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Bram Biischer

espite much recent at-

tention,  biodiversity

conservation and pro-

tected area manage-
ment remain, in large part, sub-
servient issues in the world today:
they need to continuously adapt
themselves to ‘larger’ issues of the
global political economy to remain
politically acceptable.

Based on this assumption,
we argue that it is possible to iden-
tify three major trends in conser-
vation and protected area manage-
ment that are likely to influence
policy and practice for a long time
to come. We have termed these ‘ne-
oliberal conservation, ‘bioregional
conservation, and ‘hijacked conser-
vation.

Neoliberal  conservation
is based on the major political-
economic trend of the fall of com-
munism and the subsequent ideo-
logical hegemony of neoliberalism.
Since the beginning of the 1990s,
more and more facets of human life
have been brought under the influ-
ence of market thinking, and con-
servation is no exception. Several
consequences can be noted. The

first obvious one is the marketisa-
tion of nature: the management of
biodiversity according to the eco-
nomic principles of demand and
supply. A second and related - yet
farther reaching - consequence
is the commodification of nature.
This entails changing the inher-
ent value of nature into monetary
value. Nature thus becomes an ‘en-
vironmental service’ whereby its
existence is legitimised by market
demand. A last consequence is the
increasing private sector involve-
ment in nature conservation. One
example is private companies buy-
ing up park land and running parks

as businesses.

The second trend we have
identified is ‘bioregional conserva-
tion, which is influenced by glo-
balisation and the information and
communication technology (ICT)
revolution. Bioregional conserva-
tion is, first, characterised by the
decreasing importance of boundar-
ies for conservation. Bioregional,
ecosystem, landscape, and trans-
frontier approaches to conserva-
tion have all seen a steep rise in
popularity over the past decade.
A second development under this
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trend is the increasing impact that
outside agents are having on local
environments. Due to the possibili-
ties offered by the ICT revolution,
it has become easier for resource-
rich agents to intervene in far-away
natural settings; and an increasing
number, especially rich western
philanthropists, even feel entitled
to do so. Yet, while they do so with
the aim of conservation, they often
have great impact on local power
dynamics. A last tendency under
the trend of bioregional conser-
vation is the issue of localisation,
without which globalisation can-
not be understood. Nature can be
interpreted in multiple ways and
the global-local dialectic will have a
clear impact on this struggle for the
foreseeable future.

The third and last trend we
have identified is ‘hijacked conser-
vation, a consequence of the recent
international emphasis on secu-
rity. Paradoxically, this has led to
a re-emphasis on borders, making
the implementation of transfron-
tier and bioregional conservation
approaches more difficult. A sig-
nificant development that is more
worrying, however, is that nature is

further marginalised by being made
a strategic pawn in the ‘war on ter-
ror, and in international security
discussions. Thus, besides the com-
modification of nature, its value has
further been co-opted for security
reasons rather than for the conser-
vation of biodiversity.

Although the influence
of these large-scale global politi-
cal and economic trends on biodi-
versity conservation and protected
area management is not a new phe-
nomenon, participants in the con-
servation debate tend to loose sight
of this bigger picture. By calling
attention to these trends, we aim
to enhance the understanding and
appreciation of macro-social, eco-
nomic, and political dynamics -
both constraints and opportunities
— that impinge on conservation and
development. Such an understand-
ing could, in turn, enhance the suc-
cess of initiatives that aim to im-
prove conservation of biodiversity
and protected areas management.
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Richard Marcus

ince coming to power in

2002 President MarcRavalo-

manana has both reformed

and accelerated the path
to decentralisation in Madagascar,
granting new roles and responsi-
bilities to regional and community
leadership. We thus see the role of
the national government diminish-
ing in favor of resource manage-
ment at the community level. This
sort of decentralisation is intended
to empower the local population to
improve accountability, civic en-
gagement, and equity. It addresses
the greater capacity of local au-
thorities for responsiveness to local
population needs, while improving
efficiency, equity and local “own-
ership” of the governing process.

I have explored the impact
of increased responsibility for water
managementanddecision-makingin
the communes within Madagascar’s
southern district of Ambovombe-
Androy. Ambovombe-Androy is
a semi-arid district that comprises
17 communes with marked levels
of poverty. Limited water supply,
extreme demand, and predatory
operators drive water prices up to
unaffordable levels. Decentralisa-
tion has served to exacerbate, rather
than ameliorate, the problem.

Donors have attempted to alleviate

— or at least mitigate — the Ambo-
vombe water crisis. Despite certain
differences in approach, they have
all focused on the community level
to manage a micro-level water facil-
ity. While a conceptually strong ef-
fort, in practice the amount of wa-
ter obtained has been limited and
the community-based organisations
have often been troubled by their
own inefficiencies or corruption.
The one significant macro-effort,
in which Japan funded two dozen
water trucks and a pumping facility
in neighboring Amboasary, and in
which a government agency was put
in charge of managing and main-
taining the new equipment and in-
tervening in the Ambovombe water
market, was an ill-conceived design.
Water delivery by truck is necessar-
ily inefficient. In this case, offering
a limited quantity of the resource
exacerbated existing class cleavages
as water became a commodity for
those who could afford to pay for
it in large quantities. Supply chal-
lenges have led to the rise of private
water markets with a seasonal varia-
tion of as much as 1500 percent in
rates.

A finer optic needs to be
employed for determining the re-
lationship between state and local
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institutions. The state is using the
trend towards decentralised water
management as an opportunity to re-
duce reasonable levels of responsibil-
ity, though it is needed to regularise
supply and pricing of piped water via
infrastructure development. Water
is most cost-effective by scale; even
standpipes are not cost-effective if
they do not ensure regularised sup-
ply. Community associations can be
valuable but only below the turnout.
We also need to better understand
and adapt community level organisa-
tions. This requires management and
human capital, as well as state engage-
ment and investment. Ambovombe’s
communities need to be viewed as a
complex mosaic of relationships that
both enhance and detract from the
power of the state in a dynamic fash-
ion. We need to know more about
the dynamics of each community in-
cluding leadership type, acceptability
of cost recovery schemes, type of la-
bor inputs, and suitability of enforce-
ment mechanisms. In contrast to the
universal use of the commune admin-
istrative level, careful disaggregation
of community advantage may lead to
diverse definitions of community for
the purpose of creating water users
groups. We can then figure out which
responsibilities are best suited for
each community and what is needed
of a state that tends to be at best inef-
ficient, and at worst predatory.
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