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Forum

The social and environmental impacts of wilderness and development

Dan Brockington and Kai Schmidt-Soltau

Sanderson & Redford’s (2003) correct insistence that
poverty alleviation programmes ought more actively
to include conservation would be well matched by an
awareness of the impacts of some conservation policies,
particularly the establishment of strictly protected areas,
on local livelihoods. Lands protected as wilderness
require the removal or exclusion of people and are
locally costly. Wilderness protection requires, we argue,
far more awareness of the nature and extent of these costs
wherever conservation interests have to be best served
by people’s absence.

Poverty alleviation that overlooks conservation is
not sustainable and will offer no relief to threats to
biodiversity. For several years now biological scientists
and conservationists have reminded us that Millennium
Development Goals, poverty reduction strategies and
the latest trends in sustainable development have to pay
due regard to conservation priorities. Failure to strike
the right balance between conservation and develop-
ment is dangerous to conservation, and quite possibly
deleterious to human development.

The converse is also true: if conservationists get the
balance wrong, with environmental policies ignoring the
impoverishment that they may cause, then the result is
certainly harmful to people and quite possibly damaging
for conservation. This is most clearly apparent with the
social impacts of strictly protected areas (IUCN catego-
ries I and II). The international conservation community
at the World Parks Congress has voiced in the Durban
Accord the concern ‘that many costs of protected areas
are born locally – particular by poor communities – while
the benefits accrue globally’ (WPC, 2003: 2). The Con-
gress made the commitment, ‘that protected area man-
agement strives to reduce, and in no way exacerbates,
poverty’ (WPC, 2003).

Since the inception of national parks, the protection of
perceived wildernesses has necessitated the removal of
people. Some more recent parks have involved careful
compensation arrangements for people evicted, but these
are not the norm. More often, evictions occasion expense,

hardship and impoverishment. Assessments of biodi-
versity conservation in the context of poverty alleviation
suggest that protected areas do not reduce poverty,
but on the contrary increase the poverty of rural popula-
tions (Brockington, 2002, Cernea & Schmidt-Soltau,
2003). Compensation for the impoverishment caused
by protected areas requires knowledge of who has
been affected and how greatly their lives have changed.
Appreciation of the multiple benefits of conservation for
biodiversity and for people will be incomplete without
a good understanding of the costs involved.

In our view, wilderness and protected area policies
require a far greater understanding of their social and
environmental impacts, for five reasons. Firstly, there is a
widespread recognition that protected areas that cause
harm or inconvenience to local groups will be threatened
by non-cooperation or outright resistance. State authori-
ties and conservation organizations are striving to find
ways in which protected areas can provide real benefits
to local groups. They are handicapped by want of
measurement and understanding of the costs involved. It
is therefore hard to tell whether the benefits offered do
provide adequate compensation for the inconvenience
conservation can cause. Similarly, engagement between
conservation authorities and local communities is often
handicapped by inadequate grasp of the history of inter-
action and conflict between the two. This has to be recog-
nized as part of any process of rapprochement. To find a
balance between local people’s needs and protected areas
requires careful and detailed data collection.

Secondly, addressing the costs of conservation is
important for more than just the pragmatic reasons
that not doing so may harm conservation. There may be
instances where it will be possible for conservation poli-
cies to disadvantage local people without compromising
their own objectives. Rural groups may be too weak
effectively to resist and obstruct conservation (Brocking-
ton, 2003). But there are powerful ethical reasons why
the power of conservation policies should not be wielded
in this way, in the same way as the power of the poverty
reduction paradigm should not ignore the needs of
biodiversity protection.

Thirdly, conservation can and should be a powerful
tool for wealth creation and poverty reduction. The
potential for conservation agendas to empower and
enrich local groups is recognized in many quarters.
Protected areas in particular can have many positive
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benefits for local groups, including provision of eco-
system services, employment opportunities, and preser-
vation of cultures. Yet the full impact of these schemes
requires a good understanding of their impacts on
local peoples’ livelihoods and of the opportunity costs
incurred by setting aside land for conservation. The local
politics and distribution of the costs and benefits within
communities must also be understood if the contribution
of these schemes to the common good is to be realized.

Fourthly, the abuses that some groups have suffered as
a result of conservation policy has given human rights
and cultural survival organizations considerable cause
for concern. At the same time it is clear that many of
the data they cite and examples they list are contested
by their opponents. Debates tend to generate more heat
than light and are often characterized by want of good
data. Clearer arguments would be facilitated by better
information.

Fifthly, despite the gains made for protected areas in
recent years there are still biodiversity hotspots and areas
of important habitat that are not adequately protected.
National governments and international conservation
organizations are seeking to expand the area of conserva-
tion estate to meet these needs. To be undertaken pro-
perly this will have to involve good assessments of the
costs that these moves are likely to incur, and the benefits
that they will bring.

But despite these imperatives and their increasing
recognition within conservation, progress in dealing
with them is painfully slow. They still arouse consider-
able resistance. Attributing the outputs of the World
Parks Congress, for example, to the ‘international conser-
vation community’ ignores the marked divisions in the
conference between those who found these measures
important and those who felt they were detracting from
the proper business of conservation. This is particularly
noticeable in the fact that despite a threefold increase in
the number of protected areas in the last 30 years we have
relatively little idea of what the social costs of that expan-
sion has been. Here conservation is lamentably behind
other fields. The consequences of land loss to dams or
large scale development projects, for example, is now
better recognized, and clear methodologies have been
drawn up to assess the impacts (Cernea & Guggenheim,
1996; Cerna, 1997; Mahapatra, 1999; WCD, 2001; Down-
ing, 2002; World Bank 2002; Cernea, 2000).

The welcome gains made for protected areas in the last
generation have been accompanied by silence over its
social costs (Chatty & Colchester, 2002). This is particu-
larly worrying where we can expect the eviction of
people to be harmful to livelihoods. In the developing
world many areas worthy of protection are also the
home of predominantly poor rural populations. In these

circumstances we should expect that eviction without
provision for better livelihoods or employment will
cause impoverishment.

It must be remembered that the categories of protected
areas counted in the recent expansion include many
places where human residence is still allowed. The area
occupied by IUCN protected area categories I and II is
only 30% of total protected lands. But a significant pro-
portion of protected areas are yet to be categorized, and
some of those in categories other than I and II have
required the eviction and exclusion of people (Game
Reserves in Tanzania, for example, which are category
IV) or embody other significant negative impacts for
the inhabitants of these areas (Schmidt-Soltau, 2004). The
increase in protected areas over recent decades is likely
to have had a considerable human cost, about which
there is remarkable silence or denial in conservation
circles.

In this context it is therefore disappointing that
Sanderson & Redford did not mention this aspect of the
relationship between poverty and conservation, and it
points perhaps to a deeper malaise at work. The funda-
mental conflict here might be cognitive (Adams et al,
2003). It is in the framing and awareness of the issues that
problems of conservation-induced impoverishment are
ignored, just as development planners and poverty alle-
viation strategies are turning a blind eye to conservation
needs.

Recognizing the existence of both problems does not
mean that both conservation and poverty alleviation can
be equally provided for in any given situation. There are
many cases where conservation can only proceed in the
absence of people and removing them will be costly and
violent. Nor will economic measures alone capture the
full loss of identity, home, belonging and the other intan-
gibles that protected areas will deny. Equally, develop-
ment and the spread of human influence has had, and
will continue to have, a devastating impact on habitat
and species survival. Recognizing the existence of both
needs will require recognizing conflicts and incompati-
bilities.

Development that is sensitive to conservation needs
will, as Redford & Sanderson recognize, be sensitive to
local needs and the diversity of local priorities, and will
prioritize livelihood change that leaves space for Nature.
But it will still, on occasion, be destructive. Prioritizing
conservation needs in development will not mean ceas-
ing to transform the world, but understanding precisely
what the losses to biodiversity and conservation will be.
Then it will be possible to know what sort of redress is
necessary, and which losses cannot be compensated for.
Equally, strict protected areas that are pro-poor will not
necessarily mean no more evictions. But they will be
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aware of the costs of these moves. They will actively seek
to assess the full economic, cultural and psychological
impacts, and they will strive to adequately compensate
any losses and mitigate the damage.

Practically, we can suggest two specific priorities
necessary for conservation to achieve such sensitivity.
Firstly, in recognition of the power and influence
wielded by international conservation organizations it
will be important for them to develop codes of conduct
with respect to the social impacts of the policies they
support. These are analogous to the conservation codes
of conduct advocated for private companies (Sanderson,
2002). These codes could, following the poverty reduc-
tion recommendation of the World Parks Congress,
involve commitments not to support conservation poli-
cies that perpetrate injustices or that, for example, entail
evictions without adequate compensation.

Secondly, it is imperative to have some sort of assess-
ment of the nature of the social impact of protected areas,
especially given recent expansions. This requires a sub-
stantial effort, but is easily within current capacities. We
have developed a methodology for such a global assess-
ment (Schmidt-Soltau & Brockington, 2004), based on
a sample of 196 protected areas (2% of IUCN protected
area categories I and II) that will examine the conse-
quences of land loss, and the benefits of protected
areas, based on our previous work (Brockington, 2002;
Schmidt-Soltau, 2003). Its success depends on the wide-
spread involvement of diverse regional experts, and
we would welcome comments, advice and involvement.
We hope it will be a means to actively  address the
impoverishment that conservation can cause.

Sustainability has both ecological and social dimen-
sions. Population relocation for park creation requires
this double sustainability – of livelihoods and of the
biosphere. When protected area policies and resources
are put in place to ensure poverty reduction through
relocation for park creation, than the double sustain-
ability would be accomplished. This is possible but
relatively expensive. Estimates for such resettlement in
rain forest are $20–30 thousand per person (Cernea &
Schmidt-Soltau, 2003). Where the political will to achieve
double sustainability is not available the rural popula-
tion will lose and biodiversity conservation is unlikely to
win local support. We agree with Sanderson & Redford
‘that the single requirement is a dedication to create . . .
partnerships between conservationists and developmen-
talists’, but we insist that a reconciliation that ignores
either the social or ecological costs will lead nowhere.
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