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Introduction 

 

The management and conservation of forests has often been a source of tension between powerful, 

centralised state authorities or the ruling elite and less powerful local communities.  The history of 

forest governance and forestry as a profession has been a reflection of the underlying tension between 

the ‘centre’ and the ‘local’. In theory centralised forest institutions were established as the guarantors 

of the public goods and intergenerational values of forests on the assumption that local forest users 

would be more concerned with immediate and private benefits. The reality was often a struggle for 

land and valuable timber and wildlife resources between different strata. 

 

The way in which rights and assets have traditionally been partitioned has been a reflection of the 

power structures existing in the societies concerned. A model for forestry that evolved in Central 

Europe in the 18th century subsequently formed the basis of much forest law in the Asian and African 

tropics. This gave the ownership of land, timber and high-value game animals to the aristocracy or the 

state and rights to lower value products such as dead timber, mushrooms, pasture, etc., to the 

peasantry. The nature conservation movement emerged in the 19th century when people began to 

attach value to dramatic landscapes, rare animals and plants and wilderness sought to lift up the value 

of those characteristics in the state’s view.  
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The modern nature conservation movement began with the establishment of national parks and similar 

protected areas where outstanding natural features were placed under permanent state control. During 

most of the first hundred years of formal planned nature conservation, the prevailing paradigm was to 

remove important natural areas from local control and their gazettement and create state-controlled 

protected areas. The number and extent of those protected areas were often the principal criteria for 

the success of conservation programmes. Inclusion in the United Nations list of protected areas 

required that an area be placed under the jurisdiction of the ‘highest competent authority’ of the state. 

Protected areas were expected to have clearly defined boundaries, management plans, etc. Until the 

relatively recent past most governmental and non-governmental conservation organisations focussed 

their efforts on the establishment of new national parks and equivalent reserves or on supporting the 

improved management of existing ones.  

 

Mainstream environmental groups have commonly advocated the setting-aside of 10 percent of all 

forests as inviolate protected areas; some more radical groups would like to see all remaining near-

natural forests given total protection. The World Parks Congress in Durban, South Africa, in 2003 

celebrated the fact that this 10 percent target had been exceeded. Over 12 percent of terrestrial 

ecosystems worldwide are now included in some sort of formal protected area. 

 

In the final decades of the 20th century a number of international conventions and processes were 

developed to give global stewardship to some natural areas. The World Heritage Convention, adopted 

in 196X is a significant manifestation of the tendency towards ‘global governance’.  

 

Set against this tendency to centralise control and ownership of forests has been a tradition, deeply 

rooted in history, of the development of local rules and institutions to conserve and ensure equitable 

access to forests. Arrangements for conserving forests and other natural resources drove the 

emergence of local governments and democratic processes.  In many parts of the world, traditional 
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arrangements for managing forests have functioned successfully for centuries. Conservationists often 

ignored these local forest stewardship arrangements and in many cases took actions that weakened or 

disempowered local forest managers.  

 

Forest Conservation by and for People 

 

Formal conservation organisations rarely worked through traditional local forest management 

structures. Colonial conservation authorities in tropical countries largely ignored local people’s rights. 

However, good protected area managers have always recognised both the need to foster good relations 

with local people as well as the value of habitats outside formally designated protected areas for many 

species of wild fauna and flora. Some conservation programmes allowed local traditional uses of 

certain resources within protected areas and sought to ensure that some benefits from the areas flowed 

to local people. There have been many attempts to create buffer zones around strictly protected core 

zones; sport hunting reserves around African national parks are a notable example. However, the 

prevailing paradigm has remained that of using state-controlled protected areas as the primary means 

of conserving wild nature. 

 

The dominant role of central authorities in managing nature conservation began to be questioned in 

the 1970s and 80s. First, it became apparent that it was difficult to ensure the survival of protected 

areas in the face of local land users’ opposition and resentment. Second, it began to be recognised that 

much biodiversity depended upon habitats that could not realistically be included in totally protected 

areas.  Third, valuable biodiversity existed in areas of extreme human poverty, and conservation 

programmes that were indifferent to, or even exacerbated, this poverty were morally indefensible. 

These realities have been major issues of debate within the conservation community in recent 

decades. The theme of the World Parks Congress in Bali in 1981 was ‘Parks and People’.  

 

Since that time we have witnessed major efforts to involve local people in managing conservation 

programmes. We have sought ‘win-win’ solutions to conservation and development conflicts. This 
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shift in emphasis amongst conservationists has come at a time when development practitioners have 

realised the benefits of empowering local resource managers and giving them rights to, and 

responsibility for, the resources upon which they depend. The force that drove the convergence of the 

conservation and development communities came from the realisation that natural resources, 

including forests, were often the prime assets upon which the livelihoods of poor rural people 

depended. Official development assistance emerged as the major source of funding for forest 

conservation in the developing world.  

 

The result has been a period of two decades when almost all conservation organisations—

governmental, intergovernmental and non-governmental—have struggled with a variety of 

approaches to decentralise management of all aspects of biodiversity. The results of this experience 

are generally considered to be very favourable for local livelihoods (Barrow et al. 2002; Poffenberger 

1989; Ribot 2002, 2003; Wiley 2001; etc). It is more difficult to assess the impacts of such schemes 

directly on biodiversity. There are unanswered questions about the relative importance of short-term 

poverty alleviation versus longer-term environmental sustainability. There are difficult issues relating 

to the relative values of biodiversity as a locally valuable resource and biodiversity as a global 

heritage. People's views of the value of biodiversity and of the costs that they are prepared to incur for 

its conservation depend on their circumstances, culture and religious beliefs. [reference?] There is, 

however, abundant evidence that in many localities where native forests were under severe threat, 

well conceived and executed decentralisation schemes have resulted in more extensive forests of 

mixed indigenous species. In those cases, devolved management has undoubtedly provided real 

biodiversity benefits. [reference?] 

 

There is no single correct formula to determine the degree to which biodiversity conservation can be 

devolved or decentralised; it is very much determined by societal choice. The balance of this paper 

attempts to document some of the experiences over the past two decades of World Wildlife Fund 

(WWF) International and the World Conservation Union (IUCN) in working with different types and 

degrees of decentralisation of forest biodiversity management. These decentralisation processes rarely 
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had conservation as an objective. We were often working in situations where a number of forces 

outside our control were operating to change the nature of access and tenure rights. We were almost 

never operating in situations of orderly, planned and democratic transfer of rights and responsibilities 

from ‘centralised’ institutions to ‘decentralised’ ones. In this paper we use the term decentralisation to 

cover a broad range of transfers of the ‘locus of decision making’ from central governments to 

regional, municipal or local governments. We distinguish this from ‘deconcentration’ the process by 

which the agents of central government control are relocated and geographically dispersed. 

‘Devolution’ means the transfer of rights and assets from the centre to local governments or 

communities. All of these processes occur within the context of national laws that set the limits; any 

decentralised or devolved forest management occurs within those limits. 

 

Direct Impacts of Decentralisation on Protected Areas 

 

The shift of management authority from the centre to the local level has sometimes had harmful 

impacts on protected areas. These negative impacts of decentralisation have often occurred when the 

decentralisation process was a result of a crisis and was therefore hurried, ill-planned or entirely 

anarchic. The recent history of the protected areas of the more remote parts of Indonesia shows how 

dangerous it can be to decentralise control of globally important protected areas when no local 

institutions or funding is available to fill the management vacuum. A number of important protected 

areas in Indonesia have suffered illegal logging and encroachment during the recent period of 

transition of power over natural resources from Jakarta to the districts. The decentralisation process in 

Bolivia is generally thought to have been positive for commercial forest management, but the 

decentralised authorities have shown less interest in protecting the broader environmental values of 

the protected areas. In Peru, responsibility for protected areas has been retained by the central 

government during the period when forest management was decentralised. The decentralised 

authorities have challenged the logic of this, but for sites of national or global biodiversity value the 

Peruvian solution may be optimal.   
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Local Involvement in Protected Area Management 

 

Almost all protected area managers, and particularly those involved in international projects to 

support protected areas, now attempt to involve local populations in management. Many attempt to 

ensure benefits from the protected areas flow to local people. However, few cases qualify as involving 

true devolution of rights or assets. People are consulted, given options for employment, and in some 

cases receive a share of entrance fees, but they rarely have any real control over the resources. Critics 

claim that protected area managers are lagging behind forest managers in exploiting the full potential 

of giving local people real authority over resources. The literature on Integrated Conservation and 

Development Projects, ICDPs, contains many accounts of failed attempts to encourage local people to 

adopt environmentally friendly land-uses in areas adjacent to protected areas. Much of the criticism of 

ICDPs focuses on their failure to genuinely empower local people or to give them useable rights or 

assets.  [references?] Although much is written about various approaches to sharing the benefits of 

protected areas, there are few examples where local people receive benefits that exceed the 

opportunity costs they incurred when the protected area was created. The economic benefits of 

tourism still mainly accrue to tour operators and airlines. Little progress has yet been made in 

capturing the theoretical value of biological resources for the benefit of local people. 

 

Private Nature Reserves 

 

Nature reserves operated by private foundations and non-profit conservation groups are common in 

industrialised countries. The costs of many of these privately operated reserves are met from entrance 

fees and from the fund-raising activities of the sponsoring organisations.  High profile reserves, with 

conspicuous rare species, can generate profits that are often reinvested in other areas with less public 

appeal. Many such reserves generate local employment and enhance local incomes.  
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There are few examples of similar private reserves in developing countries. Those that do exist are 

concentrated in a small number of countries where special local circumstances make them profitable. 

Costa Rica, Ecuador and South Africa account for the vast majority of private reserves. The reserves 

in Costa Rica and Ecuador are successful because of the demand for rainforest and bird watching 

tourism from, primarily, North America. The South African reserves mostly focus on a limited niche 

market for high-cost safari tourism.  Few, if any, local communities in developing countries 

successfully manage forest protected areas.  The local private nature reserves that exist are not a 

product of decentralisation but of local enterprise. 

 

IUCN Categories V and VI: Managed Resource Areas 

 

IUCN categories V and VI, managed resource areas, are in principle compatible with decentralisation 

and devolution processes. They are areas where some extractive use of natural resources is allowed, 

with restrictions, to ensure the maintenance of the environmental values of the site. The national 

forests in the USA, where strict regulations ensure the maintenance of populations of important 

wildlife species, are a good example of this type of area. The regional natural parks in France and the 

national parks in the United Kingdom are also areas with high natural and scenic value, where 

restrictions are in place to ensure that those values are preserved. Those parks, however, have a mixed 

record for biodiversity conservation. The U.S. national forests are considered by many people to have 

superior natural and wilderness values than many national parks. This is mainly because they have 

fewer visitors and less intrusive tourist infrastructures. Proponents of pristine wilderness criticise them 

because the extractive management is sometimes in conflict with the conservation of certain rare 

species—for instance the spotted owl in the Pacific Northwest.  

 

The national parks and regional natural parks in the UK and France are popular with local people 

because their official status enhances their attractiveness to tourists and hence their local economic 

value. The legislation under which they are established does little to guarantee the conservation of 

biodiversity; and in most cases, targeted nature reserves have to be established within the boundaries 



 8 

of the parks in order to achieve specific biodiversity conservation objectives. In the European parks 

rights and assets are decentralised. However, those models have weaknesses when local economic 

interests conflict with the conservation of species of national or global value. The biodiversity 

conservation objectives of many of those parks might have been better met by establishing them as 

IUCN category I to IV—protected areas. Local interests, however, would not have tolerated the loss 

of access to resources imposed by category I to IV designation.  

 

The Brazilian extractive reserve concept has been widely praised as a potentially successful way of 

reconciling national or global nature conservation objectives with those of local people. Under that 

model a high level of management responsibility for resources is devolved to the local level, and 

many natural values are conserved as a collateral benefit. Many conservation organisations have 

advocated the wide replication of the extractive reserve model, particularly in the tropical moist forest 

biome. But even though conservationists expressed enthusiasm over the first extractive reserves, little 

replication of the concept has occurred outside Brazil and almost none outside South America. Part of 

the reason lies in the special circumstances of the Brazilian situation. There, the main value of the 

forest was in products—mainly latex and some other non-wood forest products—that could be 

harvested in a non-destructive way. Where timber was part of the reserve’s crop, the species typically 

were of high-value and existed at low densities. In other tropical regions the main marketable values 

of the forest lie in lower-grade timbers where harvesting considerably disturbs the forest. And in most 

cases, industrial-scale timber extraction requires investments in logging infrastructure and equipment 

that is beyond the means of local people. 

 

Notwithstanding the note of caution concerning a weakness in biodiversity conservation, many 

conservationists see category V and VI managed resource area arrangements as having a great deal to 

offer developing countries. Some expect that major expansions in protected area systems will be 

established under those categories. In most cases, category V and VI area will be subject to more 

decentralised management than will traditional national parks and other sites in IUCN categories I to 

IV. 
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Sacred Forests and Traditional Protected Areas 

 

In many of the more densely populated parts of Africa and Asia large numbers of small forest areas 

are protected by local people.  While the protection is usually linked to a religious belief, the areas 

often have utilitarian or amenity value. Many of these areas have been protected for a long time and 

rigorous local rules determine any use of the areas. Often these sacred groves or forests are the only 

areas of forest in otherwise densely settled agricultural landscapes. In at least some areas, traditional 

local protection of sites is more effective than that of government established small nature reserves.  

In addition many of these small forest areas have been shown to support biodiversity values of 

considerable significance. In some parts of West Africa and India small populations of rare mammals 

and birds have survived in these small isolated forest areas. [references?] Typically, formal 

conservation agencies gave little attention to these sacred forests, but recently, as all forest areas have 

come under greater threat, these small areas have attracted more attention. In India, conservation 

agencies have conducted biodiversity inventories and now are supporting local efforts to conserve 

small forests. Similar action is needed in other countries. The success of traditional local management 

of sacred forests demonstrates the resilience of decentralised forest conservation in the face of 

increasing human pressures.  

 

Biodiversity Outside Protected Areas 

 

One of the most significant shifts in approaches to biodiversity conservation in recent years has 

resulted from the realisation that the vast majority of species are entirely or partially dependent on 

non-protected areas for their survival (Halliday and Gilmour 1995). The importance of conserving 

biodiversity in the managed landscape has now been widely recognised by national conservation 

agencies, intergovernmental processes (the Convention on Biological Diversity, the United Nations 

Forum on Forests, etc.), and especially by conservation non-governmental organisations (NGOs). 

Large-scale conservation planning and eco-regional or landscape-based programmes have now been 
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adopted by all the major international conservation organisations. It is implicit in these new larger 

scale approaches that forest land outside strictly protected areas often needs special management 

attention in order to achieve biodiversity-conservation objectives. Many of the non-protected forests 

important for biodiversity are gradually coming under decentralised management regimes. What are 

the implications of this for biodiversity conservation? 

 

Conservation organisations have thrown themselves enthusiastically behind devolved and 

decentralised management of forests outside protected areas. This has largely been motivated by the 

expectation that many forests in developing countries are more likely to be well managed if they 

benefit local people. Conservationists believe that local management tends to support more diverse 

products and to be generally more environmentally-friendly than does conventional timber 

management by central forest agencies. The conservationists view is formed partly by their scepticism 

of the sustainability of large-scale industrial forestry.  

 

Total protection of forests is not possible in many situations where demand for land and forest 

products is great. In these situations conservationists often view the various forms of local forest 

management as the least bad option. The forests that result may not be as rich in biodiversity as a 

natural forest, but at least forest cover is retained. A number of studies have shown that locally 

managed forests or agro-forests often do support a remarkable variety of plant and animal species 

(Fay and Michon 2003, Michon and de Foresta 1995).  

 

Many studies have argued that local forest management is good for forest conservation (e.g., 

Poffenberger 1989, Fay and Michon 2003, etc.). However there is little empirical evidence of what 

happens to biodiversity as a result of decentralisation. The following boxes documenting the 

biodiversity outcomes of decentralisation processes in the Philippines, Guatemala and Nicaragua 

suggest that in some situations decentralisation processes have yielded positive biodiversity outcomes. 

These examples are drawn from locations where IUCN and WWF have long-term involvement. 
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[The boxes should come before the following section—or make Eastern Africa a box also and include 

it in the paragraph above] 

 

Eastern Africa  

Most of the remaining closed forests in Eastern Africa are small remnants located in landscapes 

dominated by agriculture or fire-impacted grasslands. However, these forests have high levels of 

species diversity and many locally endemic plants and animals. Many of these forests have long been 

the focus of attention for conservation organisations. In the past, conservation usually focussed on the 

establishment of forest reserves, nature reserves or national parks under central government control. 

In the forest reserves department regulations and management attempted to apply sustained-yield 

forestry practices. In recent years however, the forests have suffered tremendous degradation from 

uncontrolled logging—often sanctioned by political elites—and from agricultural encroachment.  

 

The Eastern African forests are also important sources of a variety of products for local people. A 

range of local management systems existed in the past that regulated the uses to which the forests 

were subject. Central government forest programmes marginalised many of these traditional 

management systems, especially during the colonial period.  

 

Recently there has been a resurgence of interest in traditional management systems and most of the 

countries in the region have decentralised control of management of forests to a greater or lesser 

degree. Most conservation organisations have aligned themselves with the emphasis on 

decentralisation, and almost all now base their forest conservation programmes in the region on a 

variety of local management paradigms. The general consensus appears to be that under local 

management forest areas are being maintained or are extending, and it is proving easier to regulate the 

activities of non-local exploiters of the forests. The establishment of local management typically faced 

difficulties, but most observers see this as a result of imperfections in the way decentralisation was 

handled rather than from a problem with the basic concept.  
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Excellent overviews of decentralisation experiences in the region are given in Wiley and Mbaya 

(2001) and Barrow et al. (2002). One well-documented example relates to the Shinyanga region in 

Tanzania. There communities had maintained a long tradition of ngitilis—indigenous natural resource 

management systems in areas of dry forest—to sustain sources of fodder, fuel and other forest 

products. In 1975 when many villages were relocated under the Ujamaa ‘villagisation’ scheme, the 

ngitilis were largely abandoned. Instead the government attempted to promote tree planting, mainly of 

exotic species. Beginning in the mid-1980s government schemes began to support greater local 

decision-making in forest management and encouraged people once again to manage natural 

regeneration with ngitilis. Local memory of the ngitili system was still strong and there was demand 

for ngitili products. In 1998 Tanzania revised its forest policy and placed greater emphasis on 

participatory management and decentralisation, giving further support to the ngitilis. Village 

authorities are now empowered to enact bylaws, apply traditional rules and appoint guards to protect 

their ngitilis.  

 

  The total extent of ngitilis in the Shinyanga region increased from 600 hectares in 1986 to 250,000 

hectares in 2001. The average size of the ngitilis is 2.2 hectares and the range is from 0.1 to 215 

hectares. About half of ngitilis are owned by communities and half by individual households.   

[reference?] It is clear that ngitilis contribute to local livelihoods. The fact that they are largely mixed 

forests of indigenous species also suggests that they are a good option for maintaining biodiversity. 

 

Many of the biodiverse forests of Eastern Africa are located on mountains. Climates and soils in these 

areas are good for agriculture; population densities are high and pressures on the forests are intense. 

Conservation programmes for these forests, from Ethiopia to Zimbabwe, have exploited the 

advantages of decentralised and local management. While problems have occurred when central forest 

departments resist divesting real rights and ownership of those forests to local people, in general, 

conservation programmes based on local management are considered to be the best option for 

maintaining these forests and by extension their biodiversity (Barrow et al. 2002, Wiley and Mbaya, 

2001).   
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Guatemala 

 

In 1989 the Guatemalan government disbanded an authoritarian regional agency responsible for the 

natural resources of the remote Peten region and established the 3.1 million hectare Maya Biosphere 

Reserve.  Within two years, it became apparent that the government’s new ‘light-handed approach’ 

was incapable of stemming the flow of landless peasants into the reserve, and that the reserve's 

significant conservation values were severely threatened.   

 

As a response to the anarchic situation, a consortium of conservation and development NGOs, donors 

and progressive government officials created the Comite Consultivo Forestal to develop a 

decentralised community forestry concession model.  This model was unique in that its fundamental 

tenet was to develop an economic constituency for maintaining forest and reducing forest conversion 

via natural forest management. The committee developed rules and regulations delineating rights and 

responsibilities to forest resources for communities first, and private companies second.   

 

Withstanding substantial pressure by the traditional wood products industries, the government 

established the first community concession of 7,000 hectares in 1994.  Since then, it has granted long-

term management rights to both communities and industries of over 400,000 hectares of natural 

forest.  Much of this forest is now Forest Stewardship Council—FSC—certified.  Conservation 

benefits have been substantial.  For example, in areas of the Biosphere Reserve under concessions 

forest conversion fires and illegal logging have been dramatically reduced, whereas in the centrally 

managed National Parks such as Laguna del Tigre and Sierra Lacandon they have increased. 

[reference?] Employment and earnings in remote forest communities in the Biosphere Reserve have 

benefited from sustainable forestry activities. [describe and reference or delete] 
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The type of ‘decentralisation’ in Guatemala is based upon the government developing rules and 

regulations (with substantial local public input), and the communities then shouldering the 

responsibility of implementing them.  Under this model the control of illegal logging, forest 

conversion and invasions are the responsibility of decentralised local managers.  In a sense, the 

government has passed the brunt of the protection responsibility to the communities who obtain 

economic benefits from forestry. The model works. [box only describes the conservation benefits, not 

economic benefits or migration effects of locally-managed system.]  

 

 

 

 

Nicaragua 

 

The northeastern corner of Nicaragua is home to the Miskito and Mayagna indigenous groups, which 

have had their own democratically elected government since 1990. This independent governance 

system is based on traditional systems. However, virtually all decisions related to forest management 

and natural resource use were made by the National Forest Service. In 1992, the government 

decentralised approval decisions for Environmental Impact Assessments of all projects in the area. 

National funds were used to establish a regional environmental authority that has successfully 

assumed responsibility for local environmental management.  In light of this success, a new Forestry 

Law was approved in August 2003, which specifically addresses decentralisation of federal 

responsibilities to local authorities. In particular it provides for: 

•  Approval, control and supervision of harvest operations; 

•  Public consultation and approval processes; 

•  Channelling of revenues to local government; and 

•  Policy development. 
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In response to its increasing responsibility, the indigenous government’s Natural Resource 

Commission has established a Comite Consultivo Forestal comprised of professionals working on 

forestry issues in the region.  This committee is finalising a comprehensive forest strategy to delineate 

priority activities, funding sources, and partners to ensure that not only the national government, but 

also donors and NGOs engaged in activities relevant to the needs and unique context of the Miskito 

Coast. 

 

The committee’s work is already bearing fruit; 10 indigenous communities have initiated natural 

forest management on over 75,000 hectares of lowland tropical and pine savannah forests.  

Community forestry businesses are slowly being established; commercial linkages are developing; 

FSC certification is being pursued; and a generally favourable response by most members of the wood 

products industry is the result. [needs references and/or data to support] 

     

 

 

Philippines 

 

Sibuyan Island is one of the most important centres of biodiversity and endemism in the Philippines. 

At the heart of the island is the Mt Guiting-Guiting Natural Park. It is the only remaining mountain in 

the country that retains relatively intact habitats along its entire elevation gradient. The Park covers 

some 16,000 hectares of strictly protected area and an additional 10,000 hectares of buffer zone. 

 

In the midst of this near-natural area live some 50,000 people, more than half of whom live well 

below the government-defined poverty level.  Amongst the population are approximately 1,700 

indigenous people known as the Sibuyan Mangyan Tagabukid who live in the upland areas of the 

island relying on agriculture, timber, non-timber forest products and hunting for their 

livelihoods.  With the creation of the protected area in 19XX, that indigenous population was 
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deprived access to timber and non-timber forest products—even though the protected area 

contained about 5,000 hectares of indigenous land. A consortium of NGOs that advocate for 

indigenous peoples’ rights, including Anthropology Watch, the Legal Assistance Centre for 

Indigenous Filipinos, and the Philippine Association for Intercultural Development, began a 

programme to assist the indigenous people to obtain community title to the land. It also helped them 

to develop sustainable management systems for natural resources within the ancestral domain. [the 

indigenous people were given title to the entire protected area or just the ancestral part?] Management 

responsibility within the ancestral domain of the Sibuyan Mangyan Tagabukid was decentralised from 

Philippine government authorities to the indigenous community themselves. The hypothesis tested 

was that ‘secure land tenure combined with provisions of capital and training in resource management 

could assure sustainable use of biodiversity.’  [references?] 

 

In January 2001, four years after starting the tenure process, community title to 7,905 hectares of 

Sibuyan ancestral domain was approved. In fostering a sense of collective community responsibility, a 

natural resource management plan has been developed and adopted by the indigenous community. 

The plan describes the Sibuyan priorities and commitments to sustainable resource management, and 

identifies the resources needed for the protection and development of their ancestral domain.  In a 

review conducted in 2001, respondents observed reductions in illegal activities (i.e., logging and fish 

poisoning) and increase in the planting of root crops and reforesting of open and abandoned areas. 

The opening of new agricultural land was reduced. With the aid of the communication equipment 

provided by the project and increased awareness of forest laws, the Sibuyan have conducted patrols 

and apprehended timber poachers.   

 

With secure tenure, the Sibuyan people are able to enforce independent decisions over the resources 

within their domain. For instance, when the local government needs timber to build a school, a church 

or a bridge, its executives are now obliged to negotiate first with tribal authorities regarding the 

amount of timber that can be extracted from inside the ancestral domain. 
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In the Philippines, tenurial claims by indigenous peoples have largely been ignored since the Spanish 

declared all non-cultivated land as public domain, belonging to the state. With no recognised legal 

documentation showing proof of ownership (save for oral history), the forestlands, where most of the 

country’s indigenous peoples live, were considered to be owned by the state. The implication was that 

indigenous people were squatting on lands that they had been occupying since before the creation of 

the Philippine State.  The promulgation of the Indigenous Peoples Rights Act in 1997 was considered 

a landmark victory in the struggle to correct centuries of injustice. The process of determining tenure 

rights involves community consultations, ethnographic research, censuses, boundary identification 

and delineation, mapping, public notifications, a review, and finally, the approval of community title 

by the Board of the National Commission on Indigenous Peoples.  

 

 

There are numerous other examples from all three tropical regions where conservation organisations 

are supporting processes such as those that we document from Guatemala, Nicaragua and the 

Philippines [and Eastern Africa?] in the hope that this will provide the best option for reconciling 

local livelihood benefits with biodiversity conservation objectives. In most cases it is too early to tell 

if the approach will be sustainable over time and will yield the desired biodiversity outcomes. 

Methods for assessing and monitoring biodiversity are still inadequate to confirm the success of these 

approaches in a scientific and comparative way. [references?] 

 

Decentralisation and the Restoration of Degraded Lands 

 

Large-scale central government programmes to restore degraded lands have often been criticised by 

conservation organisations for having unfavourable social and environmental impacts (Sayer and 

Changjin Sun 2003). Such schemes tend to promote vast monocultures of a single, often exotic, 

species of tree. They are often implemented with little regard to the values that local people might 

attach to the land concerned.  There has recently been considerable interest in restoration programmes 
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that are more responsive to local conditions and these often involve the decentralisation of 

responsibility to local communities.  

 

In China people have responded positively to the devolution of responsibility for degraded sites by 

establishing plantations of bamboo and trees. The plantations are primarily aimed at meeting market 

demand for fibre and fruits, but there is an assumption that they will also improve the biodiversity of 

the degraded lands. Again, these are as yet unfounded assumptions. There is evidence from some sites 

in China that degraded vegetation retains a considerable diversity of indigenous plants and animals 

and that the establishment of plantations displaces that diversity. Other studies have shown that 

plantations can be surprisingly rich in biodiversity and that simple modifications of management 

practices can further enhance their biodiversity value (Buck, Parotta and Wolfrum 2003). The 

International Tropical Timber Organisation has recently published a set of guidelines for forest 

restoration and rehabilitation that give prominence to the role of decentralised authorities in 

accomplishing programmes that favour biodiversity and other environmental values (ITTO, 2003). 

 

Decentralisation in Situations of Armed Conflict and Civil Strife 

 

A number of recent studies have shown the extent to which armed conflict and civil strife are 

prevalent in forest areas in the developing world. Social conflict can undermine or totally destroy the 

institutions charged with forest management. Insurgent groups often over-exploit forests, in some 

cases using the proceeds to finance their military operations. There is some evidence that 

decentralised management arrangements for forests may be more resilient in the face of such 

disturbance than centralised management regimes. In Zimbabwe the community managed wildlife 

areas are said to have survived the current period of civil unrest better than have the national parks. 

Local people clearly saw a greater interest in protecting resources that they could exploit for their own 

benefit than in protecting resources that were under central management. [references?] 
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A contrary situation has been noted in Liberia and the Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC). Well-

established national parks in those countries appear to have survived the decade-long turmoil that 

surrounded them better than one might have expected. Those sites had a high international profile 

prior to the conflict—several of those in the DRC were World Heritage Sites—and the international 

community was able to find ways of channelling resources to conserve these sites even during periods 

of conflict. Various rebel factions in both countries have engaged with international conservation 

groups to ensure the protection of these forest protected areas. At least part of the motivation may 

have been an attempt to establish their credentials as legitimate and responsible governance bodies in 

the post-conflict era.     

 

Federal and Centralised Governments 

 

A number of conflicts have arisen in federal systems between provincial governments and central 

authorities in cases where a provincial government has been responsive to resource extraction 

industries at sites of biodiversity importance whereas the central authority sees longer-term 

conservation objectives to be more important. Australia is a notable example where the state 

governments have been particularly responsive to issues of rural employment and primary industry 

interests, whereas the federal authorities, responding to the urban electorate in Sydney and 

Melbourne, have favoured conservation. This debate has been especially intense on the issue of World 

Heritage listing for some protected areas. Listing under the World Heritage Convention brings a site 

under more direct federal control, and in some instances, is strongly resisted by the state government. 

Similar issues have arisen in Malaysia and Canada. [references?] 

 

Native Land Claims 

 

In recent years conservationists have often found common cause with indigenous peoples’ groups. 

Traditional systems of land management are recognised as favouring biodiversity. However there are 

also instances where indigenous peoples are making claims upon land that is already gazetted in 
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IUCN category I to IV protected areas. The native land claims often find constitutional support as the 

laws and treaties upon which they reside predate those that led to the creation of protected areas. This 

issue may become more significant in many developing countries as local people react to legal 

systems and protected areas that were put into place by colonial or centralised dictatorial regimes. 

There certainly will be many situations where native land claims will conflict with biodiversity 

conservation objectives. Claims for exemption from wildlife and fisheries regulations, especially 

concerning hunting seasons, bag limits, size restrictions, etc., often bring native peoples into conflict 

with government conservation agencies. These conflicts are likely to be exacerbated under 

decentralised regimes.     

 

Conclusions 

 

Conservation organisations generally consider the implementation in recent decades of decentralised 

and devolved forest management schemes to have been very positive. In many cases, however, 

decentralisation occurred too rapidly and has been subject to multiple and conflicting pressures. Often 

central authorities have localised some decision-making, but have retained control of the most 

valuable assets. Hasty or opportunistic decentralisation has often left institutional vacuums and an 

absence of accountability. Some attempts to ‘turn back the clock’ have failed. One cannot assume that 

local communities will be able to re-establish traditional systems of forest management overnight 

after years of central government interference. The conclusion from many recent experiences of 

devolved management in Africa and Asia is that they did not really work, but we now understand 

why.  

 

Much of the decentralisation occurred in situations where both governance institutions—central and 

local—are weak. Decentralisation or devolution alone will not solve that problem. Most programmes 

to devolve forest management to communities and local authorities have been driven by the need to 

improve local livelihoods. Conservation organisations have often become involved after the process 

was already engaged.  Few situations exist where baseline data on environmental values is available 
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for evaluating the performance of decentralised forest management systems. Often, we know only the 

presence or absence of forest cover and little about the biodiversity of that forest. 

 

The central forest institutions of less developed countries have great difficulty in conserving forest 

environments. Forests there are disappearing rapidly. But a number of instances exist where natural 

forests have increased as a consequence of local management arrangements. Based on those 

successes, conservation organisations have developed some optimism. Beyond natural forests, 

however, the option of central control of extensive protected areas, which is the traditional 

cornerstone of forest conservation, needs to be retained. Devolved management systems have a vital 

role to play in achieving the complementary patchwork of different forest types in multi-functional 

landscapes, which are essential to address broad conservation goals.  

 

 

Conditions under which Decentralisation Favours Biodiversity Conservation 

 

1. Devolved and decentralised management schemes have often led to the maintenance or extension 

of areas of species-rich indigenous forests and have thus provided biodiversity benefits. Local 

management, rather than centralised management, has proved more successful in achieving this in 

many situations. 

2. Decentralisation must be a planned and negotiated process; crisis decentralisation risks leaving an 

institutional vacuum. 

3. When the benefits of protected areas and other conservation measures accrue mainly at a broad 

public or global level it may be unwise and unrealistic to assume that decentralised management 

will be effective. Category I to IV protected areas should in general be retained under central 

government control. 

4. Local managers must have legitimacy and be representative of local resource users; a large degree 

of local democracy may be a prerequisite for any sort of decentralisation to work (Ribot 2002 and 

2003). 
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5. Assets, rights and power—not just responsibility—must be transferred to local managers.  

6. Resources to support conservation programmes must be available to decentralised institutions. 

7. Economic benefits must accrue to decentralised managers, and these must be equal to, or exceed, 

the opportunity costs foregone to ensure biodiversity conservation. 

8. When the value of conservation activities accrue mainly to external constituents then some form 

of regulatory or financial incentive must be provided for decentralised managers. 

9. Direct environmental payments will often be necessary to offset local costs and opportunity costs 

of programmes to conserve biodiversity whose value accrues to the global community and not 

directly to local people. 
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