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1. Introduction

Wildlife conservation in Indig, asin most parts of the world, is complex and often contentious.
What on the surface appearsto be asimpleissue of protecting wild animals and plants from forces beyond
their control, on closer ingpection quickly dissolvesinto acomplex tangle of conflicting issues: humanrights
versus the protection of animas and forests, the exclusion of al humans from protected areas versus the
possibility of human coexistence with wildlife and the exclusive Sate control over protected areas versus
increased local participation in protected area management. Indeed, beyond the broad objective of
preserving nature, thereisoften littlein common among the various positions adopted by conservationitsas
to the specifics of what isto be protected, for, by and from whom.

Conservation practice necessarily entails the imposition of regulations over access to certain
resources with specific people or ingtitutions attempting to definewho has accessto those resourcesand on

what terms. The outcome of negotiated accessto resourcesislargely areflection of power relaionsat the
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locd, regiond or nationd level. There are critical questions revolving around our understanding of how
ecosystemswork and the need to empl oy accurate sciencein the management of protected areas, but here
too the links between power and knowledge influence our perception of the natura world and the optima
means of managing it. Conservation practiceis, therefore, a profoundly political process. | will make a
smplepoint in thisessay: what gets conserved, and by whom, will ultimately be determined by socid and
politica processes as much, if not more, than by the scientific knowledge we bring to bear on resource

managemen.

2. Statevs. Local Controls

The centrd stand-off in Indian conservation is the question of whether protected areas should be
inviolate and managed by the state, or whether bcd communities should have a bigger say in the
management of protected areas including, if need be, access to resources within these areas. Within this
discusson, nather the delonisation of the state nor the romanticisation of local communities is of much
vaue

Can the state enforce unpopular policiesthat exclude local communities from conservation aress?
The smple answer isno, not on asustained bass. While the posting of guards may ensure the absence of
villagers from the more high profile sections of Nationd Parks, there is little the state can do againgt
anonymous “crimes,” such as the setting of forest fires or the use of poison to kill lions, tigers, and other
carnivores. Such actions are, in part, an expresson of the dienation villager's fed from conservation
programsthat deny them accessto basic necessities. Inturn, such animosity may trandateinto heightened
support for poaching, an activity that ismost effective by poachersloca contacts, but also most effectively

checked by cooperation with local contacts. Whether the state or the poacher captures the support of the



locad communities largely depends on the latters degree of dienation from the resource and the sate.

Thedivided nature of the state isanother reason for itsineffectivenessin controlling loca accessto
resources. Rarely do the agendas of the lowest functionaries of the state align with those of policy makers
— if only because of the inability of the state to provide adequate salariesto its lowest paid gaff. Inthe
absence of adequate compensation, even if that compensation were to be raised, there islittle reason to
assume an dignment of forest guard and policy maker interests regarding what needs to be conserved and
the means of conserving the same. Guardshired from loca villagesarefar morelikey to have sympethies
with the people among whom they have kin or other long-standing ties. Guards may of course chooseto
enforce restrictions on some members of the community. However, thisis as likdy to be an exercise of
power as an atempt to conserve, say the wild flowers of the Himaayas, and is ashaky premise for long-
term efforts at conserving nature.

Therearedso horizontd divisonswithinthedate, in part amanifestation of conflicting mandatesto
different departments. However, let us leave that for the moment, and concentrate on what is the more
crucid issue of potentia differencesin the agendas of politicians and bureaucrats. However imperfectly
Indian democracy may appear to function, politicians will eventualy respond to voter demands for the
lifting of regtrictions on access to forest resources, it is Smply a question of the issue coming to gain
aufficient importance in a given congtituency. Politicians dected on an anti-consarvation platform will,
ultimately strip protected areas of this status, as has happened in parts of Gujarat. Political interventionin
Forest Department functioning isamply documented by Vamik Thapar for the state of MadhyaPradeshin

Centrd India® Variations to the theme have been reported within the context of local accessto Reserve
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Forestsin Himacha Pradesh.* Such interference arises for two reasons. politicians benefit persondly by
dlowingindudridigts preferentid accessto the minerd and forest wedl th within these areas, and they benefit
politicaly from fulfilling electord promises. As aresult, the use of forests and grasdands is determined
more by local community leaders and politicians and less by the Forest Department, the agency mandated
to manage this resource. Thus, there is a political problem associated with exclusonist conservation
policies of the Indian Forest Department. A long-term effectiveimplementation of such policy borderson
theimpossible.

In response to what has been perceived to be a fundamentdly unjust policy, numerous
environmenta and socid activisishave argued for the need to providelocal communitieswith agrester role
in protected areamanagement. Thisisviewed asbeing both inherently moreequitablethan an exclusonary
policy and a more effective means of conserving natural resources.

An extreme position among many socid activigsisfor the handing over of dl protected areasto the
sole care of local communities. However, there areother, lessdragtic, measures suggested by many both
within and outside the country. Following the successes of Joint Forest Management there have been
proposds for Joint Protected Area Management, wherein local communities would be given grester
managerid and decision making respongbility than iscurrently thecase. Thereisaninternationd interestin
eco-development, which is seen as encouraging eco-friendly development within villages with the aim of
improving thefinancia satusof villagers, thereby reducing their dependence on resourceswithin protected
areas.

There are dso examples from many parts of the country of loca action enabling the Forest

Department to achieveitsown conservation goas. The Tarun Bharat Sangh, for example, has successfully
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agitated for a ban on mining activities on land adjoining Sariska Nationd Park, in Rgasthan. Similarly,
inhabitants of villages that adjoin the Kailadevi Sanctuary, dso in Rgasthan, have successfully come
together to prevent migratory pagoraists from moving through the sanctuary, owing to the fear thet the
annua migrations of lakhs of sheep and goats are responsble for the absence of forest regeneration. In
each indance, thereisaconvergence of loca and Sate interests, with the latter’ sinterestsbeing served by
the (palitica) mohilization of the villagers
This second example aso points to a problem with the whole approach of increasing loca

participation; aproblem of defining thelocal community. We have acoincidence of interests of the Forest
Department and locd villagers in the desire to reduce pastordist presence in the area.  Pastordids,

however, would argue that they too are part of the “locd,” and that their rightsto usethe areaare a least
as “treditiond” as those of the villagers. Riven as Indian communities are by caste, class and other

divisons, and given that in a specific context there are numerous stakeholders, how does one identify the
limits of the“loca community” that will control accessto resources? Whilethecall to hand over control to
locd communities has a mord authority thet is incontestable, even those who believe in it have to

decongtruct the category of the community. Thisisvitd if conservation isto berooted at thelocd level.®

Many commentators have romanticized loca communities, particularly with regard tothe ecologicd

harmony of their lifestyles and the egditarian and equitable functioning of their indtitutions. Research has
demonstrated, however, that local power structures are often &t least equdly, if not more, responsiblethan
the state for cresting conditions of dependency and poverty. A smple shifting of control from the state to
thelocd level may ultimately do little more than reinforce unequa rations of power at thelocd level. The

means of empowering local communities needsto be carefully thought out, including aconceptudization of
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the possible role the state can play in effecting and sustaining such change.

Thebasicfact remains: we need to better involve village communitiesin conservation programmes
not because of lifestylesthat “are in harmony with nature” nor owing to the “ egditarian locd inditutions’
that will ensure equitable access to resources but, rather, because if we continue to dienate locd
communities, we will, per force, be helping to politicise conservation issues, resulting in a Sde-lining of
forestersand otherswith aninterest in conservation.  Instead, conservetionists could use dectord power to
apply palitica pressureto forcetheeviction of extractive industries, such asmining and forestry, from areas
of conservationinterest. Such political mobilization, in theinterests of conservation rather than againgt it, is
likey to take place only where locd communities are part of — and not excluded from — conservation

policy and practice.

3. K eeping People Out, L etting them in

Involving villagesin conservation programmesis, of course, rather vague. Let usassumethat our
purpose is to generate support for conservaion initigtives, or & least minimize villager hodility to
conservation measures. To focuson the latter: akey source of animosity towards conservation programs
initiated by Forest Departmentsisthe attempt to exclude people from Nationa Parks, T iger Reservesand
thelike. The question thet is raised is whether a blanket ban on human use of resources within National
Parksis necessary. If the answer is a conditiona no, then one has a potential means of enhancing local
support for conservetion. Let us examine the scientific debate over the exclusion of people from

conservation aress in some detall.
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Various judtifications have been advanced over time to keep people out of areas of conservation
interest. The notion that subsistence hunting pressureswould lead to adeclinein wildlife populationswas
used in much of the colonized world, even as sport hunting, often on amassive scale, was both permitted
and extolled.® Over the past two centuries, however, a second, more powerful idea has supported this
excluson of people from Protected Areas the notion of a delicate balance in naure.  Within this
congruction of nature, arguably linked to Christian mythology, ” nature is seen as being comprised of
individua componentslinked through various cheinsin avast food web. Each delicate and easily disturbed
link helps to maintain an overdl balancein nature. Human activities within such aframework such asfire,
grazing, and shifting cultivation have been seen as* un natural” and necessarily adisturbance and threet to
the delicate web of life.

Indeed, the notion of nature as a delicate web has congtituted a key underpinning to theoretica
ecology until as recently as the 1980's and continues to inform popular perceptions of the natural world.
For society at large, thisisoften the most powerful rationaefor the continuation of apolicy to keep people
out of protected areas.

However, more recent research has suggested amore chaotic and less deterministic functioning of
nature. Human distur bancesin such situations are smply seen asbeing apart of the system. Fireregimes
have been shown to play asignificant rolein shaping the structure and composition of savannah, prairie, and
forest communities. East African pagtordists, for example, regularly burn dead vegetation in order to
encourage the growth of fresh shoots and to prevent the conversion of savannah to scrub bush.? Serengeti

Nationa Park isapart of this savannah and the periodic pastordist burning it is subject to needsto be seen
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asanintegra part of the sysem that sustainsthe greatest assemblage of wild mammasintheworld. There
are other examples of fire playing criticd rolesin shgping forest and grasdand communities.®
Theresponse of sysemstofireisprimarily dependent on the evolutionary higtory of the speciesthat
comprise the system. Thus, given a long history of being subject to a particular burning regime, an
ecosystem may be comprised of fire-tolerant or fire- dependent species. In such cases, theremovd of fire
may lead to an invason of exatics that are competitively superior in a decreased fire environment.
Conversdly, theintroduction of fireto asystem unused to being burned may result in theinvasion of exotics
cgpable of withstanding the stress of fire. Itisclear that an dterationto afireregimeislikely to dter system
characterigics. How one eva uates such change is a function of one's management objectives.
Smilarly, intensegrazing pressure may be responsible for maintaining highlevesof speciesdiversity
within grasdands. Research on areasthat have historicaly been subject to such grazing pressure— areas
such as the East African savannah the North American prairie, and the species rich chalk grasdandsof
England and Northern Europe’® — supports this theory In the absence of grazing, taler species may
outgrow shorter species, thereby “shading” the latter out. In effect, grazing may reduce the height
advantage a dominant species may hold, thereby reducing the dominance of afew speciesandincreasing
overdl species diversty. Amidst condderable controversy over excluson of livestock grazing from
Keoladeo Nationd Park and the VValley of FlowersNationa Park, recent research indicatesanincreasein

weeds with potentially serious consequencesfor key conservation vaues of these aress, particularly avian
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and plant diversity. ** The absence of research precludes adetailed evauation of other Indian experiences
of the consequences of dtering long-standing grazing regimes.

Research suggests that grasdand species that have evolved under an intense grazing regime have
developed physiological adaptations that enable ahigh tolerance to grazing losses. On the other hand, in
regions with a shorter history to grazing pressures, intense grazing can devadtate a flora, leading to the
invasion of unpalatable grasses and woody species as has been demongtrated in the Galgpagosdandsand
the inter-mountain American West.*2 Whether grazing congtitutes a disruption to a system, or, & a
disurbance is an integrd part of the system, depends very much on the history of the region’s grazing
regime.

Theoreticd treatments of fluctuationsin biodiversity indicate low levels of biodiversity at both the
high and the low extremes of the disturbance spectrum and high levels of species diverdty at moderate
levelsof disturbance!® Climatic disturbances such asfire, drought, flooding, hurricanes, etc., havedl been
seen asincreading the generd heterogeneity within an ecosystem, thereby leading to both agreater diversity
of habitat types and consequently a greater fauna diversity. The same heterogeneity of habitat types can
result from human use of a systlem, induding heavy grazing, burning, indigenous farming systems and the
like. It goes without saying that the disturbance hypothesis cannot be used to suggest that any and all
human activity can be encouraged within a Protected Area. The idea, however, that all human resource
utilization within protected areasisinimica to the conservation of biologicd diversty ishardto sugtaininthe

face of such an argument. From a purdy ecologica standpoint, there may be vaue in dlowing a
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continuation of certain loca land use practices.!4

Such a position, of course, assumes that some level of regulation will take place to ensure thet
resource use remains in concert with the achievement of conservation objectives. In turn, this implies
management based on monitoring, and requiresjudgement regarding what congtitutes acceptable levels of
resource harvesting. Once again, we arrive at apolitical crossroadsin conservation. Whose judgement is
to be used with regard to what congtitutes land degradation? Both sides claim superior expertise in this
context. Firdt, asarticulated by officids of the Forest Department and by research scientists, who claim
knowledge premised onthe“scientific,” and hence superior, training, of their experts. They contend that
the knowledge of herders, cultivators, and forest users, is too unsophisticated to be of usein forest
management. In counterpoint, one aso hears clams, some rather shrill, to the superiority of “indigenous
knowledge’ over “western science.” These clamants contend that their knowledgeismorevauablesince
itisganed from a lived experience rather through the “unred” world of experimentation.

Thismay be acaricature of the polarized nature of positions adopted by different groups of people,
but only margindly so. Thereisoften anexplicit dismissal of loca knowledge as being unscientific, assdsoa
romanticisation of local knowledge, as somehow having dl the answers. It is the politica issue par
excdlence, for the clam to knowledge is adso the clam to power. As with most issues related to
conservation, the truth lies somewhere in between these positions..  Science has tremendous power to

acquire knowledge of how systems function through the use of statistics and the appropriate design of

(1989).

A key response to this position is that most such examples are from areas with low population densities, and that
the same logic would not hold within the context of India s population pressures. | would argue the need examine
the issue on a site-specific basis (there is a need to deconstruct the Indian “popul ation problem”). Certainly, many
parts of the alpine meadows of the Himalayas are not necessarily subject to increasing livestock pressures
(Saberwal 1999, p. 171-176). The same may be true of other parts of Indiawith difficult terrain - including the Thar
Desert and the northeast Himalayas. In any case, a blanket ban on human resource use may not be necessary, and
we need to explore the conditions under which human resource use is compatible with achieving conservation
goals.

10



experiments.. However, itisvery difficult to establish causdity with regard to ecologica phenomenon given
environmenta variability from one year to the next and the covariation one isroutingly confronted within
nature. In contrast, years, and in some contexts, generations of experience, may have clues regarding
“normd” and “deviant” ecosystem behaviour. The question iswhether we can devel op the sophistication
to mix deductive and inductive reasoning, or are we too fixed in our waysto bewilling to look at complex

problems using any and dl sources of information?

4. Conclusion

There are no easy solutions. However, this is to be expected, given that one is deding with
emotiondly and politicaly charged issues.  Yet, as we individudly or collectively clam the high mora
ground in spesking on behdf of those unable to express themsdaves (plants, animals, or “helpless’ locd
communities), there is a need to recognize our tendency to work with dudities that are necessarily
amplifications of inherently complex phenomenon. Should peoplebe out or in? Should thestateor should
local people manage protected areas? Should “Western science” or “indigenousknowledge” providethe
basis for resource management?

For the most part, these are palitical questions, but then conservation isabout politics. To effect
better conservation we need to function as part of the wider politica process — not solely as socid
scientists and scientists who have the “best” answers. In a Stuation in which peopl€'s livelihoods and
security are at stake, there are no solutions that will satisfy everyone. However, can we prevent the
politicisation of conservation? Can we prevent the backlash from exclusionary conservation that resultsin

politicians making decisons that affect the future of nationa parksrather than the managers, scientistsand
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locad communities, that currently stake claims to this management?

Perhgps the unwillingness of conservationigts of different hues to give ground to those from other
camps hidesthelarger truth of the extreme difficultiesinvolved in creating working coditions. But, aswith
the larger nationd political scene, and perhgps linked to the growing number of political forums for
disadvantaged communities, | suspect thet the eraof asingle congtituency controlling al that hgppenswithin
India s Protected Aressisdrawing to an end. We cantry to bring local communities on board, aong with
al the complexity that entails, or, we can stand by and watch as protected areas are encroached upon by
indugtry, cultivation, herds of animals, and the congtruction of dams. Much of thiswill happen with the
support of, or in response to, the demands of locd communities dienated by an environmental movement

rooted in whet is ultimately an urban preoccupation with a specific, culturaly defined vision of nature.
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