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ABSTRACT 

 

This paper critically examines the interplay between conservation efforts and local livelihoods within the context of 
protected areas in Ethiopia. As the country strives to preserve its rich biodiversity, the designation of protected areas has 
often led to socio-economic tensions, particularly for rural and indigenous communities who rely on these lands for their 
sustenance. Drawing on empirical studies, policy analysis, and stakeholder perspectives, this study explores the extent to 
which conservation policies have considered the rights and needs of local populations. It highlights the challenges of forced 
evictions, restricted access to resources, and the marginalization of traditional land-use practices. The paper further assesses 
alternative conservation models such as community-based natural resource management and integrated conservation-
development projects (ICDPs), evaluating their potential to balance ecological preservation with human development. 
Recommendations are offered to inform more equitable and sustainable conservation strategies in Ethiopia. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Protected areas, globally recognized as critical tools for 

biodiversity conservation, have a complex and often 

contentious history, particularly in the Global South. Their 

establishment frequently involves the displacement or 

marginalization of local communities, leading to conflicts over 

resource access and land use [1, 2, 20, 21, 32]. This tension stems 

from a prevailing "fortress conservation" paradigm, which 

prioritizes the exclusion of human activity to preserve pristine 

wilderness [4, 5, 22]. However, this approach often overlooks the 

long-standing relationships between indigenous and local 

communities and their environments, relationships often 

characterized by traditional ecological knowledge and 

sustainable resource management practices [13, 14, 15, 16, 17]. 

Ethiopia, a country renowned for its rich biodiversity and 

diverse cultures, provides a compelling case study for 

examining the intricate interplay between protected area 

conservation and local development aspirations. While the 

Ethiopian government, in collaboration with international 

conservation organizations, has increasingly designated 

protected areas to safeguard its unique ecosystems, these 

initiatives frequently intersect with the livelihoods and 

cultural practices of communities residing within or 

adjacent to these areas. This article critically analyzes the 

contested views surrounding conservation and 

development within Ethiopian protected areas, drawing 

on theoretical frameworks of political ecology and actor-

oriented approaches to development. It aims to shed light 

on the power dynamics, conflicting narratives, and socio-

economic consequences that arise when global 

conservation agendas meet local realities. 

METHODS 

This article is based on a comprehensive review of existing 

literature on protected area conservation, political 

ecology, and the specific context of Ethiopia. It synthesizes 

insights from academic journals, books, unpublished 

theses, and reports to construct a nuanced understanding 

of the challenges and opportunities in reconciling 

conservation goals with local development needs. The 

selection of literature prioritized studies that offered 

critical perspectives on conservation, explored the socio-

economic impacts of protected areas, and provided 

empirical evidence from Ethiopia. The specific references 
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provided by the user were meticulously incorporated and 

cited throughout the article to support the arguments and 

provide concrete examples. 

Theoretical frameworks employed in this analysis 

include: 

• Political Ecology: This approach examines the power 

relations and political economic forces that shape human-

environment interactions [9, 10, 11]. It allows for an analysis 

of how conservation policies are not neutral but are 

rather embedded in broader political and economic 

structures, often reflecting the interests of powerful 

actors while marginalizing vulnerable communities [7, 8]. 

• Actor-Oriented Approach to Development: This 

framework emphasizes the agency of different actors – 

state, non-state, local communities, and international 

organizations – and how their varying interpretations, 

strategies, and negotiations shape development outcomes 
[41, 42]. This helps in understanding the diverse 

perspectives and resistances encountered in conservation 

efforts. 

By integrating these theoretical lenses with empirical data 

from Ethiopia, particularly focusing on cases like the Nechsar 

National Park, this article aims to provide a robust analysis of 

the complex dynamics at play. 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

The Contested Terrain of Protected Areas in Ethiopia 

Ethiopia’s conservation efforts, while crucial for protecting its 

endemic species and diverse ecosystems, have often been 

characterized by a top-down, state-centric approach that has 

historically paid insufficient attention to the rights and needs 

of local populations [23, 24, 27, 31]. This approach is reminiscent of 

colonial conservation practices that led to significant 

displacement and dispossession of indigenous communities 

across Africa [2]. The creation of protected areas in Ethiopia 

has often resulted in the imposition of external conservation 

ideals onto local communities, leading to a clash of 

epistemologies and values regarding nature [18, 19]. 

A prime example of these contested views can be observed in 

the case of Nechsar National Park (NSNP) in Southern 

Ethiopia. The park, established to protect its unique wildlife 

and habitats, has been a focal point of conflict between 

conservation authorities and local communities, particularly 

the Guji Oromo and the Gamo people [26, 28, 29, 38]. These 

communities have historically utilized the land and resources 

within and around the park for their livelihoods, including 

pastoralism, agriculture, and fishing. The imposition of park 

boundaries and strict conservation regulations has curtailed 

these traditional practices, leading to significant socio-

economic hardship and resentment [27, 29]. 

The narrative from the state and international 

conservation organizations often emphasizes the global 

importance of biodiversity and the need for strict 

protection to prevent degradation [36]. This perspective 

aligns with a "wilderness" ideal that views human 

presence as inherently detrimental to nature [4]. However, 

local communities often view the land not as an untouched 

wilderness, but as a lived-in landscape, intricately 

interwoven with their cultural identity, spiritual beliefs, 

and economic survival [16, 17]. This fundamental difference 

in understanding the relationship between humans and 

nature is a core source of conflict [13, 14]. 

The consequences of such exclusionary conservation 

practices are profound. Displacement, restriction of access 

to vital resources, and the erosion of traditional livelihood 

strategies contribute to increased poverty and food 

insecurity among affected communities [9, 20, 32]. For 

instance, studies in Nechsar National Park highlight how 

communities have been forced to abandon ancestral 

grazing lands, leading to increased pressure on alternative 

resources and heightened inter-communal conflicts [26, 29, 

35]. The resentment generated by these policies can also 

undermine conservation efforts, as communities may 

resort to illicit activities such as poaching or illegal 

resource extraction as a means of survival or as a form of 

resistance against perceived injustices [12, 40]. 

Furthermore, the introduction of private conservation 

organizations, such as the African Parks Network (APN), to 

manage some Ethiopian protected areas has added 

another layer of complexity [36]. While these organizations 

bring much-needed financial and technical resources, 

their presence can further reinforce a top-down 

management model, potentially exacerbating existing 

power imbalances and alienating local communities who 

feel excluded from decision-making processes [1, 21, 33]. The 

perception of conservation as an external imposition, 

rather than a collaborative endeavor, is a significant 

challenge. 

Towards Reconciling Conservation and Development 

Addressing the contested views on protected area 

conservation and development in Ethiopia requires a 

fundamental shift in approach. Moving beyond the 

"fortress conservation" model towards more inclusive and 

participatory conservation strategies is paramount. This 

involves: 

• Recognizing and Integrating Traditional 

Ecological Knowledge (TEK): Local communities 

possess invaluable knowledge about their 

environment, built over generations of observation 

and interaction [15]. Incorporating TEK into 
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conservation planning and management can lead to more 

effective and culturally appropriate solutions. This also 

includes recognizing the concept of "sacred ecology" 

where certain natural areas hold significant cultural and 

spiritual importance for local communities [13]. 

• Ensuring Meaningful Participation and Benefit 

Sharing: Local communities must be genuinely involved 

in the planning, implementation, and management of 

protected areas. This includes transparent processes for 

sharing benefits derived from conservation, such as 

tourism revenues or sustainable resource use initiatives. 

Genuine participation can foster a sense of ownership and 

responsibility, leading to greater compliance and success 

in conservation efforts [41, 42]. 

• Addressing Livelihood Alternatives: Where 

conservation measures restrict traditional livelihoods, 

viable and culturally appropriate alternatives must be 

developed in consultation with affected communities. 

This could involve supporting sustainable agriculture, 

eco-tourism initiatives that directly benefit local 

populations, or developing alternative income-generating 

activities that are compatible with conservation goals. 

• Strengthening Land Tenure Security: Secure land 

tenure for local communities can be a critical factor in 

promoting sustainable resource management and 

reducing conflicts. When communities have clear rights to 

their land, they are more likely to invest in its long-term 

health and to participate in conservation efforts. 

• Rethinking the "Wilderness" Concept: Challenging the 

Western-centric notion of wilderness as devoid of human 

presence is crucial [4, 5]. Instead, adopting a perspective 

that acknowledges human-inhabited landscapes and the 

potential for co-existence between people and nature is 

vital for effective conservation in culturally rich and 

densely populated regions like Ethiopia [16, 17]. This aligns 

with discussions on "dwelling" where human presence is 

seen as integral to the environment [17]. 

The Ethiopian government has, to some extent, acknowledged 

the need for a more community-centric approach to 

conservation, particularly with recent policy shifts that 

emphasize community-based natural resource management 

and poverty reduction [25, 39]. However, the implementation 

of these policies on the ground remains a significant challenge, 

often hampered by institutional capacity, political will, and 

deeply entrenched historical practices. 

CONCLUSION 

The contestations surrounding protected area conservation 

and development in Ethiopia highlight a fundamental 

challenge at the intersection of global conservation agendas 

and local livelihoods. The prevailing exclusionary model of 

conservation has often led to negative socio-economic 

consequences for communities dependent on these areas, 

fostering resentment and undermining long-term 

conservation goals. The case of Nechsar National Park 

exemplifies the complexities arising from differing 

perceptions of nature, power imbalances, and the 

imposition of external conservation ideals. 

Moving forward, effective and equitable conservation in 

Ethiopia, and indeed in similar contexts globally, 

necessitates a paradigm shift. This shift must embrace a 

more inclusive and participatory approach that recognizes 

the rights, knowledge, and aspirations of local 

communities. By fostering genuine partnerships, 

integrating traditional ecological knowledge, addressing 

livelihood concerns, and challenging conventional notions 

of wilderness, it is possible to bridge the divide between 

conservation and development. This will not only lead to 

more socially just outcomes but also contribute to more 

sustainable and enduring conservation achievements in 

Ethiopia's invaluable protected areas. Ultimately, the 

success of conservation efforts hinges on their ability to 

integrate human well-being with ecological integrity, 

recognizing that the long-term health of protected areas is 

inextricably linked to the well-being of the people who live 

within and around them. 
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