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ABSTRACT

Conservation programs for protected areas and plant genetic resources have
evolved in similar ways, beginning with a focus on single species and expanding
to ecosystem strategies that involve the participation of local people. Anthro-
pologists have described the increasing importance of the participation of local
people in conservation programs, both of local populations in protected area
management and of farmers in plant genetic resources. Both protected areas and
plant genetic resources link local populations, national agencies, and interna-
tional organizations. Anthropological research (a) documents local knowledge
and practices that influence the selection and maintenance of crop varieties and
the conservation of rare and endangered species in protected areas, and (b)
clarifies the different concerns and definitions of biodiversity held by local
populations and international conservationists. In addition, anthropologists op-
erate in nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) and international agencies,
participating in policy debates and acting as advocates and allies of local
populations of farmers and indigenous peoples.

INTRODUCTION

The loss of biological diversity has become an important scientific and politi-
cal issue since 1970 and is increasingly addressed by anthropologists. Biologi-
cal diversity is defined in the Convention on Biological Diversity as “the
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variability among living organisms from all sources including, inter alia, ter-
restrial, marine and other aquatic ecosystems and the ecological complexities
of which they are part; this includes diversity within species, between species
and of ecosystems” (130). While most biological diversity is comprised of
undomesticated plants and animals, an important subset involves the diversity
among domesticated organisms. The loss of biological diversity appears to be
accelerating because of habitat alteration, rapid population growth, and tech-
nological change (48). The cultural value of biodiversity and the importance of
genetic resources in agriculture and medicine have added urgency to conserv-
ing diversity.

This review focuses on the relation between anthropology and conservation
in protected areas and in genetic resources of crops. Anthropologists have also
contributed to conservation elsewhere, including in forest and marine ecosys-
tems and in pastoralism and range management. Anthropologists are involved
in both protected area and agricultural resource conservation as researchers on
indigenous knowledge and management, as practitioners in managing conser-
vation programs, and as advocates for indigenous peoples’ rights.

Strategies for managing protected areas and conserving crop diversity have
evolved in similar ways, from an initial emphasis on preserving single species,
to habitat protection, to ecosystem conservation involving the participation of
local people. Parallel sets of national and international institutions address
linkages among local people, biological resources, and policy for conservation
in protected areas and for agricultural resources.

PROTECTED AREAS

Although states and other political entities have protected wildlife and forests
through the establishment of reserves for many centuries, large-scale expan-
sion of protected areas has occurred in the past 25 years, often in settings with
long-established human populations. These areas were set up to conserve
biodiversity through the protection of the habitat in which undomesticated
plant and animal species live. Similarly, while the anthropological literature on
this topic draws on well-established themes in the field, it has burgeoned
recently as well. The first writings appeared in the mid-1980s, and they have
expanded greatly since 1990.

The Growth of Protected Areas

The historical antecedents of protected areas can be located in royal game and
forest preserves in Europe and Asia (33) and in colonial policies in Africa and
Asia, which established forest preserves for the management of timber re-
sources (115) and game preserves for recreational hunting by colonial officials
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(93). In more recent decades, the threat of species extinction has become more
palpable, as seen in the decline of temperate-zone songbirds, which provided
the title to a major 1962 book, Silent Spring (28), and in the diminishing of
populations of large tropical mammals. The concern for the protection of
biodiversity became a key element of national and international environmental
movements, especially as a consequence of the growing awareness of the
extent and impact of the clearing of tropical forests. The measure of success of
conservation is generally taken in the prevention of species extinction. Many
conservationists also seek to maintain genetic diversity within particular spe-
cies, especially the protection of subspecies, as necessary to reduce the risk of
species extinction.

Conservation policy includes efforts on three levels. The first targets indi-
vidual species, often by limiting or preventing hunting and harvesting. The
second focuses on the protection of the habitat in which the populations of
endangered species live. The third manages entire assemblies of ecosystems.
For example, the first would protect spotted owls, the second would protect the
forests in which spotted owls live (thus also protecting other species that
inhabit these forests), and the third would manage the complex of forests,
meadows, agricultural lands, and other zones. The first is oriented directly to
the species; the second establishes protected areas as reserves; and the third
enacts systems of reserves—managing or reducing gaps in sets of fragmented
protected areas (132) or treating protected areas as cores surrounded by buffers
and linked through corridors (68). In ecological terms, the first is associated
with population ecology, the second with ecosystem ecology, and the third
with landscape ecology. A number of conservation policies, distinct from the
establishment of protected areas, continue with this first phase, which includes
zoos for captive breeding programs, prohibitions on international ivory trade,
and limits on commercial whaling. Because of the expansion of protected
ecosystems and landscapes into settled zones, conservationists have reconsid-
ered resident and neighboring human groups, leading many to view them as
potential participants in conservation rather than as poachers of wildlife or
destroyers of habitat (97, 98, 119, 158).

Before the 1970s, many terms, such as national parks, nature reserves, and
wildlife sanctuaries, were used to designate conservation units. The need for a
single term became apparent in international conferences, and in 1978 the
International Union for the Conservation of Nature established “protected
area” as the cover term. A typology of eight categories of protected areas,
distinguished by management objectives and practices, was codified in 1985
(see Table 1) and has become the standard international classification (97).
These eight are ranked in an order of decreasing strictness—the higher the
number, the fewer the restrictions on human activity and the greater the array
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Table 1 Categories and management objective of protected areas

IUCN?
category
number

Category name

Management objectives

I

II

I

v

viI

VI

Scientific reserve/strict
nature reserve

National park

National monument/
natural landmark

Managed natural reserve/
wildlife sanctuary

Protected landscapes

Resource reserve

Natural biotic area/
anthropological reserve

Multiple-use management

area/managed resource area

To protect nature and maintain natural
processes in an undisturbed state to permit
scientific study, environmental monitoring,
education, and the maintenance of genetic
resources

To protect natural and scenic areas of
national or international significance for
scientific research, education and recreation

To protect and preserve nationally significant
natural features because of their special
interest or unique characteristics

To protect nationally significant species,
groups of species, biotic communities, or
physical features of the environment where
these require human manipulation for their
perpetuation

To maintain nationally significant natural
landscapes that are characteristic of the
harmonious interaction of man and land while
providing opportunities for public enjoyment
through recreation and tourism

To protect natural resources for future use
and to prevent or contain development
activities that could affect the resource
pending the establishment of further
management objectives

To allow the way of life of societies living in
harmony with the environment to continue
undisturbed by modern technology

To provide for the sustained production of
water, timber, wildlife, pasture, and outdoor
recreation

International Union for the Conservation of Nature

of goals, such as education, recreation, and resource extraction, which are
added to preservation of biodiversity. Of these eight, only the five most strin-
gent are included in most discussions of protected areas, because higher levels
of resource extraction are permitted in the other three. When we look only at
these five categories, the expansion of protected areas in the past 25 years is
evident. Of the nearly 150,000,000 km? in such areas in 1992—6.27% of the
earth’s land surface—only 24% had been established by 1971, with 38%
established between 1971 and 1982, and 38% established between 1982 and
1992 (97).
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The Emergence of Anthropological Research on Protected Areas

Anthropological antecedents of the study of protected areas include the theme
of adaptation in ecological anthropology of the 1960s and 1970s (62, 111).
Studies of local management of common property resources, especially by
maritime anthropologists, demonstrated the ability of some local populations
to keep resource extraction at sustainable levels in specific areas (88, 96).
Political anthropologists have long-standing interests in competing claims
over territory, in the relations between states and local populations, and in
social movements (148). Detailed examination of policy issues is well-devel-
oped in applied anthropology, and advocacy anthropologists have been closely
involved with indigenous and minority movements, often linked to the politics
of protected areas.

ANTHROPOLOGICAL INVOLVEMENTS ~ As protected areas have emerged as an
institution of great importance, anthropologists of diverse theoretical back-
grounds have undertaken to study them. Turner’s interest in kinship, symbolism,
and the body (142-144), Stearman’s research in cultural and environmental
history (139, 140), and Marks’s cultural ecology (92) have all converged on the
environmental politics of protected areas (93, 141, 145, 146).

Several distinctive features of anthropology make it particularly well-suited
for studying protected areas: the commitment to long-term field studies in the
relatively isolated regions in which protected areas are established; the expo-
sure to biology in four-field departments; and the willingness to study not only
local populations but also reserve managers, international conservationists,
biologists, government officials, and staff of nongovernmental organizations
(NGOs). Moreover, environmentalism itself became an object of study for
anthropologists interested in discourse, ideology, and postmodernism. In addi-
tion to conducting scholarly research, anthropologists have also engaged in the
debates over protected areas in other ways: as advocates for indigenous rights
organizations such as Cultural Survival (30), as policy-makers in international
institutions such as the World Bank (40) and the World Wildlife Fund (153),
as cultural intermediaries who arrange for the publication of interviews with
local inhabitants of protected areas (78), and as expert witnesses in court cases
in which indigenous land claims are adjudicated (100). In both academic and
advocacy roles, anthropologists have argued strongly for the participation of
local populations in the planning and management of protected areas. These
arguments are sometimes based on social justice claims (55)—that the often
poor and marginal inhabitants of protected areas should not bear the costs of
conservation—or on human rights claims, in which local populations have
entitlements as citizens of the states that administer the protected areas, as
native or indigenous peoples with specific claims to sovereignty over their



