors in 
a certain way and mould how they discuss, think and produce knowl-
edge on an issue (Bakker 1999). 

While the role of policy beliefs is fundamental to the ACF, it does not 
generally consider how language is utilised to express or change policy 
beliefs and so facilitate policy learning (Mockshell and Birner, 2020). 

Policy narratives are strategically constructed and can be used to mea-
sure policy core beliefs as ‘‘stakeholders use words, images, and symbols 
to strategically craft policy narratives to resonate with the public, rele-
vant stakeholders, and governmental decision makers, with the aim of 
producing a winning coalition.” (Shanahan et al., 2011: 536, McBeth 
and Shanahan 2004). Narrative strategies, embedded in the policy 
narratives of competing advocacy coalitions, can be used to expand or 
contract the policy subsystem or impede policy learning. As such, the 
acceptance of a new narrative could facilitate policy learning according 
to the ACF, even if variables such as scientific information remain 
constant (Shanahan et al., 2011, Mockshell and Birner, 2020). 

Process tracing techniques were employed to complement narrative 
analysis due to the linear nature of the strategies utilised by the policy 
broker, which lends itself to case based longitudinal methods (Gerring 
and McDermott 2007, Collier 2011, Mahoney 2010). The timeline of 
events and policy processes are maintained so that shifts in narratives 
can be observed and related to changes in decisions and subsequent 
actions. As such, the significance of changes in narratives, and so 
changes in policy beliefs, due to the strategies employed by the policy 
broker can be identified and inferred as causal mechanisms in enabling a 
collaborative rural revitalisation process. 

To test the validity of the argument that policy brokers, and the 
strategies they employ, are crucial in bringing about policy learning and 
changing policy beliefs amongst conflicting coalitions, our hypotheses 
are developed to determine causal inference. The causal linkages be-
tween the policy broker and the strategies adopted are first examined 
(H1). These strategies then led onto the outcomes, the second part of the 
causal linkages, between the brokering strategies and policy learning 
and changing policy beliefs (H2). 

The advocacy coalitions are identified by locating where different 
actors were involved and their narratives at the start of the case study 
(2005-2012). Those that conformed to similar narratives were classified 
as belonging to the same coalition (Zhou et al. 2021). The narratives of 
the coalitions are examined prior to the introduction of the policy bro-
ker, during the brokering process and at the end of the Programme to 
determine if policy learning has occurred based on if there was a change 
in policy beliefs. As policy learning and policy processes occur best in 
collaborative policy subsystems (Jenkins-Smith and Sabatier 1993, 
Weibel and Sabatier 2009), it is important to cultivate such an envi-
ronment. Following, evidence of changes in the policy subsystem from 
disengaged or conflicting towards greater collaboration could be 
considered an auxiliary trace for process tracing (Mahoney 2012). If 
policy beliefs are influenced by the brokering process, trace evidence 
may also be found in the wider policy subsystem, notably in the gov-
ernment’s rural policy agenda. 

4. Lai Chi Wo and the road to rural revitalisation 

This paper argues that two sets of misconstrued paradoxes created 
difficulties for cross-sector collaboration. Firstly, the creation of sus-
tainable societies has been plagued by perceptions of nature conserva-
tion and human activities being at odds. The second relates to views of 
the incompatibility of scientific and local knowledge. Through coding 
interviews, relevant policy narratives, and so policy beliefs, of advocacy 
coalitions in the LCW policy subsystem were identified (Table 1). An in- 
depth analysis of this case study reveals that the policy broker used 
strategies to create the conditions and support a shift in the beliefs of 
different coalitions and enable a collaborative rural revitalisation 
process. 

4.1. Pre-intervention policy narratives: Coalitions in opposition 

Goal alignment is necessary to ensure that various interests and 
policy objectives of different actors are directed towards a collective 
outcome (Emerson and Nabatchi, 2015a). This is challenging when co-
alitions have different backgrounds and policy objectives. Nevertheless, 

Table 2a 
Interviews conducted.  

Actor group Position in/relation to the 
Programme 

Interviewee 
no. 

Year of 
interview 

LCW 
Programme 

Principal investigator 1 2017, 2018, 
2019 

Senior project manager 2 2017, 2018, 
2019 

Co-investigator (ecology) 3 2020 
Ecological team 4 2017 
Ecological team 5 2017 
Ecological team 6 2017 
Expert in hydrology 7 2017 
Researcher in hydrology 8 2017 
Expert in hydrology 9 2017 

Villagers Village chief 10 2017 
Village chief 11 2017 
Indigenous villager 12 2017 
Indigenous villager 13 2017  

Table 2b 
Documentary data collected.  

Type of document 
analysed 

Dept./organisation Source 

Government Planning department Meeting minutes 
General papers 

Environmental Protection 
Department 

Website 

Agriculture, Fisheries and 
Conservation Department 

Information booklet ( 
Law et al. 2017) 

Legislative Council Panel on 
Environmental Affairs 

Papers 

Legislative Council Policy address (2017) 
LCW Programme The University Policy for 

Sustainability Lab 
Meeting minutes 
Reflective documents 
Progress report 
Information book 
Funding proposal 
Final report 

Media South China Morning Post News report 
China Daily News report 
Clear the Air news Green group blog  
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it is important as goal alignment stimulates trust-building (Emerson and 
Nabatchi, 2015a; Johnston et al., 2011) and removes impasses, enabling 
policy progression. 

Prior to the Programme, the policy beliefs of the coalitions prevented 
a consensus on the future of LCW. This was evident in their conflicting 
narratives. Nature conservation and development were generally 
considered to be mutually exclusive and competing goals. Partly on this 
basis, isolated intentions were proposed to harness the cultural, social or 
environmental resources at LCW. 

Green groups were lobbying the government for greater protection of 
country parks, including limiting village activities and the areas avail-
able for village development and/or expansion (TPB, 2011, TPB 2014a, 
2014b). Even where there was support for agricultural activities, 
extreme scepticism hindered efforts to pursue agricultural revitalisation 
(Interviewees 1 and 2). Specifically, agricultural activities around LCW 
were linked with the Small House policy and associated road infra-
structure, which were considered ‘unacceptable’ (TPB, 2013). This 
coalition was concerned about ‘conserving the integrity of the natural 
setting of the area’, which they placed in opposition to village devel-
opment (TPB 2014a,2014b). 

This stance was exacerbated by the wider context. The Tai Long Sai 
Wan incident resulted in the government reviewing whether to increase 
the protection of enclaves by including them under the country park 
system in 2011. Rather than better protecting enclaves, those that 
contained private land are given large ‘Village type development’ zones. 
This places them more at risk of being developed at the expense of the 
ecological and cultural environment. Since then, at least four more en-
claves have experienced ecological destruction (WWF 2014). 

Consequently, green groups are strong advocates for decreasing the 
zoning given to Village type developments in favour of Green Belt or 
Conservation Area status. Conversely, the villagers argued that the 
government should respect their entitled rights and more land should be 
designated to meet their future small house demand (TPB 2014a, 
2014b). The villagers felt their traditional rights were being infringed 
(Wong et al., 2015, Interviewees 10 and 11). At Town Planning Board 
meetings, they stated that government policies were ‘leaning towards 
nature conservation’, which ‘deterred village development’ and that the 
Indigenous villagers should be treated as the ‘major stakeholders’. More 
strongly, they held that the ‘moral standard of Hong Kong had been 
declining and there were examples of injustice in Government policies 
which had affected social harmony’ (TPB 2014a,2014b) and that ‘pri-
vate properties should not be used to achieve nature conservation ob-
jectives’ (TPB 2014a,2014b). This narrative upholds the Indigenous 
villagers’ belief that nature conservation inhibits their rights to develop 
but also harks to a deeper mistrust of the government and ‘outsiders’. 

Lacking a coordinator between them, the two coalitions’ relatively 
narrow and differing policy objectives, as well as severe mistrust, de-
terred communication. Their core policy beliefs were at a stalemate, 
which had been ongoing since at least 2009. Neither had shown any 
intention of negotiation, likely due to the normative issues and mistrust 
involved, so policy change through a negotiated agreement was unlikely 
(Sabatier and Weible 2007). Rather, they were talking ‘past’ each other 
through government forums (e.g. Town Planning Board discussions 
2009-2013). 

Meanwhile, the government was intrigued by the village’s potential 
but uncertain of the way forward and demonstrated no intention to as-
sume leadership. Its review of the country parks system in 2011 and 
subsequent failure to appropriately address the issue of village devel-
opment in country parks (WWF 2014), are evidence that while there was 
the potential for policy change to occur, there was not a sufficient shift in 
policy beliefs nor were external events considered sufficiently pressing. 
Consequently, more was required to instigate policy change. 

The villagers and the government also held diverging views on the 
management of the village stream (designated as an Ecologically 
Important Stream in 2005). Traditionally, villagers annually dredged 
the stream’s reservoirs and used the sand to build or repair their houses, 

bunds and riverbanks. The transition of the stream’s management re-
sponsibility from the villagers to the government did not initially create 
problems as the village was mostly deserted. The revitalisation of agri-
cultural activities, however, was hampered by the risk of flooding 
caused by fallen bunds and accumulated silt, reducing the stream’s ca-
pacity. While villagers consider it necessary to continue their traditional 
management practices to address these issues, the government remained 
inactive. 

The government commonly utilised scientific rhetoric and argu-
ments in its narratives to justify the protection of the village stream 
(Interviewees 1 and 2) and by doing so disregarded the role of local 
knowledge in its management (TPB 2011). They adopted narratives 
emphasising the ecological importance and species richness of the area 
(Chick 2017), which was incompatible with the villagers’ local use and 
management of the stream. This is despite evidence of the need for 
integration of localised and/or traditional knowledge with scientific 
knowledge in the management of local habitats (Davidson-Hunt and 
Michael O’Flaherty, 2007; Makondo and Thomas, 2018). This aligned 
with the environmental coalition’s belief that more stringent zoning is 
required to limit human use. The government’s failure to recognise the 
value of local knowledge contributes to a power mismatch between 
villagers and the government and jeopardises the effectiveness of 
cross-sector collaboration in resolving problems. 

The bureaucratic nature of the government resulted in inaction. 
While the government generally supports revitalisation, it often shifted 
responsibility or refused to act to prevent drawing complaints from the 
public or green groups (Interviewee 3). For example, the villagers took 
the issue of flooding to AFCD and the District Office but were met with 
repeated rejection due to concerns that green groups or the public would 
object to interference to an ecologically sensitive stream (Interviewees 1 
and 2). It is possible that their apparent stubbornness to leave the stream 
untouched was a convenient façade for inaction, being accused of 
‘turning a blind eye’ in similar matters (Green Sense 2016). The task of 
shattering this façade was undertaken by the policy broker. 

4.2. The policy broker’s role and strategies 

The advocacy coalitions’ conflicting perceptions had to be trans-
formed by the policy broker for the realisation that environmental 
protection and community revitalisation could be harmonised and to 
value local knowledge (Akgün et al., 2015; Takeuchi, 2010; Yokohari 
and Bolthouse, 2011). 

Here, the policy broker included experts and scientists in ecology, 
hydrology and rural planning from HKU. This group was, at times, 
joined by partner organisations such as the HKCF and the Conservancy 
Association, who have an interest in the revitalisation and management 
of rural resources. The broker’s affiliation with HKU meant it was 
perceived as prestigious and more neutral. Prominent individuals, such 
as the lead ecologists belonging to another Indigenous village and the 
involvement of a former Director of the Hong Kong Observatory, helped 
build trust by bridging the divide between traditional and local knowl-
edge and furthered the broker’s scientific and culturally sensitive 
reputation (Williams et al. 2021). Due to the cultural sensitivity 
involved with LCW and the conflict between the coalitions’ knowledge 
and perspectives regarding the village’s development, the policy broker 
could not just take a scientific role to bridge the coalitions. Involving 
rural affairs scholars and an Indigenous villager alongside experts and 
scientists was essential to the policy broker’s neutrality and centrist 
position (Williams et al. 2021). 

4.2.1. Building trust and aligning goals 
For the Programme to progress, trust had to be built between the 

broker and the advocacy coalitions. This process was first initiated by 
the HKCF, and then taken on by HKU, who identified the conflicting 
policy beliefs in the subsystem, brought in partner organisations and 
engaged with the Secretary for the Environment. HKU also undertook 

V.H.Y. Chu et al.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                



Environmental Science and Policy 136 (2022) 9–18

15

the task of building trust with villagers and green groups. The Pro-
gramme’s environmental affiliations led some villagers to fear that 
collaboration would remove their right housing rights (Interviewees 10 
and 11). Conversely, environmental groups were concerned that, while 
HKU’s intentions may be genuine, they might be used by the villagers to 
further alternative agendas (Interviewee 3). 

Lacking appropriate venues, the Programme created new ones in the 
form of formal seminars, forums and liaison meetings as well as informal 
daily communications. They were conducted and mediated by HKU, 
who is well respected within the Hong Kong community. Through these 
venues trust is built and joint understandings are produced providing 
neutral grounds for discussions between experts and those involved on- 
the-ground in the subsystem. These venue attributes have been 
demonstrated to encourage cross-coalition learning (Hysing and Olsson, 
2008). For example, HKU organised a forum in 2015 to enable 
constructive dialogue with interested groups. The forum was organised 
in response to concerns about rural land use and private development 
and so those with strong views against revitalising LCW. HKU invited 
these activists, along with local farmers, green groups, relevant in-
dustries, key partners and other interested parties to the meeting to 
explain the Programme’s intentions and emphasis on sustainability 
(Interviewees 1 and 2). It provided an opportunity for stakeholders to 
engage in discussions about the Programme, which helped to gain wider 
community support and endorsement. 

As the villagers began to appreciate that the vitality of their com-
munity could be enhanced and interest in revitalisation increased, 
environmental groups’ expressed concerns regarding the potential 
environmental impact (Interviewees 1, 2 and 3). These groups criticised 
the government for “giving up control” and conceding to development 
pressures, arguing that the LCW area should be zoned as a ‘Conservation 
Area’ to reflect its ecological value, protect the Ecologically Important 
Stream and ”better conserve the integrity of the natural settings of the 
area” (TPB 2014a,2014b, Chi-Fai 2013). When the Programme began to 
clear agricultural lands, HKU had to allay concerns from green groups 
who feared the environment was being damaged (Chang 2016). 

Early in the Programme, HKU arranged multiple liaison meetings 
with green groups and the Drainage Services Department to discuss the 
Programme’s plans of reintroducing agricultural activities and respec-
tive mitigation measures (Interviewees 1, 2 and 3). Then, experts in 
ecology, hydrology and geography were engaged in researching the area 
and monitoring agricultural impacts on mangroves5. Extensive envi-
ronmental assessments were conducted, going beyond what is required 
for an EIA (Interviewee 3). HKU made their assessment findings avail-
able to these groups and at the last meeting they explained how they 
cleared the vegetation “to prove that we were doing it properly” 
(Interviewee 3). This was all crucial in building trust and demonstrating 
that the green groups could be reasoned with through scientific infor-
mation and evidence (Interviewees 1 and 3). 

Issue framing became a crucial strategy during proposal develop-
ment as HKU underwent a period of scope (re-)definition to capture the 
objectives of different coalitions under the Programme. While there 
were, originally, three streams of interests (proposed by the village 
governing body, the government and environmentalists), the Pro-
gramme was finally framed under an integrated approach of whole 
catchment environmental management and community rebuilding (In-
terviewees 1 and 2). HKU demonstrated how an external organisation 
can effectively unite different policy goals by reframing issues so that 
they fall under a comprehensive vision. Subsequently, many participants 
reported that their perception of sustainable living and rural community 

has positively changed. One villager was quoted saying that the “Pro-
gramme has helped me appreciate the interdependence between human 
beings and the natural environment” (2017:29). 

The Programme’s ability to engage ecologists to ensure the protec-
tion of sensitive ecosystems while preserving the villagers’ local rights 
and heritage was essential in bridging the divide. Their narratives 
reframed the issue to stress the relationship between the land and the 
people and the balance that previously existed, broadening un-
derstandings. For example, ecological surveys were conducted to 
‘restore nature-friendly agriculture’ and to ‘reach dynamic equilibrium 
between field and its surroundings’ as well as the desire to ‘revive the 
relationship between the land and the people’ by enhancing the pride 
and sense of belonging of the villagers, to maintain a ‘self-sustaining 
economy’ (Chang and Sylvia 2016). Different stakeholders, including 
the rural committee, local villagers, environmentalists and researchers, 
reconciled the dichotomised relationship between nature conservation 
and development. HKU employed venue creation and issue framing as 
brokering strategies to build trust between coalitions and facilitate 
policy learning. 

While much of the mistrust between villagers and outsiders was 
dissipated by the Programme, some core policy beliefs appear un-
changed. The Programme made progress in shifting the deeper ‘us’ 
versus ‘them’ beliefs commonly held amongst the Indigenous villagers. 
One villager expressed that the increase in outsiders to the village was a 
‘good thing’ and that they are not ‘too worried’ about the newcomers 
clashing with the villagers (Interviewee 11). This belief, however, has 
not been completely changed as the villagers’ discourse still contain 
narratives against ‘outsiders’. One states that they hope “outsiders will 
not encroach on Indigenous villagers’ livelihood and rights” especially, 
that they refrain from business that would cause “vicious competition” 
(Interviewee 11). So, while softened, this deep-seated belief amongst the 
villagers that they need to protect themselves against outsiders remains. 
Significantly, however, the deeper beliefs regarding the direction of 
village development has changed. The original support for urbanisation- 
style development is replaced by the acceptance and support of sus-
tainable development, which precludes developers. This is a huge shift 
as several villagers previously considered developer-led development as 
the only alternative to desertion (Interviewee 1). 

Similarly, while the green groups’ reservations about the Programme 
have eased, they considered it to be a ‘one off’ and not representative of 
rural/village revitalisation projects in general (Interviewee 3). Their 
deeper policy beliefs, therefore, have not been shifted. Nonetheless, 
secondary beliefs have changed, which made the implementation of the 
Programme possible. As one villager wryly put it, “even environmen-
talists are open to negotiations” (Interviewees 10 and 11). While this 
alludes to the divide between the villagers and green groups, it also 
indicates a new willingness to cooperate. Explicitly, the Programme was 
described as acting as a ‘bridge’ between the villagers and the envi-
ronmentalists, allowing trust to be built (Interviewees 10 and 11). 

4.2.2. Managing conflicts 
Differences in perceptions and interests of the advocacy coalitions 

mean that throughout the collaboration/revitalisation process emerging 
issues and circumstances are likely to prompt conflicts. The policy 
broker’s role in supporting conflict resolutions is, therefore, important. 
The management of water resources offers examples of how the policy 
broker supported conflict resolution, addressing friction (i) between the 
farmers over irrigation, (ii) between conservation and agricultural 
revitalisation regarding the use of the stream and (iii) between gov-
ernment, villagers and experts on the prevention of flooding. 

At the village level, the farmers’ disagreed over shared irrigation 
channels. There were concerns regarding free-riding and how to manage 
mutual resources. The farms share responsibilities for managing infra-
structure and equipment and so the Programme developed a facility 
sharing community. The community is encouraged to take collaborative 
action to resolve problems, including the pooling of manpower for 

5 A hydrology study was conducted to monitor the impact of agricultural 
activities on mangroves through a sedimentation study. Adopting a whole 
catchment approach, the research provided credible evidence to demonstrate 
that sedimentation can be mostly attributed to heavy rainfall and floods, rather 
than agricultural activity. 
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maintenance work. Regular community farmer meetings are held, which 
provide a decision making platform, venue for scheduling maintenance 
works and resolving disputes (Interviewee 2). Thus, the Programme was 
able to create a venue for farmers to meet and share their knowledge to 
create a common collaborative management approach for the irrigation 
system. 

Another conflict originated from the villagers’ lack of understanding 
of what the classification of an ecologically important stream entailed 
and the related government regulations, the government and green 
groups’ lack of understanding of what traditional practices entail, and 
expert(s)’ opinion on the ecological impact of such practices. Hence, 
HKU learnt traditional practices from Indigenous villagers and 
explained the regulations and ecological value of the stream (In-
terviewees 1 and 2). A key strategy of HKU was to remedy the lack of 
dialogue while creating a venue to facilitate policy learning on an equal 
footing. 

To resolve the conflicts surrounding the management of the stream 
with the government and green groups, HKU created a series of venues 
for different coalitions to engage in knowledge co-production. HKU 
utilised their network to contact the Drainage Services Department, 
which prompted engineers to visit the village to investigate the causes of 
a flooding incident in May 2014 (Interviewees 1, 2, 7, 8 and 9) and to 
organise a multi-stakeholder meeting. The meeting was joined by other 
government departments and offices, villagers and a green group. The 
policy broker sought an expert, who was invited to engage with villagers 
to learn about their traditional stream management approach and to 
assess its ecological impact. This process, confronted the government’s 
zero-intervention stance towards the stream with the knowledge co- 
produced between the villagers and expert (Interviewees 1 and 2).6. It 
is based on this mutual understanding, relevant coalitions can embark 
on the path of collective problem resolution and build their capacity for 
joint action. 

This cross-sectoral meeting and site visits to share the villagers’ 
traditional river management knowledge aided the policy broker’s role 
in tackling unequal power relations. It catalysed the formation of a cross- 
departmental working group within HKU. Scholars from Civil Engi-
neering, Biological Sciences, Geography and Social Sciences collabo-
rated to study the hydrology and the physical environment in the LCW 
basin by applying scientific understandings to traditional practices. A 
member of this group explains, “If we do not dredge the stream, the 
channel will naturally be choked with silt. Therefore, it is necessary to 
dredge the stream. However, won’t this move harm ecology? Yes, it will, 
but the damage is recoverable. The ecosystem has a high ability to 
restore itself as long as everything is done in an orderly and appropriate 
manner” (Interviewee 7). Bringing in respected experts alleviated the 
imbalance of power between the villagers and the government. 

The policy broker questioned taken for granted beliefs and intro-
duced alternatives, employing narratives that bridged the disparate 
beliefs of the coalitions to build trust and enable collaboration. The 
broker sought expert opinion on the credibility of the government’s 
narrative with the result that it was destabilised, which served to 
strengthen the villagers’ position. The broker also helped the villagers to 
understand the ecological importance of the stream and purpose of the 
regulations, which shifted their understanding by reframing their 
traditional management approach to one that addresses the needs of the 
village and maintains the stream’s ecology. Consequently, both sides 
realised that human and ecological needs could be achieved 
simultaneously. 

Lacking the organisational structure and experience possessed by 
other sectors, local actors often struggle to exert their stance systemat-
ically or negotiate effectively with their counterparts. This was apparent 
at LCW, particularly prior to the revitalisation process. The arenas 

created through HKU’s efforts provided opportunities for villagers to 
accumulate experience and develop skills to negotiate with the gov-
ernment and green groups. Table 3 

5. Discussion and conclusions 

The paper unfolds the transformation experienced by different 
advocacy coalitions as a policy broker encouraged them to question 
their assumptions. As learning occurred, the interests and perspectives 
of coalitions became more aligned and power mismatches were miti-
gated. A key factor in this process was the support and facilitation of the 
policy broker. Due to the prevalence of the misconstrued beliefs and 
their centrality in cross-sector environmental management, findings 
from this case study could inspire practitioners and researchers working 
in other contexts. 

Through process tracing, the hypotheses were explored and 
demonstrated as valid. Notably, the coalition’s narratives are shown to 
change after the introduction of the policy broker. There is also evidence 
of goal alignment through increased and continued dialogue between 
the coalitions as well as an increase in trust and understanding thanks to 
the broker’s strategies. 

This paper makes a crucial addition to the literature by explaining 
how policy brokers contribute to policy learning and tracing a path of 
policy-oriented learning to policy change. Both of which are under- 
theorised in the ACF literature (Weible and Nohrstedt 2013). This 
study has identified the introduction of narratives to bridge beliefs and 
reconcile differences between the advocacy coalitions to facilitate policy 
learning in the rural revitalisation process. Initiating the development of 
a list of key strategies adopted by policy brokers, this study has identi-
fied strategies such as the creation of venues for bringing together and 
building trust between different actors in a cooperative environment, 

Table 3 
Timeline of the LCW case and key contextual events.  

Year Event 

1950s- 
2000s 

Abandonment of farmland and rural villages in Hong Kong 

1972 Introduction of Small Housing Policy 
1976 Introduction of Country Parks Ordinance (amended in 1995) 
2010 Tai Long Sai Wan incident 
2011 Government review of enclaves zoning in country parks 

Formation of the Hong Kong Countryside Foundation 
Point of intervention – Introduction of a policy broker ‘HKU’ 
2013 - 

2017 
Commencement of the LCW Programme (4-year). 
HKU implements initiatives to revitalise natural and cultural capital 
including agricultural rehabilitation, rediscovery of community and 
cultural resources. 
HKU organised regular meetings with:  
– partner organisations (every 3-4 months)  
– local community members, including Indigenous villagers active at 

LCW, new settlers and those who work in LCW (frequent and 
regular, approximately once a month) 

HKU attends LCW Indigenous villagers’ annual meeting every year. 
2014 Flooding incident. 

HKU engaged experts and Drainage Service Department, meeting and 
site visits held. 
HKU launched environmental baseline monitoring. 
HKU cross-departmental working group to study the hydrology and 
physical environment of the LCW basin. 

2017 Government policy address proposed to revitalise rural areas based on 
the LCW model and announces funding and the establishment of the 
Countryside Conservation Office. 

2017 - 
2022 

HKU launches ‘HSBC Rural Sustainability’ to continue revitalisation 
efforts at LCW with new socio-economic models that go beyond 
environmental conservation and extend efforts to nearby villages. 

2019 UNDP’s Equator Initiative recognised the Indigenous Hakka 
community of LCW as a finalist for the Equator Prize 2019 Village 
Nature-based Solutions Database. 

2020 LCW Rural Cultural Landscape wins UNESCO Asia-Pacific Awards for 
Cultural Heritage Conservation’s Special Recognition for Sustainable 
Development.  

6 The assessment was made with the condition that it is done during the right 
season and within a controllable scale. 
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creating a collaborative policy subsystem. This demonstrates the po-
tential relevance of incorporating concepts of issue framing and venue 
shopping in future research adopting the advocacy coalition framework, 
especially if there is evidence of a policy broker present. In this case, the 
policy broker coordinated amongst the different coalitions to alleviate 
concerns and introduced narratives that reframed issues, turning pre-
viously competing concepts into complementary policy goals and 
facilitated knowledge co-production. 

The acceptance of the broker’s role and narratives led to shifts in the 
advocacy coalitions’ beliefs, allowing for policy learning and policy 
goals alignment – in this case agricultural land has been revived, a (near) 
abandoned village is vibrant and government policy now embraces such 
projects. The change in narratives through the brokering process not 
only supports the hypotheses but also demonstrates the significance of a 
policy broker in situations where advocacy coalitions hold conflicting 
policy beliefs. It was also found that aside from policy change through 
broker-led policy-orientated learning, there is no evidence of other 
means of policy learning occurring. While external events had the po-
tential to lead to policy change, they ultimately had limited impact on 
policy and failed to resolve the dispute. 

To further illustrate the importance of paying attention to policy 
brokers in future research, this paper finds that strategies implemented 
by policy brokers not only contribute to shifting policy beliefs and 
triggering policy learning, they can also catalyse social momentum for 
wider policy change. Though this paper has focused on the policy pro-
cess of the LCW rural revitalisation, the efforts made by the policy 
broker led to wider policy learning and major policy change. This is 
evident in the government’s narratives. Since the Programme’s success, 
the government has incorporated narratives of rural ‘revitalisation’ into 
its policies and statements (EDP, LC Paper, Policy address 2017). Prior to 
the Programme, ‘revitalisation’ rarely appeared in the same context as 
agriculture or rural policies and attempts to manage village enclaves in 
2011 had failed to resolve the issue. Human and environmental needs 
are now included together in the government’s narratives, no longer 
being positioned in opposition, and the introduction of a new fund and 
organisation, the Countryside Conservation Office, is evidence of the 
government’s changing policy beliefs. This is particularly significant 
when compared to the government’s actions in 2011, where there is no 
evidence of policy learning or a change in policy beliefs. Rather, an 
external event (public outcry to the loss of ecological habitats) led to the 
potential for policy change that never materialised. 

These new measures were announced in the 2017 Policy Address, 
which recognised that revitalisation initiatives at LCW had been posi-
tively received and supported by the villagers and the wider community. 
The address also states that one of the two priorities for the Countryside 
Conservation Office is to “take forward the planning of enhanced effort 
on countryside revitalisation in (Lai Chi Wo, 2017: 250). This is evidence 
of major policy change as it represents a shift in the government’s 
largely apathetic and reactionary stance to the proactive goal of reviving 
and protecting these villages. This demonstrates that while policy bro-
kers make an effort to shift policy beliefs and trigger policy learning, 
these could have a rippling effect, which eventually lead to substantial 
policy change. 

By delving into the broker’s interventions and its role in facilitating 
policy learning this study goes beyond considering the four key factors 
for policy-oriented learning separately, rather, it considers how they 
relate to one another through incorporating the actions of the policy 
broker. As such, a nuanced understanding of policy-oriented learning is 
generated to enrich existing knowledge. For example, despite the co-
alitions holding entrenched conflicting deep and policy core beliefs, a 
change in the secondary beliefs of both advocacy coalitions, through 
venues of discussion constructed by the policy broker, has allowed the 
village to open to communities of interest and embark on new economic 
ventures. This has facilitated the village in becoming better integrated 
with the wider Hong Kong social-ecological system and ensure its sus-
tainability in the modern world (Williams et al. 2021). 

In terms of the rural context, by integrating scientific and local 
knowledge, the policy broker ensured that village culture was safe-
guarded and the natural ecological resources of the area were 
adequately protected and managed, easing concerns from both sides and 
striking the essential balance between nature conservation and human 
use. By delving into the two key hindrances for cross-sector collabora-
tion and examining the processes through which they were addressed, 
this paper has provided an explanation of the mechanisms through 
which policy brokers were able to facilitate collaboration dynamics and 
policy learning amongst competing coalitions. Through this study, the 
authors encourage researcher to consider the role and strategies adopted 
by policy brokers within the ACF, with the hope that they will gain in-
sights in the study of collaborative governance and policy processes in 
general. 
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