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Abstract: Securing the interactions between plants, animals, microorganisms and the physical environment form 
the foundation of sustainable development (Global Biodiversity Strategy, World Resources Institute, 1992). 
Facing the ongoing depletion of the natural resources, new strategies to ensure biodiversity conservation were 
developed. The establishment of protected areas by governmental authorities rarely led to successful results, in 
terms of environmental protection and social justice (Alcorn, 1993). A shift of thinking in the 1970s allowed the 
conservationists to see the indigenous peoples no longer as barrier to biodiversity conservation but as the holders 
of complex and historical knowledge of the natural environment. Consequently, partnerships were developed 
between governments and indigenous communities within the protected areas. This study investigates the results 
of the creation of partnership, whether it is a good means to achieve biodiversity conservation or not, and under 
which conditions it can be successful. It also aims to find the perceived benefits and potential limitation of 
cooperation. Through the analysis of two case studies: the World Heritage site in Laponia, Sweden and the Kaa-
Iya del Gran Chaco National Park in Bolivia, the study finds that partnership for biodiversity conservation is 
utterly related to social and political claims: because a successful partnership cannot be imposed from above, a 
process towards indigenous peoples’ right to self-determination must be initiated.  
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Summary: A sustainable development is primarily possible if resources are still present for the generations to 
come. Biodiversity conservation has become a key issue and one of the prime conditions to life’s survival. The 
single most important method for conserving biodiversity is to establish protected areas (Wells, 1992). However, 
protected areas have had serious flaws since they were first established. From an environmental perspective, the 
governments did not successfully prevent extractive activities to occur within the protected areas (e.g. mining 
and logging) (Alcorn, 1993) and certain ecosystems were severely affected (e.g. Yellowstone). Short-term profit 
has frequently neglected the long-term needs.  

An alternative to the strategy of biodiversity conservation was therefore developed, resting on the inclusion of 
key players. Indigenous peoples were, up to the 1970s, perceived as backward and unable to evolve (Nilsson 
Dahlström, 2009). However, several environmental crises questioned the dominant paradigm and encouraged 
further consideration of indigenous peoples who seemed to be living in harmony with nature. If it is not possible 
to prove the existence of one common conservation ethic among indigenous peoples, it is possible to sustain the 
idea that most of them demonstrate a concern for the maintenance of ecological processes.  

The aim of this study is to analyze the creation of partnerships between government and indigenous peoples 
within a protected area as a new strategy for biodiversity conservation. According to Alcorn (1993), partnerships 
with indigenous peoples offer the best option for achieving on-ground conservation. Others question the 
cooperation arguing that the interests of indigenous peoples and environmental authorities are partially or 
completely in conflict (Clad, 1984; Redford & Stearman, 1993). The study concentrates on two practical cases: 
the co-management of Laponia’s World Heritage site in Sweden and the former co-management of the Kaa-Iya 
del Gran Chaco National Park in Bolivia. The analysis aims at understanding the advantages and limitations of a 
partnership between government and indigenous peoples and find under what condition it can be successful.  

The main conclusions that the research finds is that partnerships are complicated to implement and presuppose a 
certain number of conditions in order to last in time. Indeed, the environmental interests cannot be separated 
from political ones. Biodiversity conservation strategies have to come from a common decision-making process 
between the different actors involved. It means that indigenous peoples’ interconnected claims must be 
considered by the authorities as a whole in order to prevent a continued power structure in which indigenous 
people are not given any rights to self-determination.  
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1 Introduction 
1.1 Problem background 

1.1.1 The concept of sustainable development and its implications 

One of the official definitions of sustainable development is the one coming from the Brundtland report (1987: 
I.3.27): sustainable development is one “that meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of 
future generations to meet their own needs”. The concept gathers economic, social, political and environmental 
concerns. Those are to be regarded through a holistic approach as a whole in which elements are connected 
together just as they are in an ecosystem. In this master thesis the concept of sustainable development will be 
approached from the perspectives of both socio-political and environmental concern. The term socio-political 
refers to the interrelations between the social sphere (here the indigenous communities and the concept of 
justice) and the political sphere underlying people’s rights to self-determination which will be deeper explained 
in the thesis.  

 

1.1.2 The importance of biodiversity conservation for a sustainable development 

The current economic system relies on exponential growth and most often generates resources’ depletion. 
Biodiversity conservation has become a key issue and one of the primer conditions of life’s survival. It is defined 
by the United Nations Environment Program (UNEP, 2013) as “the number, variety and variability of living 
organisms”. The term gathers “animals, plants, micro-organisms, the genes they contain and the intricate 
ecosystems they help build into the living environment” (WWF, 1982). Periods of extinction are considered 
normal or at least not unusual in accordance with the knowledge gathered on the historical biological system. 
The problem is that today “humans are causing extinction at a pace that far exceeds that of speciation 1” 
(Dahlström, 2003:125). As long as the rate of speciation exceeds the rate of extinction, biodiversity per se does 
not diminish. The rate of biodiversity extinction today has come to a point where scientists like Primack 
(1995:31) describes it as “unprecedented, unique and that may soon be irreversible”. Biodiversity conservation is 
crucial and tightly related to sustainable development. According to the Global Biodiversity Strategy (World 
Resources Institute et al., 1992:1), “Earth’s plants, animals and microorganisms interacting with one another and 
with the physical environment in ecosystems form the foundation of sustainable development”. A development 
that allows the future generations to meet their own needs is one using methods and means that do not lead to 
biodiversity impoverishment. Therefore, biodiversity conservation is of main importance and can be reached 
through the implementation of protected areas (Wells, 1992). Several protected areas’ strategies have been 
developed in the past century: from classical conservationism to joint-management with the local peoples.  

 

1.1.3 A new strategy of biodiversity conservation 

Conservation is more than an environmental problematic. It is a social and political process (Alcorn, 1993). 
Furthermore, according to Alcorn (1993:424), “park departments and other state agencies have failed miserably 
at conserving biodiversity”: in results of the behavior of state-linked elites, the logging and mining in protected 
areas continued, leading to an increase of deforestation rates. The controversy here lays in the fact that 
biodiversity is regarded from an anthropocentric perspective rather than a biocentric one. It means that 
biodiversity would deserve being protected as long as it does not represent any future potential profit for 
societies. However, the intensive search for short-term profit has neglected the long-term needs. The conflict 
between economic and environmental priorities has generated a protected areas’ crisis at the global scale (Wells, 
1992). Accordingly, other strategies of biodiversity conservation were analyzed and an influent one rests on the 
inclusion of key players such as indigenous organizations. After being ignored and even excluded from the 
protected areas they inhabit, indigenous peoples have gained consequent weight in the debates and discussions 
occurring on the international stage.  

 

                                                           

1 Speciation refers to the evolutionary process that leads to the rise of new species. 
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1.1.4 Definition and role of the indigenous peoples 

The etymology of the adjective “indigenous” refers to the Latin "indigenus": “born in a country, native”. 
According to this definition, anyone is therefore indigenous. However, the common understanding and use of the 
word “indigenous” evokes the uniqueness in traditions of certain peoples whose ways of living are distinct from 
the dominant societies in which they live in (United Nations, Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues, 2007). 
Because the indigenous peoples are so diverse, no official definition of “indigenous” has been adopted. The 
concept of indigenous people is highly debated generating thus arbitrary definitions. Several characteristics have 
been gathered by the United Nations and offer one possible international agreement that includes some or all of 
these elements: self identification as indigenous and accepted by the community, historical descendants of pre-
colonial and/or pre-settler societies, strong link to territories  and surrounding natural resources, distinct social, 
economical or political systems, distinct language, culture and beliefs, non-dominant groups of society and 
finally able to reproduce their ancestral environments and systems as distinctive peoples and communities 
(United Nations, Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues, 2007). Dahlström (2003) adds to the definition the trait 
of being marginalized and excluded from the political decision making and whom claims for collective and 
sovereign rights are unrecognized by the dominating government.  

Up until the 1970s, the western world tended to have negative assumptions of indigenous peoples, perceiving 
their knowledge and behavior as backward and unable to evolve (Nilsson Dahlström, 2009). The dominant 
paradigm has for a long time been that the western societies were the holders of optimal biodiversity 
conservation strategies. The 1970s marked a shift of thinking. The resource depletion (e.g. oil crisis, 1973) 
together with the inability of governmental authorities to protect the environment (e.g. Yellowstone) gave a new 
consideration to indigenous peoples and indigenous knowledge.   

According to Victoria Tauli-Corpuz (2006:4), former Chair of the United Nations Permanent Forum on 
Indigenous Issues, most of the indigenous peoples have succeeded in keeping the place they inhabit in natural 
significant abundance contrary to western societies. About 5, 000 distinct indigenous societies exist on Earth and 
it seems that regardless of where they are located on the planet, the majority of them have developed a close 
relation to the environment: “one they live in integration and in equality with”. That argumentation would 
explain why the natural world they live in remains quite intact, even though they generally depend on it for food 
or medication. Could it be understood then that indigenous peoples are original ecologists? Many argued that 
there is no evidence approving this argument or reflecting any common shared conservation ethic among the 
indigenous communities (Kalland, 2000; Ellen, 1986; Redford & Stearman, 1993; Schanche, 2000 cited by 
Nilsson Dahlström, 2009). One can support that the analysis of indigenous peoples as a whole makes little sense 
as some communities might be more environmental-friendly than others, just as the rest of the world’s 
population. If it is not possible to prove the existence of one common conservation ethic, it is possible to sustain 
the idea that most indigenous people demonstrate a concern for the maintenance of ecological processes through 
for example the existence of spiritual connections to the land. According to Alcorn (1993:425), “in traditional 
societies, nature is viewed as part of human society, and proper relations with nature are necessary in order to 
have proper relations between people, including past and present generations”. On a generalized level, the 
disruption between nature and culture is less visible.  

 

1.2  Problem  

In order to respond to the current environmental and socio-political crisis related to biodiversity conservation, 
the Global Biodiversity Strategy2 recommends the creation of new partnerships. The inscription of biodiversity 
conservation for a sustainable development must go through “dialogue between central and local governments, 
industry and citizens’ groups, including non-governmental environment and development organizations, and 
women’s and indigenous peoples organizations” [Emphasis added] (Global Biodiversity Strategy, 1992:20). The 
Global Biodiversity Strategy puts a focus on the importance of new mechanisms of discussion and common 
action as a new potential solution to environmental problems. In the same perspective, the Convention on 
Biological Diversity (1992: art. 8J) suggests the development of partnership with indigenous peoples, holders of 
“traditional lifestyles relevant for the conservation and the sustainable use of biological diversity”. Indigenous 
communities appear as one of the key players towards better biodiversity conservation. Therefore, in some 
protected areas, national parks or world heritage, their inclusion into environmental management has been 

                                                           
2 The Global Biodiversity Strategy was written by UNEP, IUCN and WRI (World Resource Institute) 
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encouraged 3 (e.g. Australia, New Zealand). According to Alcorn (1993:426), “partnerships with indigenous 
peoples offer the best option for achieving on-ground conservation”. Others question the cooperation arguing 
that the interests of indigenous peoples and environmental authorities are partially or completely in conflict 
(Clad, 1984; Redford & Stearman, 1993). Indeed, they advocate that the main priority for some indigenous 
peoples is not biodiversity conservation but political recognition: indigenous people have presented themselves 
as conservationists “only because they recognize the power of this concept in rallying support in their struggle 
for land rights” (Redford & Stearman, 1993:251). However, indigenous peoples are not a monolithic entity 
(Redford & Stearman, 1992). In other words, we cannot categorize them all into people that show little concern 
for the natural environment.  Some of them do have close ties to nature and are fully aware of its necessary 
conservation. One can therefore question the potential effects on biodiversity conservation in a context of 
political and environmental conflicting interests. In other words, would the ethnic struggle, that is to say the 
indigenous peoples’ fight for identity and culture recognition, be a barrier to biodiversity conservation? Can 
political claim and environmental concern work together? Are the indigenous’ rights’ obtaining a condition to 
environmental protection?  

In a broad perspective, this study deals with the inscription of partnership in the context of sustainable 
development (Fig. 1).  

 

 

                                     
 

Fig.1. Illustration of the study perspective 

* The concept of partnership refers here to the partnership between the environmental authorities and the indigenous peoples 

 

1.3 Aim and delimitations  

1.3.1 Aim  

The aim of this master thesis is to analyze the creation of partnerships between governmental/environmental 
authorities and indigenous peoples. The research questions are the following: 

- Are partnerships a good means to achieve biodiversity conservation?  
- Under which conditions partnership is it successful? 
- What are the advantages and drawbacks of partnerships in this context? 
-  Is the level of “advancement” (in the understanding of “developed countries”) a factor that facilitates 

the successful creation of partnerships with indigenous peoples? In other words, is partnership in a 
developed4 country more easily implemented than in a developing country?  

To be able to answer those questions, a comparison of two partnerships will be studied, both related to the 
inclusion of indigenous peoples in the environmental management of protected areas. First, the case of the 
Izoceños will be studied: peoples living in Bolivia who were up to recently co-managing the Kaa-Iya del Gran 

                                                           
3 However, most of the time, the indigenous peoples have to fight to obtain the right of being part of the decision making 
processes 
4 The reference of “developed country” is not understood in the perspective of financial wealth but in the quality of 
institutions or level of corruption.   

Sustainable Development  

Biodiversity conservation / 
protected areas  

Role of indigenous 
peoples 

Partnership* 
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Chaco National Park together with the government environmental service. The second case study will deal with 
the Sami peoples of Northern Sweden who obtained the majority on the management board of Laponia, World 
Heritage site from the UNESCO, in 2006.  

1.3.2 Delimitations 

The study focuses on one type of geographical areas: the protected areas (e.g. National Parks, Natural reserves, 
World Heritage). Protected areas are, according to Wells (1992), the single most important method of conserving 
biodiversity. This is the reason why, in this paper, biodiversity conservation will be analyzed within the 
limitations of existing protected areas. 2010’s estimates suggest that between 11 and 13% of the world’s land 
surface is protected within reserves (World Database on Protected Areas / Protected Planet; Soutullo, 2010). In 
parallel, about 70% of the world protected areas are inhabited, a great majority being inhabited by indigenous 
peoples (Colchester, 1996).  

Secondly, the focus will be put on the interrelations between environmental and socio-political issues. The study 
aims to analyze the interactions existing between political claims and environmental protection that is to say 
between indigenous peoples and conservationists. The aim is not to evaluate indigenous communities’ quality of 
life (e.g. health, education) or analyze the economic “development” some ask for or simply are subjected to from 
the western world.  

Finally, the analysis of partnership will not include any kind of private organizations that have the goal of 
making profit (e.g. tourism companies, energy companies). The partnership dealt with, in this study, is the one 
created between indigenous peoples (or indigenous organizations/indigenous representatives) and the 
environmental authorities (government). However, the potential existence of a third party such as an 
environmental NGO will be analyzed as well.  

  

1.4 Methods  

1.4.1 Theory and case selection 

Firstly, the literature search helped to determine a more specific topic from a general theme idea, the purpose 
being to make sure there was enough previous work done in the area. The first search terms were: 
“participation”, “indigenous peoples”, “biodiversity conservation” and “protected areas”. It allowed me to have 
access to several articles from international public institutions such as the UNESCO or FAO as well as scientific 
articles dealing with community-based management systems.  

 

Theory 

The study of general participatory approaches concerning environmental management was first considered but 
the field of study would have been too broad. Partnership represents the highest degree of collaborative 
management, informing the local communities about decisions already made being the lowest (Berkes et al, 
1991). Therefore, the focus on partnership from the area of participatory approaches was decided to focus on. 
The theory of partnership centers here on the association of indigenous peoples and environmental authorities 
(government) with the purpose of ensuring biodiversity conservation. The aim is to understand the motivations 
behind each involvement and analyze the dynamics and conflicts of interest coming along with environmental 
co-management (see theoretical framework in section 3).  

 

Sector 

In the context of biodiversity conservation in situ, indigenous communities have been given a growing attention 
since the 1970s.  Their role in the environmental protection has increasingly been seen as crucial. Consequently, 
collaborations between environmental authorities and indigenous people have been multiplied, some being 
characterized by a stronger influence of the local indigenous communities (e.g. New Zealand, Australia).  

 

Case selection  

The original idea was to work on the Laponian World Heritage case and the co-management between the local 
government and the Sami reindeer herders. This decision was supported by the fact that the Sami are one of the 
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most recognized indigenous communities living in Europe. As I live and study in Sweden, it appeared that the 
case offered all the practical information that could be needed: relatively short geographical distance to allow a 
potential field study in Laponia and the local presence of Swedish researchers and specialists of Laponia at the 
University of Uppsala who could be interviewed (e.g. Hugh Beach, Carina Green). The study of a local issue 
gave me the opportunity to access several books and articles written on Laponia. In addition, the case study 
seemed interesting to me as the co-management between the government and the Samebys was put into practice 
10 years after the beginning of the negotiations. Therefore the process had the potential to show the difficulties 
of partnership and the conditions for its functioning.  

With the purpose of obtaining a broader view on partnership between state authorities and indigenous people, I 
decided to compare the Laponian case with another country (international comparison). The first step of the 
decision making process was to focus on the English, French and Spanish speaking countries. As I speak those 
languages, it would allow me access to local information and facilitate the understanding of it. During the 
literature research, South America turned out to be the subject of many successful partnerships with indigenous 
communities. Bolivia represented an interesting case as the current president Evo Morales officially supports the 
right of the indigenous peoples, being indigenous himself. In addition, it was interesting to see the similarities of 
partnership implementation between two completely different countries (one being the poorest of the South 
American continent and the other one being one of the richest European countries): is partnership with 
indigenous people more easily implemented in a rich country as some could argue?  

 

1.4.2 Methods used for the empirical study 

In this study, partnership is analyzed through the use of a theoretical framework and with the use of empirical 
data via a comparison of two case studies: Bolivia and Sweden (comparative method). The interest of using a 
qualitative methodology is to obtain and understand the information in its historical context. The benefit of using 
a comparative method is to identify the similarities and differences among macrosocial units (Ragin, 1987). The 
macrosocial units are here the partnerships in both countries. The comparison mainly rests on literature review. 
Used as complements, some interviews were obtained in order to assert or obtain information. 

The literature review  

In regards to the Bolivian case, the access of information was facilitated by the fact that the management of the 
park has been quite renowned (e.g. price from the Equator Initiative, Erika Cuellar winning the Rolex Award). In 
addition, several articles were sent to me following the interview of the former director of the Wildlife 
Conservation Society (WCS) in Bolivia. 

Concerning the Laponian case, I was lucky enough to have Carina Green as a supervisor, specialist of Laponia 
World Heritage. Two other university professors wrote about the management of Laponia and the Sami people in 
English: Hugh Beach and Åsa Nilsson Dahlström.  

 

The interviews 

Kaa-Iya del Gran Chaco National Park, Bolivia 

As much as fieldwork represents the optimal way of getting information, travel to Bolivia in the context of this 
master thesis was not possible in practice (time and budget). Interviews turned out to be an easier means to 
contact Bolivian people or people in relation to the Kaa-Iya del Gran Chaco National Park.  

Consequently I reached Michael Painter and he agreed for a Skype meeting. Michael Painter is an American 
ecological anthropologist. He has been the former director of the American NGO WCS in Peru, in the 
Amazonian region as well as in Bolivia. As former director of WCS in Bolivia (from 1997 to 2007), Michael 
Painter was working together with the indigenous organization CABI for the environmental management of the 
Kaa-Iya del Gran Chaco National Park. WCS and CABI formed a partnership in which WCS was to represent 
the technical support of the indigenous organization.  

A semi-structured interview was prepared with the objective of allowing the respondent to freely describe and 
select himself what is relevant. This technique permits enough flexibility for the interviewer to adapt the 
questions and formulate unplanned ones. In other words, the semi-structured interview combines the possibility 
to ask specific questions while keeping an open framework and free communication. The questions aimed at 
understanding the motivations for WCS to engage in a partnership with indigenous people and analyze the 
conditions for its functioning. In addition, some questions were formulated to analyze the consequences of the 
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partnership on the park’s biodiversity conservation (see full interview questions on the appendix). One of the 
major benefits with semi-structured interviews, which was verified by the actual interview, was the possibility to 
get more insight on sensitive issues. Concretely, talking to Michael Painter gave me the opportunity to obtain an 
opinion on the “unofficial reason” for CABI not to co-manage the park anymore. As a whole, the interview 
helped greatly to understand the context for the establishment of the partnership between SERNAP and CABI on 
the one hand and the partnership between WCS and CABI on the other hand. 

However, semi-structured interviews also have certain limitations such as the risk of receiving a lot of extra 
information due to the partial informality of it. The other inconvenient which is verified for any kind of 
interviews is the risk of subjectivity of the information given. Consequently, as former director of WCS, Michael 
Painter expressed views on the partnership with CABI from an American NGO perspective. In order to succeed 
in obtaining more objectivity in the study, the partnership needed to be analyzed by the indigenous organization.  

In addition, I had some contacts with the current director of the National Park: Rosa Leny Cuellar.  

 

Laponia, Sweden  

Having a University professor, specialist of Laponia as supervisor, helped greatly into understanding the 
Laponian context. Consequently, informal conversations about Laponia occurred all along the thesis writing. 

2 Background  
 

The term “indigenous knowledge” applied to biodiversity conservation strategy appears here in distinction to 
“western science”. The western strategy of environmental protection used to result in the exclusion of people. 
Indigenous people and their role in biodiversity conservation, often disregarded, were newly considered from the 
1970s, time of classical conservation’s failure in most countries.  

 

2.1 The classical concept of biodiversity conservation: the example of 
Yellowstone’s constructed wilderness  

2.1.1 The concept of constructed wilderness 

The classical biodiversity conservation was developed in the 19th century with the core idea of “wilderness” 
area’s existence. Wilderness is defined by the Wilderness Act of 1964 as “an area where the earth and 
community of life are untrammeled by man, where man himself is a visitor who does not remain”, “in contrast 
with those areas where man and his own works dominate the landscape”. The fraction between human beings 
and nature appeared very distinctly at a time where humans’ relation to nature had almost uniquely to do with 
economic extractive activities such as mining, logging and hunting. The concept of wilderness came out as an 
alternative relationship to nature: a land which would remain “untouched” and that people could emotionally 
enjoy through recreational activities. Born in the United States of America (USA), the concept of constructed 
wilderness became the dominant idea of conservation in the rest of the world by 1970, including in the 
developing countries (Colchester, 1996).  Yellowstone (USA) was the first national park to be created in the 
world, in 1872. The conservation strategy set at that time resulted in the exclusion of the local Shoshone Indians 
living there for about 11 000 years. Did they have a negative impact on the territory? Who were the enemies of 
the land? One can make the assumption that the Shoshones Indians living there for thousands of years were 
protecting the territory enough to be able to live from it from the present generation to the next. Nevertheless the 
land was claimed “protected wilderness”. Protected from what? From who? The rejection of the local Indians 
generated a war with the US army in 1879 killing hundreds of Indians.  
 

2.1.2 The environmental management crisis 

Through multiple infrastructures’ improvements and facilities’ expansion, the Yellowstone Park allowed an 
increasing amount of tourists. In regards to the biodiversity, it turned out that the elk’s population was a major 
attraction for tourism. Consequently, the responsible authorities decided to increase their number: the elks’ 
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population grew to such an extent that it became a problem for other species, thus disrupting the whole 
ecosystem of the area.  Consequently, the population of elks was reduced by force massively.  

The impact of the massive tourism (2 million tourists per year since the 1960s), the infection of wildlife and the 
problems generated by invasive species got the site to be placed on the list of World Heritage in Danger from 
1995 to 2003. The Northern Rocky Mountain wolf which progressively became endangered was removed from 
the endangered species’ list in 2008 (after entering the list in 1973).   

 

2.1.3 Results and analysis  

The case of Yellowstone is one of the examples that demonstrated the incapacity of the classical conservation 
strategy to ensure biodiversity conservation at that time. The concept of constructed wilderness underlying the 
exclusion of people is to a large extent contradictory. Indeed, if wilderness’ definition clearly mentions that 
nature must remain untouched, the environmental authorities of the Yellowstone National Park did disrupt 
nature’s functioning by manipulating the mammal’s populations. The creation of wilderness in some areas did 
not result either in the optimal way to conserve biodiversity (e.g. endangered species, massive killings, invasive 
species brought up by tourism) or in the optimal ethnic and social consideration (exclusion of local 
communities). One can argue that, on the contrary, the knowledge of the Shoshone Indians was the prerequisite 
of an uninterrupted and functional ecosystem. 

According to Alcorn (1993), park departments and other state agencies have globally failed miserably at 
conserving biodiversity. The reason behind this conclusion might lay in the priority setting of the environmental 
authorities. It was first claimed that the wilderness areas would serve for recreational activities such as tourism. 
The search for profit, if less obvious than physical extraction, still remained indirectly. Nature was still seen as a 
place in which money making could happen. In the case of Yellowstone Park, biodiversity’s manipulation 
(increase of the elk population) served to attract more tourists and thus generate profit. Consequently the 
conservation of biodiversity was a secondary priority. In some protected areas of the world, the deforestation rate 
even increased (Alcorn, 1993). Furthermore, classical biodiversity conservation has long been seen as another 
expression of colonialism in the sense that so many indigenous communities were rejected from the area they 
inhabited for the sake of “land’s protection”. The exclusion of local populations in the parks had many negative 
consequences among which impoverishment, human right abuse and interruption of traditional system of 
resource management (FAO, 1994). The one dominant paradigm at the time took over any incentives to get some 
agreement with the local peoples where both interests could be completed. Consequently, it generated conflicts 
and divisions between indigenous communities and protected area authorities, usually governments.  

According to Poole (1989:24), “the exclusion of indigenous people from parks and reserves appears to have been 
more common throughout the former British colonies than, for example, South America”. Similarly to what 
happened to the Shoshone Indians in Yellowstone, the Maasai were initially excluded from six parks and 
reserves in East Africa (Deihl, 1985 cited in Poole, 1989), the San were removed from the Gemsbok National 
Park in Botswana (Hitchcock, 1985 cited in Poole, 1989) and the establishment of eight tiger reserves in 1973 in 
India banned all remaining human activities overlapping with the locations. 

 

2.2  A shift of thinking: indigenous knowledge for biodiversity 
conservation 

2.2.1  From reductionism to holism  

Up to the 1970s, the theorists of development as well as the conservationists saw the indigenous peoples as an 
obstacle, traditional knowledge being characterized as inefficient and inferior (Agrawal, 1995). In result of the 
environmental management crisis of protected areas, new strategies were developed. The concept of 
sustainability is holistic, that is to say that many different spheres are interconnected and therefore cannot be 
analyzed through a reductionist methodology, separating each component from the whole. The ecological system 
is complex. According to Gadgil (1993:151), this complexity generated by the inclusion of spatial and temporal 
scales in the analytical system has not been very successfully managed by scientific knowledge: “science-based 
societies have tended to overuse and simplify such complex ecological systems, resulting in a whole series of 
problems of resource exhaustion and environmental degradation”.  
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2.2.2  The characteristics of indigenous knowledge  

Indigenous knowledge has been increasingly regarded as a valuable complement or even as an alternative to 
western science in conservation policies (Nilsson Dahlström, 2009).  

Western science or western knowledge can be analyzed as a type of knowledge whose logic rests on reason, 
excluding any spiritual connections. Three main differences between indigenous and western knowledge have 
been identified: the methodological and epistemological differences, the substantive differences and the 
contextuality (Agrawal, 1995). The methodological and epistemological differences refer to the “different 
methods used to investigate reality” (Agrawal, 1995:418). In other words, western science is supposedly 
accessed via the formulation of hypotheses which are then verified by empirical data. Secondly, the substantive 
differences regard the concrete matter of the type of knowledge and their characteristics. The following 
statement underlies that whereas indigenous knowledge is more focusing on daily life activities, western 
knowledge is more concerned by abstract ideas and philosophies that are characterized by universal validity 
(Banuri & Apfell-Marglin, 1993). Finally, contextuality refers to a particular social group, in a particular setting 
at a particular time that is embedded to the knowledge analyzed. Therefore, contextuality prevents a general and 
homogenous view one could have on indigenous knowledge or western knowledge. A multitude of differences 
exist within one type of knowledge.  

 “There is no general agreement on what indigenous knowledge is” (Nilsson Dahlström, 2009:46) certainly due 
to the fact that it is difficult to describe a “type” of knowledge that can be extremely diverse from one indigenous 
community to another. However, Berkes (1993:3) tried to gather all relevant description of indigenous 
knowledge and this resulted in the following definition: “Indigenous knowledge is a cumulative body of 
knowledge and beliefs, handed down through generations by cultural transmission, about the relationship of 
living beings (including humans) with one another and with the environment”. The long term historical 
experience of particular ecosystems the indigenous peoples are in possession of is according to Gadgil (1993) 
one of the reasons why indigenous knowledge is more suited to understand the complexity that lies beneath 
ecological systems. According to him, some indigenous populations are in possession of a “vital knowledge-
practice-belief complex to manage ecosystems sustainably (Gadgil et al., 1993). Their local knowledge is also 
tightly linked to beliefs and spirituality. For example, some indigenous communities have what is called “refugia 
areas” which can take the form of sacred ponds or sacred groves: areas that benefit from absolute protection for a 
part of the population. Refugia areas are “prevalent elements of indigenous resource management systems” 
(Gadgil et al, 1993:155). Those spiritual-based, inherited from the “old world” have proven their efficiency on 
biodiversity restoration and conservation. 

Attention should be put on the distinction between indigenous knowledge and western knowledge that appears 
here. The point of this clarification is to better understand some of the characteristics of indigenous knowledge 
and understand its potential connections to biodiversity conservation. Indeed, according to Agrawal (1995), the 
divide between indigenous knowledge and western science is a sterile dichotomy: what makes much more sense 
would be to talk about “multiple domains and types of knowledges with different logics and epistemologies” 
(Agrawal, 1995:433).  Intra-group differentiations should be kept in mind, thus forbidding any broad 
classification which would deny the reality and contextuality in which every type of knowledge is expressed.  

In a need of simplification and in order to promote fluency in reading, the term “indigenous knowledge” will be 
used in this analysis to refer to the type or domain of knowledge held by the indigenous peoples. It should not be 
understood, however, that connections between scientific and traditional or influences from one another are 
ignored.  
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3 Theoretical framework  
3.1 Partnership: a potential solution to environmental problems? 

3.1.1 Definition of partnership 

The general concept of partnership refers to the agreement of at least two actors to cooperate and achieve 
common aims. Partnership’s concept is associated to the principle of sharing: sharing power, resources 
(including knowledge) and responsibilities (Forgie et al., 2001). Concretely, the sharing perspective is applied 
from the process to the outcomes, the goal being to solve problems, make decisions and undertake decisions 
(Plummer & Hashimoto, 2011). In the context of this thesis’ research, partnership between indigenous peoples 
and conservation authorities can be defined as “an agreement worked out through dialogue and negotiation for 
the mutual protection of threatened wilderness areas and endangered habitats” (Poole, 1989).  

 

The table 1 allows an observation of the progress from a low indigenous peoples’ involvement towards greater 
control. What was first established by Wilcox (1994) as a progressive citizens’ involvement in the conservation 
decision making has been adapted here to the involvement of indigenous peoples in the decision making 
processes.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 1: Indigenous peoples’ involvement in conservation decision-making (adapted from the Wilcox’s table of citizen 
involvement in conservation decision-making, 1994).  

To locate the concept on the scale of indigenous’ involvement in conservation decision-making, partnership 
would be the step before indigenous’ self-determination (table 1). This table broadly reflects the progressive and 
historical degree of indigenous’ inclusion in the environment decision making. First excluded from protected 
areas, the indigenous communities were progressively informed (about decisions already made) and consulted 
(community input that is not necessarily needed). If we are to head for the highest degree of collaborative 
management (partnership) (Berkes et al, 1991), indigenous people must not only be given the opportunity to 
participate in developing and implementing environment management plans but must be equal to the 
environmental authority. According to the Department of Conservation of New Zealand, “partnerships-sharing 
responsibility for land management-is fundamental for successful ecosystem management (Forgie et al., 2001).  

This statement underlies several limitations. Is partnership in general always implying the existence of a 
dominating actor? Can the power be equally distributed or shared between the governmental authorities and the 
indigenous’ representative?  One can argue that partnership is just another means for the governmental 
authorities to control indigenous peoples, the power relationship being hidden beneath the discourse of 
partnership. For example, the creation of partnerships with indigenous communities seems to be a concept that 
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exclusively comes from the governments as a step towards more “acting together”. Therefore, the indigenous 
communities appear more as a help to apply a global strategy for biodiversity conservation than as an equal 
partner in the collaboration.  

 

3.1.2  Role of partnership 

If we take into consideration that former conservation strategies failed at protecting endangered ecosystems and 
that those particular strategies were characterized by the exclusion of indigenous people from any environment 
management plan, it is relevant to consider an alternative to conservation where both conservationists and 
indigenous peoples would work as partners. According to Painter and Kretser (Painter & Kretser, 2012:358) 
“given the multiple ways that human activities influence conservation, choosing not to engage  local people in a 
meaningful way makes conservation work less effective”. 

The obvious interconnection between environmental and social claims forbids the analysis of the two elements 
as separated ones. Indeed, one can argue that partnership between indigenous peoples and conservationists is the 
best solution to protect the environment. However, the protection of the environment together with indigenous 
communities only is possible if their social and/or ethnic claims are taken into consideration as well. Thus, 
conservationists such as Alcorn (1993:426) affirm that “partnerships with indigenous peoples offer the best 
option for achieving on-ground conservation”. Nevertheless, she adds further that “until we recognize the 
authority of indigenous people as equals at the discussion table, we cannot join in partnerships with them” 
(Alcorn, 1993:426).  

Partnerships’ existence can be justified by the convergence of both indigenous societies’ and conservationists’ 
interests. Considering indigenous people and conservation authorities as equals means that both interests must be 
carefully and equally considered on each side in order to access to mutual benefits.  

 

3.2  Background hypothesis 

The theory of partnership between indigenous people and conservation authorities as a potential solution to 
biodiversity conservation can be applied under certain hypothesis and assumptions.  

First, the efficiency of the partnership in the frame of environmental protection can be reached at the condition 
that indigenous peoples are seen as environmental friendly peoples. In an attempt to avoid the romanticized 
image of the noble savage (Nuttall, 1998), one can still argue that in general, indigenous people do demonstrate a 
concern for maintaining the ecological processes on which they depend (Gadgil, 1993; Alcorn, 1993). The 
assumption here is not that indigenous people can all be categorized as “natural conservationists”. If some might 
be, other might conserve the resources to insure their own cultural survival (Redford & Stearman, 1993). 
Therefore, regardless of the reason that lies behind biodiversity conservation, the hypothesis made is that 
indigenous peoples are interested and relatively efficient at protecting the environment.  

The second hypothesis that can be made is that the presence of a Non-Governmental Organization (NGO) can be 
recommended to facilitate the partnership between the governmental authorities and the indigenous 
communities. However, the presence of a NGO can also pose risks such as a lack of understanding of the local 
population, preconceived ideas of what people need or disruptions in the local social structure. Often for 
historical reasons, some indigenous peoples do not have a relationship with the government based on trust. 
Therefore, the presence of a third party in the collaborative process can appear as a helping agent: “indigenous 
communities are characterized by intimate and daily personal relations and are more likely to trust NGOs, who 
respect their values and lifestyles, than large public sector organizations – such as park bureaus (…) – which are 
often impersonal, distant and do not understand native preferences and realities” (Poole, 1989: foreword). The 
collaboration of NGOs can be very helpful in order to build appropriate partnerships between states and 
indigenous communities (Alcorn, 1993). Thus, the hypothesis made in this master thesis that the success of an 
initial partnership between environmental authorities and indigenous people can be generated by the inclusion of 
a third party, non-government-related which can serve as intermediary.  
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3.3 The expected advantages of partnership 

The theory of partnership is considered as a successful solution for biodiversity conservation due to several 
expected advantages.  

Access to financial resources 

First, from the perspective of the indigenous communities, the partnership with governmental authorities usually 
allows an access to financial resources that can be needed to launch environmental programs or monitoring and 
therefore, ensure consequent biodiversity protection.  

 

Increase indigenous peoples’ legitimacy 

Still from the indigenous’ perspective, the partnership can significantly help increasing their legitimacy. It might 
turn out into a loss some of their (justified or not) “savage” image in the eyes of the western societies and 
therefore benefit from being taken more seriously to get access to finances and be able to manage this money the 
way it fits best with their demands. Indeed, being part of partnership with the governmental authorities can be 
interpreted as a way for indigenous people to adopt the dominant western language with the purpose of accessing 
legitimacy and credibility on a broader scale (Green, 2009). In other words, indigenous peoples would adopt 
western discourses, formulations and administrative knowledge so that they can be regarded as “serious” partner. 
Therefore, the partnership construction can help replacing the indigenous peoples’ image as being “politically 
naïve” (Nilsson Dahlström, 2009). This result comes along with lots of limitations and ethic barriers. In this 
perspective, partnerships would pressupose the existence of a remaining power relationship in which indigenous 
people would have to comply with the dominant discourse in order to get access to further consideration, 
financial resources as well as more rights to self determination. By having to adopt and adapt to the dominant 
discourse, indigenous peoples find themselves in the situation of neo-colonialism (Beach, 1997).  

 

Foster understanding  

By working together in a partnership, the stakeholders are encouraged to intensely communicate. Consequently, 
the clear expression of each interest fosters understanding, especially in the case of divergent ones. Indeed, 
collaborative work helps revealing the reasons behind one’s will in such a way that the other is able to 
understand it (e.g. how people understand and use the environment). It does not mean that the agents have to 
agree with each other. Mutual communication increases the chances to find an agreement that is approved by 
both parties, even though one of the stakeholders’ interests might not be forsaken. Decisions might not 
necessarily satisfy everyone but they should be sufficiently transparent and broadly supported. This is the 
condition for decisions to be respected (Arambiza & Painter, 2006). 

 

Resolve conflicts 

In the same perspective, partnership can help resolving conflicts more efficiently. As mentioned earlier, the 
importance of communication between the two parties involved fosters understanding. In addition, Painter and 
Kretser (2012) highlight the key role of context sensitivity. Communication and understanding generate a gain of 
knowledge of the social and political structure of a given area. Consequently, it becomes easier to better 
apprehend people’s reaction and anticipate the outcomes. In the context of biodiversity conservation, it becomes 
crucial to anticipate people’s reaction if the conservationists are to ask for a resource restriction. This resource 
might be a key element in the indigenous peoples’ way of life. Therefore, via a context sensitivity approach, the 
conservation authorities obtain a deeper understanding of the local livelihood with its rituals, customs and 
spiritual connections. In other words, context sensitivity helps building a strong foundation for partnership, one 
that increases the chances of avoiding conflicts. After a comparative study of the establishment of Community 
Natural Resource Management (CNRM) in three different countries, the conclusion turned out to affirm that “in 
general, CNRM occasionally offered a more effective institutional basis for expressing and resolving disputes” 
(Stephen R. Kellert et al. 2000:710). To conclude, one can argue that partnership, by efficiently displaying a 
framework to solve conflicts, ensures social-ecological resilience that is to say the capacity to absorb recurrent 
disturbances.  
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Share knowledge 

Partnership has, at its core, the principle of knowledge sharing.  According to Poole (1989: 16), indigenous 
communities have “much to offer: a profound and detailed knowledge of species and ecosystems; ways of 
sharing and managing resources that have stood the test of time; and ethics that reconcile subsistence and co-
existence; recognising that people are an integral part of nature, and express spiritual bonds with other species, 
including those they harvest”. Indigenous people are the holders of a local and practical knowledge. Their 
knowledge is also often tightly related to spiritual beliefs and thus relies partly on intuition and senses and not 
entirely on reason, western science’s "only means of understanding the world" (Nilsson Dahlström, 2009:52). 
According to Gadgil (1993), indigenous knowledge is of main importance because, contrary to western science, 
it is able to understand the complexity of ecological systems. Therefore, it would represent consequent help in 
conserving biodiversity.  

Different types of knowledge exist, with different logics (Agrawal, 1995). As much as the western world would 
benefit from learning about the indigenous knowledge, indigenous people could also gain from western’s 
administrative and technical skills (Painter & Kretser, 2012).  

To conclude, in this context, an optimal partnership can be described the following way: “through frank 
discussions and debate, the explicit recognition of different priorities and consequent trade-offs, and the 
understanding and compromise that this process engenders, indigenous peoples and conservation biologists can 
both work toward reaching the goals of the common good that both are seeking” (Redford & Stearman, 1993: 
254). In a nutshell, a successful partnership is one that guarantees biodiversity conservation while ensuring a real 
power for the indigenous peoples in the decision making.  

 

3.4 The potential limitations of partnership 

Whereas the optimal partnership has been described above, some risks need to be considered. 

 

Lack of trust 

A partnership cannot be successful if there are suspicions over one stakeholder’s say. The maximization of ethic 
contentment and social respect is reached through sufficient transparency and respect (Arambiza & Painter, 
2006). The lack of trust prevents any possible good relationship between the involved actors and therefore much 
lower chances to reach a common aim.  

 

Divergent motivations 

Being part of a partnership implies to share a common goal, regardless of each interest. However, some report 
that indigenous’ motivation for biodiversity conservation is an excuse or a tool to gain political influence. Some 
describe it as political opportunism whereas others analyze it as an “understandable response” (Redford & 
Stearman, 1993): understandable in the eyes of those who argue that indigenous people continue to be victimized 
by national governments. In the same perspective, Nadasdy (2005:315) argues that “indigenous people have no 
choice but to claim the position of ecologically noble savages, or else their claims for rights will be ignored 
again”. A competing understanding of sustainability (political and environmental) can be analyzed here: is 
biodiversity conservation the priority for indigenous people as it is for conservationists? Is it as equally 
important as their political claims? Are the political claims preventing any environmental friendly behavior? It 
seems evident that indigenous people have other interests than the protection of the environment. The conflict 
appears in the case where biodiversity conservation would only appear as a strategy to gain power and reveal a 
total lack of interest from the indigenous peoples. Indeed, according to Nuttall (1998), indigenous people are not 
particularly good advocates of sustainable development.  

 

Domination of conservationists’ authority  

As Alcorn (1993:425) pointed out, “one barrier to partnerships is the attitude that conservationists are in position 
of authority to “cede” land, to “grant” rights to the others, to speak for the others, or to define others’ 
knowledge”. This position most likely comes from the remains of the historical experience of conservation when 
the classical approach was applied. Still today, some observe that indigenous knowledge is shelled by 
conservationists who look for what they consider relevant in it.  Researchers “compartmentalize and distill 
aboriginal people’s beliefs, values and experiences according to external criteria of relevance, seriously 
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distorting them in the process” (Nadasdy, 1999:15). The fact that conservationists could potentially decide what 
is interesting to keep from indigenous knowledge (just as the process of picking the cherries out of the 
(indigenous) cake) can be interpreted as the proof of a remaining power relationship, some even characterizing it 
as “neo-colonial” or “ecolonial” (Beach, 1997; Nilsson Dahlström, 2009).  

 

Domination of western knowledge 

The potential domination of western knowledge will be examined under two different perspectives. 

Firstly, the western utilitarian view on indigenous people might be questioned as “traditional culture-bearers 
should not be viewed as useful libraries of traditional information but rather as essential participants in 
biodiversity conservation” (Alcorn, 1991:323). If the fact that indigenous knowledge’s distillation can be 
interpreted as problematic for ethic reasons, so can be the divide between indigenous knowledge and its holders. 
Nilsson Dahlström (2009) interprets knowledge sharing as a gain of control for the environmental authorities and 
argues that the risk for indigenous knowledge lays in the depoliticization of their knowledge.  Once in the hands 
of the western societies, indigenous knowledge will be interpreted and would become the reflection of the ideas 
and language of the western world (Simpson, 2004). Therefore, knowledge sharing might have to occur in 
accordance with some principles that would ensure indigenous peoples’ power over theirs.  

The second perspective on the risks that dominance of western knowledge represents deals with the potential 
loss of traditional knowledge. Certain areas that have been in contact with the western societies are now offering 
a western education. For the Kuna peoples of Panama, western education resulted in young Kuna’s questioning 
of old beliefs (Redford & Stearman, 1993:252; Chapin, 1991): the education programs they received stating that 
those beliefs were “primitive superstitions and largely irrelevant”. This example might not be representative of 
the way indigenous knowledge is dealt with in other parts of the world. However, attention should be focused on 
the preservation of indigenous knowledge as equally relevant as any other kind of knowledge.  

Throughout this study, the partnership between governmental authorities and indigenous representatives will be 
analyzed  in order to find out the existence and expression of the dominant discourse. If theoretically partnership 
pressuposes the respect of each interests and equal implication and power, in practice (from the cases studied) it 
seems that indigenous communities can only become environmental authorities' partners as long as they obey 
and submit to the dominant environmental conservation discourse produced by the environmental authority. 
Therefore, the existence of a remaining power structure will be further focused on, what many have argued to be 
the expression of a new form of colonialism: ecolonialism. 

4 Empirical study  
 

4.1 Kaa-Iya del Gran Chaco National Park and Integrated Management, 
Bolivia  

With its 35 000 km², the Gran Chaco is the biggest dry tropical forest in South America. It is shared by 
Argentina, Brazil, Paraguay and Bolivia, the Bolivian Chaco being called the Kaa-Iya del Gran Chaco (KIGC) 
(Fig. 2). The National Park is administrated and managed jointly by the Bolivian government’s service for 
protected areas (Servicio Nacional de Areas Protegidas - SERNAP) and the indigenous organization Capitania 
del Alto y Bajo Izozog (CABI).  

The indigenous inhabitants of the Izozog region are called Izoceños. They are part of the Guarani, Ayoreo5 and 
Chiquitano ethnic groups (WCS, 2012). About 10 000 Izoceños Guarani (or simply called Izoceños) live within 
the KIGC National Park and the neighboring indigenous territory called Tierra Comunitaria de Origen (TCO) - 
Native Community Land in English. 5 000 Chiquitano live in the area together with approximately 100 Ayoreo. 
The non indigenous inhabitants represent 7 500 people. They are both Mestizo (people of mixed descent) and 
Mennonites (protestant group of European origins) (Castillo, 2007). 

                                                           
5 Some of the Ayoreo people have chosen to remain in voluntary isolation from the national society (e.g. the Totobiegosode 
group). The rest of the Ayoreo people living in Bolivia are represented by the CANOB organization (Central Ayoreo Nativo 
del Oriente Boliviano) 
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KIGC is the only national park in the Americas established as the result of an initiative of indigenous peoples 
and the only one where an indigenous organization shared primary administrative responsibilities with the 
national government (Arambiza & Painter, 2006).  

 

 
Fig.2. Location of the Kaa-Iya del Gran Chaco National Park in Bolivia 
http://www.equatorinitiative.org/images/stories/com_winners/casestudy/case_1348150898.pdf 

 

4.1.1 Brief history of the area 

4.1.1.1 CABI’s place in the Chacoan region 

The Izoceños-Guarani have been living in the Bolivian Chaco along the Parapeti River since the late 1400s – 
early 1500s (Noss & Castillo, 2007). Since the settlement of the Spanish in the 16th century, indigenous peoples 
were seen as inferior. Therefore, their rights were neglected and their culture denied (Indigenous and traditional 
peoples and protected areas, 2000). 

The importance of religion has to be highlighted in the context of the European settlement. CABI, which 
historically represented the political authority of the Guarani people living in the Izozog region, had enough 
authority not to fall under the influence of the Jesuit missions at the end of the 17th century, like the Chiquitanos6 
(Painter, 2009). This is of fundamental importance to understand the influence CABI had and still has on the 
local Izoceños.   

The war between Paraguay and Bolivia started in 1932 at their common border, where the Chaco is. The conflict 
was driven by the presence of hydrocarbon resources in the ground. Bolivia lost a part of its territories as a result 
and a few Izoceños were killed by the Bolivian army, suspected to be spies for Paraguay.  At the end of the war, 
in 1935, 2 000 Izoceños out of 10 000 were still living in Bolivia. As the political representative of the Izoceños, 
CABI organized their return to the country and committed to protect the indigenous identity and secure land 
rights for the years to come (Painter, personal interview, 2012). In 1980, CABI started developing territorial 
management which included biodiversity conservation and sustainable use of renewable resources as a result of a 
political incentive of decentralization (Painter, 2009). By 1990, consequent efforts were made by CABI to secure 
land rights and make sure that no displacement would occur anymore. The same year, CABI gained legal 
recognition under the name API (Associacion de Productores Izoceños – Association of Izoceños Farmers). 
From 1993, CABI acted through an indigenous NGO Ivy Iyambae Foundation (Indigenous and traditional 
peoples and protected areas, 2000). From this point, CABI was given an active role in the local government (e.g. 
in charge of the development projects concerning the Izozog).  

4.1.1.2 First threats to the environment  

Kaa-Iya means “spirit guardian of the forest” in Guarani while the wetlands by the Parapeti River are called 
“grandmother” (Noss & Castillo, 2007). Those symbols show the attachment the Izoceños have to the land they 
inhabit, a land that provides the food and the other resources they need. The spiritual and even familial wordings 
highlight the strong connection and the deep respect that bond the people to their land. However, major 

                                                           
6 The Chiquitanos were “created” in the beginning of 1692 through an amalgamation of over 30 indigenous groups. They are 
nowadays represented by the Turubo (indigenous organization) (Noss & Castillo, 2007) 

http://www.equatorinitiative.org/images/stories/com_winners/casestudy/case_1348150898.pdf
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expansions of ranching in Santa Cruz’ region took place in the 1990s due to very low land prices and poor 
institutional transparency (e.g. the title obtaining were not always very clear). Extensive livestock ranching is 
practiced by both indigenous people and private ranchers (Noss & Castillo, 2007). Therefore, the low land prices 
encouraged the expansion of new production areas instead of improving the management of already under 
production areas (Arambizar & Painter, 2006).  

In parallel, the World Bank started the creation of land market in Bolivia as a means for “development”: the 
“Tierras Bajas del Este program” (East Low Land program). Deforestation gave space for large-scale 
commercial soybean, sunflower and cotton production (Equator Initiative, 2004). As a result, the soil got 
degraded and the whole area lost some of its ecological value and diversity. The context of weak institutional 
land management led to uncontrolled speculation, resulting in the incapacity for CABI to legally protect the land. 
As a matter of fact, if CABI had a strong regional influence, they lacked legal power and recognition at the 
national scale. Nevertheless, CABI turned out to be the only organization which would eventually be capable of 
dealing with complex matters and be capable to protect the Chaco.  

 

4.1.2 The making of Kaa-Iya’s cultural landscape 

Kaa-Iya cultural landscape includes the Kaa-Iya del Gran Chaco National Park (created in 1995) and the Izozog 
indigenous territory (TCO) declared in 1997 (Fearn & Redord, 2007).  

4.1.2.1  Kaa-Iya del Gran Chaco National Park 

The American NGO: Wildlife Conservation Society (WCS) appeared in the region in the early 1990s with an 
interest for the Kaa-Iya del Gran Chaco’s biodiversity conservation. WCS and CABI started sharing their views 
on the Bolivian Chaco and found out coincidence of interests. It took a year-long period for the two 
organizations to get to know each other (Painter & Kretser, 2012). WCS started talking about the possibility of 
creating a National Park together with CABI which, at the time, did not know exactly what that meant and what 
a “park” was. The Izoceños were not aware of the concept of conservation the way the western world 
understands it. Indeed, according to Alcorn (1993), there is no direct translation for the word “conservation” in 
any non-European language. It would be generally understood as “respecting Nature”, “taking care of Nature” or 
“doing things right”. WCS, familiar with governmental administration and with land’s protection processes was 
able to give CABI formal legitimacy in the eyes of the national government. Besides, it turned out be strategic 
for CABI to make the KIGC a protected area “to ensure that a large portion of the Bolivian Chaco, over which it 
was unlikely to assert a successful territorial claim, did not fall into the hands of ranchers and farmers” (Painter 
& Kretser, 2012). As a matter of fact, it appeared that if WCS and CABI did not exactly share the same interests 
(one being more environmental oriented and the latter more cultural oriented), they did have the same goal into 
making the Chaco a protected area. In a more extreme vision of the situation, some would say that the Kaa-Iya 
park for biodiversity conservation was a means to an end and not an end in itself for CABI: “for CABI, 
maintaining indigenous people’s access to land and preventing third party landowners from having access to, and 
control of, areas of spiritual, cultural and economic importance are the primary motivations behind the 
partnership with SERNAP” (Winer, 2003:189). Biodiversity conservation, if not expressed as first matter, was 
definitely of main importance and in complete accordance with the majority of Izoceños’ life style. However, as 
said before, the concept of biodiversity conservation as a western construction is not familiar to the Izoceños.  

The partnership between the two organizations started in 1991. After pursuing some participatory approaches 
(e.g. Grande Assemblée) and conducting field research with the technical support of WCS, CABI presented the 
proposal to the government in 1993 to make KIGC a protected area.  In the meantime, CABI was also initiating 
movements claiming for indigenous’ territories, neighboring what would become the park (March for Territory 
and Dignity, 1990). The Kaa-Iya del Gran Chaco National Park was created in 1995, with the decision to make a 
co-management of it between CABI and the governmental service for protected areas: SERNAP. Co-
management was a very innovative principle in Bolivia, especially with an indigenous organization7. According 
to Michael Painter (former Director of WCS Bolivia, personal interview, 2012) CABI did not know exactly what 
it would mean and what details were involved.  WCS, which became a trustful partner of the indigenous 
organization was asked by both the government and CABI to be the technical support of the KIGC National 
Park’s management.  

                                                           
7 Other park’s co-managements were created at the time but with NGOs as partner and not indigenous organizations.  
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CABI had a holistic vision regarding the park’s management. Indeed, the organization led two “fights” at the 
same time: to make the KIGC a natural protected area and to officially give it an indigenous’ identity. Alongside 
of the proposal’s writing for the protected area, the new Agrarian Reform Law recognized for the first time 
Bolivia as a multi-ethnic and multicultural country in 1993, legalizing the creation of indigenous territories 
(TCO) (Indigenous and traditional peoples and protected areas, 2000).  

4.1.2.2 Asserting the indigenous identity with the TCO 

The TCO was legalized with the idea that the native communities should have official collective titles of defined 
territories. The collective titles give the local community indivisible power on the land rather than giving the 
power in one’s hands and recognize at the national level the indigenous peoples’ properties. The first Bolivian 
TCOs were obtained in the early 1990s and some are still under titling process today (Table.2). 

 

Type of 
property 

1996-
2005 

2006-
20098 

Total  

TCO (km²) 5 762 058 11 042 
849 

16 804 
907 

Table 2: TCO’s density in Bolivia, from 1996 to 2009 (IWGIA, 2009) 

According to the same data’s source, the total area of Bolivia is about 109 858 100 km². Therefore, by December 
2009, more than 15% of Bolivia’s land was titled as TCO.  

In 1997, CABI made the request for the Izozog land neighboring the KIGC National Park to become a TCO. The 
government approved the titling with some restrictions: it would keep the ownership rights of the underground 
minerals (main importance for the energy) and the water rights would be given to the local municipal 
government (Equator Initiative, 2004). In other words, the Izoceños-Guarani were given rights to the land and its 
forest. 1.9 million hectares of Izozog TCO land is neighboring the 3.44 million hectares KIGC National Park 
since 1997, giving CABI the legal Administration of about 5.3 million hectares of land (Noss & Castillo, 2007).  

The TCOs have the advantage to clearly define the area where each land owner can conduct his respect 
activities. For example, it led to the fencing of the personal ranchers’ properties, therefore restricting the effects 
of grazing (Noss & Castillo, 2007).  

The government requires each indigenous organization owner to develop a management plan for its TCO. 
Managing the land was first characterized by the attribution of diverse land use (e.g. areas for settlement, for 
livestock, for hunting as well as some attributed to conservation). Regarding the current land use, the table 3 
illustrates the comparison of both KIGC National Park and Izoceño’s TCO. 

 

 KIGC NP Izoceño’s TCO 

Biodiversity 
and ecosystem 
conservation 

93% 29% 

Ranching 3% 55% 

Hunting/fishing
/gathering  

3% 16% 

Other 1% (pipeline) 3% (agriculture) 

Table 3: Kaa-Iya cultural landscape’s land use (Own table, data collection: Castillo, 2007) 

                                                           
8 2009 was the last year data could be obtained for the amount of TCO in Bolivia. However, some TCO were obtained in 
2011 in the Potosi region (INRA, 2011). 
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According to this comparison of land use in the Chacoan region, it seems that the quite consequent percentage of 
ranching in the neighboring TCO (55%) has allowed a great percentage of biodiversity conservation in the Kaa-
Iya del Gran Chaco National Park (93%). We can also notice the effort of conservation in the Izoceño’s TCO 
which was about 29% of the total land use in 2007.  

 

4.1.3 SERNAP and CABI’s co-management since 1995 

4.1.3.1 CABI’s aim and composition 

CABI’s ambition is to represent the voice of the Izoceños. Therefore, all the Izoceños are “members” of CABI 
and would have the possibility to make themselves heard. There are in total 25 communities, each one having a 
“capitan” (male) as well as a “capitana” (female) to represent the community. The effort of including female 
authorities started in 2001 (Painter, 2012). As a result, 46 communities’ capitanes and capitanas can be 
enumerated. Besides, a higher representation of the communities is provided by the existence of “capitanes 
grandes”: one for the High Izozog (Alto), one for the Low Izozog (Bajo) and finally by the existence of one 
capitan grande for both regions. For instance, when specific wildlife management plans are being prepared by 
some Izoceños’ technicians (e.g. quotas by species), those are being reviewed by the council of community 
capitanes and then approved (or not) by the Izozog General Assembly.  

4.1.3.2 The co-management’s organization  

SERNAP - the National Protected Area Service – is responsible for the management of the park together with 
CABI (and WCS as the technical support). SERNAP, in the perspective of decentralization, encouraged the 
creation of local Management Committees (MC) each composed by different stakeholders’ representatives 
(Indigenous and traditional peoples and protected areas, 2000). Each local management unit is in charge of:  

 
• Participating in the definition of management objectives  
• Controlling and monitoring the site’s management performance 
• Assisting in identifying and obtaining financial support from external sources (such as GEF, USAID, 

Swiss Bank, World Bank) 
 

Concretely, the co-management of the park resulted in the training of indigenous people in order to increase the 
wildlife’s surveillance and educate the indigenous communities about the surrounding environment. What is 
relevant about the organization of the park’s management is the participation of all stakeholders which 
potentially led to common decision making processes. 

 

4.1.3.3 Financial structure of KIGC National Park 

The Kaa-Iya del Gran Chaco National Park was given financial resources from various actors to ensure a proper 
environmental management (Fig.3). 

The environmental authority SERNAP is in the same situation as nearly all developing country wildlife 
departments: the value of natural areas might not be given primary importance. Therefore, the amount of money 
invested from the central government remained critically low, covering the basic operational costs (Fig.3-Link 
(4)) (Winer, 2003). The Bolivian government received money from the diverse international environmental 
institutions such as the Global Environmental Fund (GEF) and the World Bank.  

Through WCS, USAID also participated in supporting financially the KIGC National Park.  Instead of having a 
full range of intermediaries between the Izoceños peoples and the donor, CABI asked to be the only connection 
with the American organization. Even though USAID was willing to support the development of the park with 
local involvement, dealing directly with the Izoceño organization CABI posed a problem due to the lack of 
institutional capacity. This is how the USAID offered an alternative to CABI’s suggestion: work together 
through the WCS. The relationship became official after a full recognition and acceptance of the arrangement by 
the indigenous organization and WCS. The financial management operated at two levels: WCS being responsible 
of the total fund from USAID (Fig.3-Link (3)) and CABI being responsible of the local operating expenses 
(USAID, 1997) (Fig.3-Link (2)).  

The gas richness presents in the Chaco soil led to the construction of a gas pipeline between Bolivia and Brazil 
(see 4.1.5 Challenges). An agreement was thus signed between Gas TransBoliviano (GTB) and CABI, allowing 
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the creation of a trust fund whom the Kaa-Iya Foundation, a Bolivian based non -profit organization would be 
the permanent owner of. It is directed by 3 members: a representative of GTB, a representative of CABI and an 
independent member (Arambiza & Painter, 2006). $1 million was given as capital for the KIGC National Park 
from GTB with the purpose of attracting additional investments and ensure the biodiversity conservation of the 
park. Through the Kaa-Iya Foundation, GTB was therefore one financial source for the KIGC National Park 
management (Fig.3-Link (1)). The titling of the indigenous land (TCO) was supported by those funds which 
represented an adequate response to the environmental and social impacts of the pipeline’s construction (Noss & 
Castillo, 2007). 

 

 
 

Fig.3. Financial structure of the KIGC National Park’s management (own illustration) 

 

The point here is that the KIGC National Park progressively obtained a large financial support that the 
government was not able to offer: from WCS, GTB, USAID for about 8 years and diverse foundations (e.g. 
Gordon & Betty Moore Foundation). Those funds were co-managed by WCS and CABI (Painter & Kretser, 
2012). With the creation of the trust fund, CABI was able to raise money by itself, allowing the park to be 
constantly managed regardless of the financial fluctuations of the governmental budget. Those grants allowed 
CABI to contribute between 30 and 35% of the KIGC’s total budget each year since 2001 (Arambiza & Painter, 
2006).  

It is interesting to note here the reluctance of USAID to directly give money to an indigenous organization. It 
clearly expressed a lack of trust. However, with the help of WCS, CABI gained considerable power, not only on 
the political level but also on the financial one. This is one of the reasons why the indigenous organization 
started to be seen as a threat for the Bolivian government.  

 

4.1.4 The positive outcomes of the participatory approaches and the partnership 

4.1.4.1 The positives outcomes of the participatory approaches 

The participatory approaches put into practice by CABI showed many positive results, for example with the 
conflict resolution. The private land owners were initially opposed to the obtaining of TCO areas as they would 
lose land rights. However, a relevant fact was presented to them: the Geographic Information System (GIS) 
database developed by CABI and WCS showed that almost all the boundary disputes over the titling process 
were among private land owners themselves and not with CABI (Arambiza & Painter, 2006). Consequently, the 
conflict target changed and the private land owners started seeing the good sides of TCO as it would offer new 
production options. It is quite interesting to notice that as soon as the different stakeholders work together, they 
are able to share their concerns and work the mutual conflicts out through communication and shared 
knowledge.  

 

4.1.4.2 Transfer of know-how 

The lack of CABI’s administrative knowledge faded away with the possibility for the Izoceños to open up to 
western organizational and technical know-how. For instance, they learned how to make inventories of 
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biological diversity and monitor biodiversity’s health through training programs for environmental education. 
WCS scientists and the new “parabiologists” were required to present their findings to community leaders every 
six months for feedback and comments during the “Grand Assemblée” (USAID, 1997). Most of the scientific 
work was executed by the Izoceños: they had their own research projects and were able to present their papers in 
national and international settings (Painter, personal interview, 2012). WCS considered the partnership with the 
Izoceños as one where workers would learn equivalently from one another. However, the scientific methodology 
was taught by an American organization that is to say in a western understanding of knowledge. Therefore, the 
Izoceños are participating but the equal sharing of knowledge can still be questioned.  

WCS’ tasks of the management park were expressed in the following ways (Arambiza & Painter, 2006):  
- Ensure a technical support and administrative capacities  
- Define appropriate wildlife management practices thanks to ecology research  
- Consolidate land use planning and environmental monitoring on both KIGC and TCO 
- Design and implement a permanent environmental education program in order to improve the 

understanding of basic ecological concepts 

WCS implemented educative programs regarding the Chaco environment. As a result, 16 Izoceños schools 
taught the program to a student population of approximately 2 000 people (Painter, 2009). According to Painter 
and Kretser (2012), the Bolivian school program implemented in the Chaco was created through the participation 
of the students, the parents and the teachers and focused on teaching how the Izoceños came to live successfully 
in the Chacoan environment and ensure the understanding of the various management issues confronting the 
Izoceños both in the KIGC and the indigenous territory. However, the last support’s statement of WCS, that is to 
say “designing and implementing a permanent environmental education program in order to improve the 
understanding of basic ecological concepts” (Arambiza & Painter, 2006) can be quite controversial. On the one 
hand, one could argue that the Izoceños are already knowledgeable vis-à-vis the surrounding natural 
environment since they lived and used its resources for so long. The “education” of the indigenous communities 
implemented by the western scientists could, in some extent, be interpreted as neo-colonialist. On the other hand, 
this educational implementation seems to be in accordance with CABI and could benefit the indigenous people 
in receiving a more theoretical view and global perspective on the Chaco (e.g. being able to recognize which 
species are vulnerable and should be paid more attention in the whole park). Many countries face the same 
problematic of knowledge’s term ambivalence (traditional and western knowledge). In Vanuatu (South Pacific 
Ocean) for example, schools chose to teach both traditional and western environmental conservation (Green, 
2012).  

 

4.1.4.3 Training programs to become “parabiologist”  

The Bolivian biologist Erika Cuéllar is training local indigenous peoples to become parabiologists – a 
methodology consisting in teaching a local population about scientific techniques in order for people to acquire 
the skills needed to protect the environment in the long term. After having completed her education in 
conservation research in both Bolivia and England (Rolex Awards, 2012), she has applied her theoretical 
knowledge back in her home country within the Kaa-Iya del Gran Chaco National Park since 1999. She wrote 
with her team a parabiologist training manual with the financial support of the Whitley Fund for Nature and 
WCS in 2008. In 2012, 17 parabiologists were trained (Rolex Awards, 2012), all of them being Bolivian 
indigenous peoples. The educational program aims at empowering local people by giving them scientific 
knowledge.  

Louise Emmons who is working at the Smithsonian Institution emphasized the success the Bolivian biologist had 
on the conservation: “she got the local people to stop hunting almost completely” for the sake of biodiversity 
(Rolex Awards, 2012). This statement is quite controversial. Is to stop hunting a victory in the eyes of the 
Izoceños? Some environmental successes are conflicting with the socio-cultural customs of the local people. 
CABI mentioned it: “decisions about how to manage the land are based on different priorities than these of 
WCS” (Arambiza & Painter, 2006:28). Therefore, conservationists and indigenous people tend to face different 
interests: here for example where CABI could be defending hunting as a cultural habit and WCS wanting it to 
stop for the sake of species’ conservation. In those cases of potential conflicting interests, the most important is 
to guarantee the transparency in the decision making processes or in the compromises made. Under this 
condition, decision making processes and ethical contentment are respected in the sense that no one feels 
deceived.  

Thanks to the Rolex Award Prize Erika Cuellar won in 2012, she will be able to extend her parabiologists’ 
training programs in the Argentinean and Paraguayan Chaco. The aim is not only to train local people but also to 
include them in a tri-national policy-making for the Gran Chaco conservation strategy. The Bolivian biologist 
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hired 3 parabiologists to constitute a research team dealing with the transnational conservation project (IUCN, 
2012).  

 

4.1.4.4 Coincidence of interests 
Both WCS and CABI had benefits to engage in partnership. It should be pointed out that WCS is a conservation 
society and conservation has been interpreted for decades as a principle focusing on the intrinsic value of nature 
and the rejection of its contact with people, even if the idea has been much less dominant in the recent years. 
Nevertheless, WCS works differently as they made the conclusion that supporting CABI’s land management 
offers the best hope for conserving the last large area of the Chacoan cultural landscape in South America 
(Arambiza & Painter, 2006). However, CABI remained conscious about the differences between WCS’s and it 
own priorities: “respect of CABI’s decisions by WCS is a condition for the continuation of the partnership” 
(Arambiza & Painter, 2006:28). Biodiversity conservation is not the only concern for CABI which also asserts 
its defending position vis-à-vis the indigenous identity and land security. However, CABI was also aware of the 
advantages of working together with WCS in the sense that environmental conservation is a fundamental 
element of both the Izoceños’ quality of life in the present time and their capabilities and opportunities in the 
long term.  

As a result of the partnership associated to the concept of community-based wildlife management in KIGC, both 
ecological and indigenous peoples’ conditions were improved (IUCN, 2012). Indeed, efforts to protect species 
were intensified and the Izoceños gained from political empowerment with the creation of a TCO. Some of the 
advantages of the partnership between WCS and CABI can be illustrated in figure. 4. 

 

 
Fig.4.The main partnership’s outcomes (own illustration) 

*A representative of the Izoceños was an active member of USAID’s expanded strategic objective team for the 
environment (USAID, 1997).  

 

4.1.5 Biodiversity’s state in the Bolivian Chaco  

4.1.5.1 Kaa-Iya del Gran Chaco’s fauna  

The Kaa-Iya del Gran Chaco National Park gathers a very rich fauna with about 65 species of small mammals, 
59 species of large mammals, 301 species of birds and 89 species of reptiles according to the SERNAP (National 
service of protected areas). It makes the dry Chaco forest the place with the highest mammalian species diversity 
in South America (Indigenous and traditional peoples and protected areas, 2000).  

Here follows an analysis of the evolution of some of the park’s endangered species’ conservation state 
(according to the International Union for the Conservation of Nature (IUCN)) (Table 4).  
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The IUCN’s red list has 7 conservation categories: Least concern, Near threatened, Vulnerable, Endangered, 
Critically endangered, extinct in the wild and finally extinct.  

 

Species9  Red list category in 
1990 

In 1996 In 2010 

Chacoan Peccary  

Giant anteater 

Giant armadillo 

Vulnerable 
Vulnerable 
Vulnerable 

Endangered 

Vulnerable 

Endangered 

Endangered  

Vulnerable 

Vulnerable   

Lowland tapir 
NDA NDA Vulnerable 

Marsh deer 
Vulnerable Vulnerable Vulnerable 

Oncilla 
Vulnerable NDA Vulnerable 

Table 4: Evolution of some of the local fauna conservation’s state. (Own table) Data collection: IUCN, 2012 

 

4.1.5.2 Conservation Efforts 

The creation of the National Park led to a resource use restriction. Indeed, as the table 4 showed previously, 93% 
of KIGC’s land is dedicated to biodiversity and ecosystem conservation. A hunting ban was established and the 
educational programs developed on the Chacoan environment aimed at increasing the awareness on fragile 
ecosystems and vulnerable species.  

The chacoan peccary (flagship species of the KIGC National Park, fig 5) is the only mammal listed as 
endangered among the species living in the Gran Chaco Park10. Present in Gran Chaco in Argentina, Paraguay 
and Bolivia, it has been categorized as vulnerable species from 1982 to 1990 before being classified as 
endangered. Its population decline is expected to be more than 50% over three generations that is to say 18 years 
(IUCN, 2012). The major threats are hunting (for the meat) and the habitat loss caused by massive deforestation 
due to the large-scale cattle ranching recent expansion and agriculture. In Bolivia, the situation is less 
problematic since the creation of the Kaa-Iya del Gran Chaco National Park which guarantees the biggest 
protection with its 35 000km² of protected area compared to Argentina (Copo National Park: 1 140 km²) and 
Paraguay (Defensores del Chaco: 7 800km² and Teniente Enciso: 400 km²).  

 
Fig.5. Official logo of the KIGC National Park, the chacoan peccary being its flagship species 

http://www.sernap.gob.bo/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=88&Itemid=279  

                                                           
9 The guanaco is not present in this table because the specie is categorized as “Least concern” in the IUCN red list of 
threatened species. This is due to the fact that the specie is actually present in large numbers in the rest of its living locations, 
especially in Argentina.  
10 This is in accordance with the IUCN red list of threatened species. Nevertheless, the chacoan guanaco, the jaguars and the 
white-lipped peccaries seem to be endangered as well (Castillo, 2007).  

http://www.sernap.gob.bo/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=88&Itemid=279
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Wildlife services among the indigenous community have been developed, allowing more surveillance and 
facilitating the transfer of wild species into the national park. 

In addition, Erika Cuellar focused on the conservation of the disappearing Guanaco (lama) in the Gran Chaco 
region. She highlighted the existence of about 200 guanacos divided in 3 isolated populations in three of the 
countries the Gran Chaco covers (IUCN, 2012). According to Hernan Torres, a Chilean conservationist, the work 
done by Erika Cuellar and her local indigenous team have had positive results and “the guanaco population has 
significantly increased as a result” (Rolex Awards, 2012). 

 

4.1.6 Challenges  

4.1.6.1 Indigeneity’s diversity  

CABI is the representative of the Izoceños-Guarani living both within the KIGC National Park and the TCO. 
However, we can easily imagine that the 25 communities inhabiting the region are not homogenous in their 
wants and in their views over land management. For example, according to Arambiza and Painter (2006), five 
different approaches to production can be found. Some communities are keener on farming or ranching than 
others and the willingness to limit hunting is not the same everywhere either.  Therefore, the first challenge is a 
local and internal one. Indigenous peoples cannot be analyzed as one and only homogenous group of people. 
Consequently, CABI cannot represent the interests of everyone, only those of the majority.  

4.1.6.2 The gas pipeline  

A gas pipeline of a total of 3 100km has been built in 2000 to transport Bolivian’s gas to South East Brazil. 
About 361 km of this pipeline are within the Bolivian territory. The pipeline was developed by Gas 
TransBoliviano (GTB) on the Bolivian side to provide energy to Brazil. A part of the pipeline is going through 
the Kaa-Iya del Gran Chaco National Park. The agreement between the Bolivian government and the energy 
companies occurred before the creation of the protected area in 1995. Therefore, WSC and the Izoceño Guarani 
peoples gathered with those companies to make sure that they would comply with the environmental regulations 
(WCS, 2012). In the late 1990s, they reached an agreement and collaborated on an environmental management 
program for the special pipeline location within Kaa-Iya. Besides, the owning companies, both from the Bolivian 
and the Brazilian sides agreed to give $4 million to the management committee composed of 3 representatives of 
indigenous organizations, 3 pipelines sponsors and WCS (WCS, 2012). Gas TransBoliviano also filled an 
environmental trust fund with a deposit of $1 million to “generate a permanent source of revenue for Kaa-Iya 
National Park” (WSC, 2012). This money is used by the Kaa-Iya Foundation, created in 2003, to conduct 
wildlife research, ensure environmental education and prevent illegal hunting within KIGC (Indigenous and 
traditional peoples and protected areas, 2000).  
In addition, the gas companies employed CABI to coordinate the environmental impact study. Indeed, it turned 
out to be the optimal solution as it was both cheaper for them to employ local people who already knew the 
territory and less time consuming than asking the Bolivian government to do it (Personal interview with Michael 
Painter, 2012). As a result, CABI wrote a strategic management plan concerning the long term environmental 
and social impacts of the gas pipeline. The direct implication of CABI in the whole process and the trust fund 
creation generated a solid partnership into what can be referred to as a “win-win” situation.  

4.1.6.3 Frictions between SERNAP and CABI  

It seems that the relationship between the indigenous organization and the government was relatively correct 
until 2006 and the arrival of Evo Morales as President. It is quite surprising given his presidential discourse in 
favor of indigenous peoples and local control over protected areas. Nevertheless, according to Noss and Castillo 
(2007), the political context in Bolivia has complicated the relations with CABI because of its successful 
administration of the national park (including the administration of the public funds confirmed by independent 
annual audits). As a matter of fact, the governing party had no control over CABI. One of the conclusions of this 
political threat has been the delay of the renewal of CABI’s co-Administration agreement, which expired in early 
2006 (Noss & Castillo, 2007).   

In 2009, Michael Painter wrote in an article about rights-based approaches to conservation the following 
statement: “The present Bolivian government has ideological issues with the concept of indigenous territories as 
defined under current Bolivian law, which is based on ILO convention 169. These have to do with upland 
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peasant and settler organizations who want to settle in many territories claimed by lowland indigenous people11 
and who are the government’s main constituencies. The government also has issues with indigenous 
organizations that assert their independence from political parties and official control” (Painter, 2009:170).  

Until 2010, WCS and CABI were working in the same building in Santa Cruz. However, informally, some 
people from the government took the furniture and computers back from CABI in 2010 claiming that the 
organization had become the “puppet” of the American WCS (Painter, personal interview, 2012). The reason 
would be that the indigenous organization had its own financial resources and a history of quite strong influence 
in the Chaco region. This would have created some tensions with the government as CABI’s growing power was 
increasingly seen as a threat to the national authority. In addition, the Chaco is very rich in gas which could also 
be a reason for the government to feel threatened by a growing regional power that could potentially claim for 
more important rights on the mineral resources (Painter, personal interview, 2012). Since that day where the 
working materials were taken back by the government, CABI was not in charge of the co-management of the 
KIGC National Park anymore and WCS stopped official programs with CABI. Michael Painter affirmed that it 
became harder for CABI to raise money since the event. However, the NGO remains a technical support for the 
indigenous organization. Here lies the biggest challenge of all: for CABI to recover the co-management of the 
park.  

 

4.1.7 Conclusion 

The park’s management has been a success in many aspects. According to Michael Painter (Personal interview, 
2012), the significant contribution of the indigenous people has made the management of the park much more 
sustainable.  

As an indigenous organization, CABI attracted a lot of attention concerning the co-management of the Kaa-Iya 
del Gran Chaco National Park. In 2004, for instance, it was awarded the winner prize of the Equator Initiative as 
a “local sustainable development solution for people, nature and resilient communities”. The Equator Initiative 
has been developed within the United Nations Development Program (UNDP). It has awarded prizes since 2002 
all over the planet to community-based or local groups involved in rural area’s management. In addition, the 
outcomes of the gas pipeline’s construction and the environmental management that followed between the 
energy companies and CABI was characterized as excellent by the International Association of Impact 
Assessment in 2001 (Equator Initiative, 2004). Finally, CABI received the Bartolomé de las casas’ prize the 
same year by the Spanish government (International Cooperation) for the effective protection of the indigenous 
peoples of America’s rights and respect for their values (Casamerica Premios, 2012). 

The shared responsibility between a national government and an indigenous organization was certainly an 
innovative concept to apply in South America in 1995 as well as in the rest of the world. The success of the 
partnership between the different actors involved with the park came from various aspects: a major one being a 
strong communication and respect of divergent views. One of the keys for a successful partnership is to assess 
the interests of the stakeholders, especially those which overlap in order to start on a solid footing. For example, 
WCS and CABI met in 1990 but it took them three years to get to know each other, trust each other and bond. 
CABI always cleared out that it had broader concerns than WCS’ environmental ones, in particular for social and 
identity matter. In other words, creating a positive partnership goes with the ability of being respectful of one 
another’s interests. Another decisive aspect is to be able to ensure transparency in the decision making processes. 
The decisions made are not necessarily satisfying for everyone. Nevertheless, if the process is transparent 
enough and understood by the different actors, then the ethical contentment is maximized and the decisions tend 
to be much more respected (Arambiza & Painter, 2006).  

 

4.2 Laponia, Sweden  

Laponia covers about 9 400 km² of Northern Sweden (Fig. 6). It was designated a World Heritage in 1996 and 
gathers the following national parks: Stora Sjöfallet, Sarek, Padjelanta and Muddus and the Sjaunja’s and 
Stubba’s nature reserves. Both inscribed as a mixed cultural/natural World Heritage, the management of Laponia 
constituted a fundamental issue for 10 years. The management board is directed by a Sami majority since 2006. 

                                                           
11 A certain rivalry exits between Bolivian’s upland and lowland peoples.  
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Fig.6. Location of Laponia http://www.laponia.nu/eng/upload/maps%20of%20Laponia.pdf  

 

4.2.1 Brief history of the area 

4.2.1.1 Sami’s historical background 

The Sami people have been living in Northern Scandinavia and Northern Russia (region called Sapmi) since 
immemorial time. Nowadays, 17 000 are living in Sweden (35 000 in Norway, 5 700 in Finland and 2 000 in 
Russia) (Indigenous and traditional peoples and protected areas, 2000). Among the 2 000 Swedish Sami that 
live from reindeer herding (which is about 12% of the whole Swedish Sami population), 300 live within the 
Laponia area (Lundmark,  1998 cited by Green, 2009).  

For thousands of years, the Sami lived mainly of wild reindeer hunting, fishing and gathering. In the 16th 
century, the reindeer started to be domesticated. During the Middle Ages, the Nordic States fought over Sami’s 
land and gained control of it. The first “foreign” settlers arrived in northern Sweden in the 17th and 18th century. 
As the rest of Sweden, the Sami were asked to pay taxes and were constantly trading with the Crown. The Sami 
could use the area as they pleased but the land was claimed under the Swedish Crown’s belonging. One of the 
major transformations of the reindeer husbandry occurred in the middle of the 20th century: small-scale systems 
were progressively replaced by large systems controlled by modern motorized transportation. The Sami reindeer 
herders are legally permitted to herd reindeer over about 160 000km² in the northern mountains that is to say on 
one third of the country.  Having reindeer herding rights also gives the right to fish, hunt12, pick berries, build 
huts, take firewood and handicraft material. No one lives permanently inside the World Heritage area. The local 
reindeer herding families, however, have kept the tradition of migration and go through the site in the summer 
time where they stay in huts or summer cabins. According to the Swedish law, the right to herd only belongs to 
Sami people (Beach, 2004). In practice, only the members of a Sameby have the legal permission to herd 
reindeer (Reindeer Herding Act, 1993).  

Those multiple conditions make the chance to be a herder very few. Green (2009) explains the situation by the 
lack of space for more herders or more reindeer. According to the Swedish board of Agriculture, each herder 
needs around 400-600 reindeer to be able to live from herding as main livelihood (Estimates by the Sami 
Parliament: http://www.sametinget.se). If we consider that there are 300 herders in Laponia and that each has an 
average of 500 reindeer, the amount of reindeer in the region is 150 000. Therefore, if we divide this number by 
the total surface where herding is allowed, we obtain less than one reindeer per km² ((300x500)/160 000 = 0.93).  

It should be noted that living only from reindeer herding activity has become more and more uncommon, even if 
it was already the case historically (Dahlstöm, 2003). Most commonly, herders depend economically on other 
revenues and their reindeer are much fewer than the average seen previously.  

                                                           
12 The Rapadalen Delta in Sarek National Park (part of the World Heritage) is the only place where moose hunting is 
forbidden for everybody. 

http://www.laponia.nu/eng/upload/maps%20of%20Laponia.pdf
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Except for those special rights, the Sami were fully assimilated into the society, with the same access of 
schooling, health care, and eligibility to vote in local and national elections (Mörkenstam, 1999 cited by Green, 
2009). 

All along this case study, the term “Sami” refers to the part of the Sami community that is actually herding or 
connected to the reindeer herding activity: the Sami that belong to one Sameby (economic association that 
gathers the Sami reindeer herders). It should be specified, however, that the Sami community gathers a broader 
population with the existence of people that identify themselves as Sami but who are not involved in the reindeer 
herding activity and do not belong to a Sameby. Furthermore, it should be understood that divergent points of 
view were expressed within the Samebys or between Samebys. Here will be analyzed the main Sami reindeer 
voice.  

4.2.1.2 The first social and environmental conflicts 

In the 17th century, three silver mines were in operation. According to Beach (1981), the local Sami reindeer 
herders were forced to use their reindeer to transport silver to the smelting plants, under torture’s threat. The 
Nation’s interest for the Northern resources increased during the industrial area (timber, waterfall’s energy…).  

In addition, the Sami herders were accused at the end of the 19th century not to take enough care of their herd, 
causing damage to the farmers’ lands. This was caused by their half time herding which involved both nomadic 
style and settled life style with a farming activity. In the eyes of the Swedish government at the time, “good” 
reindeer herding included only a fully nomadic kind of herding. Therefore, the Sami reindeer herders were 
required to “return” to full scale nomadism or become settlers (and lose their reindeer herding rights) 
(Mörkenstam, 1999 cited by Green, 2009). Support and special rights were to be given only to those engaged in 
full time herding. As much as the herding became a constraint for the farmers, the growing number of farming 
settlers moving to the grazing land negatively put pressure on the herders due to the disturbance it had on the 
reindeer’s migration routes. Those tensions created the first divisions between Sami and non-Sami, herders and 
farmers, indigenous people and settlers.  

The construction of dams started in the 1900s in both Little and Big Lule Rivers (Beach, 1981). Consequently, 
some of the grazing and calving lands dear to the herders disappeared under water13. Nevertheless, some of the 
dam construction plans were canceled thanks to the Sami’s defensive reaction. Indeed, in the case of Vattenfall’s 
construction plan (1977), the environmental damages were proven much higher than the potential economical 
perks (if the comparison itself makes sense). Thanks to the local people and the environmental organizations’ 
mobilization, the government opposed the project.  

The same year the Swedish Sami Parliament was created (1993), the rights of small game hunting and fishing for 
the Sami herders living on Samebys’ territories were taken away. Instead, a list of small game hunting permits 
was created and given under the control of the County Administration. The fact that this historically cultural and 
exclusive right was taken away from the Sami reindeer herders by the government was interpreted as a revenge 
for the successful establishment of the Sami Parliament (Vasara-Hammare, 2005 cited by Green, 2009). The 
decision resulted in an increased number of hunters in the mountain region (as non-Sami and non-resident people 
got access to hunting in the region).  

The succession of events contributed to the creation of mutual tensions and distrust between the Samebys and the 
County Administration (the Government’s local representative) (Green, 2009).  

 4.2.1.3 The Samebys’ place in Laponia 

A Sameby is “an economic association of a group of reindeer herders who collaboratively use a specific 
traditionally occupied geographical area for herding” (Green, 2013). Nine Samebys have some of their land areas 
inside the World Heritage but two decided to remain outside the negotiations. As a result the seven concerned 
Samebys are: Baste, Cearus, Sirkas, Tuorpon, Luokta-Mavas, Jåkkåkaska and Gällivare skogssameby. They 
have the right to use the land and water in the reindeer herding areas for an unlimited time and without contract 
or agreement.  

 

                                                           
13 Those events occurred under the protected area’s status of the land (since 1909), generating suspicion regarding the real 
change of the site becoming a World Heritage, if still under the management of the government. 
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4.2.2 The making of the Laponian World Heritage  

4.2.2.1 Historical protected areas 

In 1909, the first National Parks were established: Stora Sjöfallet and Sarek. It is important to note here that, 
contrary to the Bolivian case, the support of the establishment of national parks in Sweden was primary due to 
recreational activities’ opportunity. It was not meant to protect any land that could have been used in a 
commercial way but to give the upper-class a “great outdoor” and eventually promote tourism (Sörlin, 1988 cited 
by Green, 2009). Stora Sjöfallet and Sarek were among the first national parks to be established in Europe.  
Muddus became a national park in 1941, Padjelanta in 1962 whereas Sjaunja and Stubba were designated nature 
reserves respectively in 1886 and 1988 (Indigenous and traditional peoples and protected areas, 2000).  

All along, the protected areas were managed by the government as it is considered by the Swedish law to be 
Crown land. It did not prevent major intrusions like logging and the establishment of large hydro electric plants 
being built inside the National Park, generating loss of grazing and calving lands. It should be noted that the 
Sami people were not consulted for the establishment of the first National Parks or for their management 
(Dahlström, 2003)14.  

 

4.2.2.2    Sami’s growing power  

After multiple associations on the national (e.g. SSR15) regional (Sami Council16) and international level (World 
Council of Indigenous Peoples WCIP 17 ), one of the major acquirements of the Swedish Sami was the 
establishment of their own Parliament in 1993 (after Finland in 1973 and Norway in 1989). Furthermore, 
through the growing contact between WCIP and the United Nations, the United Nations Permanent Forum for 
Indigenous Issues was established in 2000, with a Norwegian Sami President (Ole Henrik Magga). Through 
those actions, the Sami gained a political recognition and succeeded in raising their indigenous voice on the 
international stage.  

 

4.2.2.3 Laponia’s World Heritage  

The denomination of “World Heritage” (Fig. 7) exists since the adoption of the Convention concerning the 
protection of the world cultural and natural heritage in 1972 (UNESCO, 1972).  It is defined as heritage in the 
sense that it is passed from generation to generation, the idea being to keep the sites in the best condition 
possible. The concept of sustainability is here strongly highlighted: the world heritage denomination has been 
thought to protect unique places so that the future generations can enjoy it as much as the former ones. The aim 
is also to protect people and cultural diversity on the planet, to both strengthen their history and their relation to 
the environment. In that perspective, the UNESCO involves socio-cultural, environmental but also political 
matters. Indeed, the World Heritage Convention stipulates a collective responsibility over the sites, which means 
that management duty goes beyond national barriers.  

The World Heritage can be either cultural, natural or both cultural/natural (mixed site) which can also be referred 
to as cultural landscape.  

A demand was made from the Swedish Government to the World Heritage Committee in 1996 in order to make 
the Northern national parks and natural reserves of Sweden a natural World Heritage. Later on, it was decided to 
apply for a mixed site World Heritage status, involving the cultural aspect of what was to become Laponia. 
Therefore, the cultural part had to be inserted in the already written application: “the cultural part was expected 
to be completed in only 3 months, compared to years for the natural part of the application” (Green, 2013:3). The 
Swedish government obtained the support of both local municipalities (Jokkmokk and Gällivare) and the consent 
of the Sami Parliament even though some were afraid that it would lead to more restrictions vis-à-vis the 

                                                           
14 The Sami people were never rejected by the settlers but the establishment of the first National Parks in 1909 was decided 
by the government without any official discussion or consent from the indigenous community.  
15 The first Sami’s organizations were constituted after the First World War. One that gained major influence was the SSR 
(Svenska Samernas Riskförbund – National Union of Swedish Sami) founded in 1950.  
16 The Sami Council is an organization created in 1956 that comprises 8 Sami associations from all four countries 
17 The WCIP was created by indigenous peoples from both North America and Scandinavia in 1975 
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reindeer herding activity (Dahlstöm, 2003). One of the justifications of the application was the increasing 
international attention the site would benefit from. However, the “benefits” might not be viewed equally 
depending on the actors involved. While the government might have been interested in the prestige Sweden 
would gain from the status or the economical benefits tourism and job opportunities would generate, 
environmental organizations such as the Swedish Environmental Protection Agency (SEPA) were interested in 
having the opportunity to increase the awareness on the biological situation of Laponia and therefore ensure its 
protection. Last but not least, the Sami Parliament might have found an interest for the cultural recognition and 
international attention the site would bring to the indigenous people.  

 

 
 

Fig.7. Logo of the UNESCO World Heritage http://whc.unesco.org/en/emblem/  

The nomination was approved by the World Heritage Committee: the Laponian Area was born in 1996. To 
summarize the cultural and natural criteria that characterize Laponia World Heritage (Criteria for the assessment 
of Outstanding Universal Value), the UNESCO states that: “the Committee considered that the site is of 
outstanding universal value as it contains examples of ongoing geological, biological and ecological processes, a 
great variety of natural phenomena of exceptional beauty and significant biological diversity including a 
population of brown bear and alpine flora”18.  

The fact that Laponia was designated as a mixed site represented a step forward for the recognition of the 
importance of living cultures and not only the lost ones (Dahlström, 2003). Laponia is a perfect illustration of the 
cultural landscape, officially recognized by the UNESCO since 1992. The Operational Guidelines for the 
Implementation of the World Heritage Convention (2012: 14) defines cultural landscapes as “cultural properties 
that represent the combined works of nature and of man. They are illustrative of the evolution of human society 
and settlement over time”. In addition, the UNESCO declared that Laponia represents the “last and 
unquestionable largest and best preserved examples of an area of transhumance, involving summer grazing by 
large reindeer herds” (UNESCO-WH, 201219). In other terms, the cultural landscape denomination allows a 
holistic perspective on the environment and the existing interrelations between human activity and nature, which 
can even represent a prerequisite for the good maintenance of a landscape (Green, 2009).  

 

4.2.3 Management of Laponia 

The actors included in the Laponian area are divided in 3 major groups: the local municipalities: Jokkmokk and 
Gällivare, the Samebys’ representatives (7: one per sameby) and the County Administration.  

4.2.3.1 1996-2006  

In an evaluation of the Laponian area written by IUCN, the overgrazing issue was brought up. According to a 
helicopter ride, some parts of the northern national parks and natural reserves were judged threatened by 
overgrazing which directly generated an international highlight on the Sami reindeer herders20. Apart from the 
fact that the Sami reindeer herders felt pushed aside in result of their absence on that ride, the focus on the 
potential overgrazing led to a conflict with the Sami herders who claimed that there was not any threat in the 
area (Green, 2009).  

                                                           
18 See http://whc.unesco.org/en/list/774 
19 See http://whc.unesco.org/en/list/774 
20 It is important to note here that no Sami representative was in that helicopter. The event generated many suspicion from the 
indigenous community regarding the veracity of the evaluation (contested truth).  

http://whc.unesco.org/en/emblem/
http://whc.unesco.org/en/list/774
http://whc.unesco.org/en/list/774
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The issue is that the Sami reindeer herders were not seen as objective due to their self financial interest in 
herding. They were not taken seriously compared to the environmental “protectors” such as SEPA which were 
trusted to act in the pure interest of nature’s conservation. The image of “eco-villains” reindeer herders started to 
spread on a larger scale (Beach, 1997; Dahlstöm, 2003:292). Therefore, the Sami herders were seen as a threat 
more than a help in the perspective of a World Heritage management. It is interesting to note here the power of 
discourse between the claims of the government and the Sami’s, the first having the authority over the other and 
therefore resulting in a “truth” that might more easily be respected by the whole population.  

 

A difficult combination of “cultural” and “natural”   

At the creation of Laponia in 1996, a “Laponia Council” was formed consisting of representatives from the two 
municipalities, the County Administration, the Samebys, the municipality tourism departments and some 
members of the Ajtte museum (Green, 2009). The main division between the actors involved was the one 
separating natural and cultural priorities, the latest being represented by the Samebys. As Green (2009) 
mentions, the Sami reindeer herders expressed a divergent opinion from the rest of the representatives from the 
very beginning of the consultations that were to lead to the management of Laponia.  

Just as much as the Izoceños in the Bolivian case were facing an unknown phenomenon when it came to make 
the Gran Chaco a National Park, the Sami expressed some concerns regarding the making of the World Heritage. 
First, they were not sure what it meant for them and what consequences they would have to be confronted to, 
such as potential restrictions regarding land use or stereotypical behavior they would have to follow. Indeed, the 
idea of making the area a World Heritage did not initially come from the Sami people just like the making of the 
KIGC National Park did not initially come from the Izoceños. It does not mean that neither of the indigenous 
groups did not have an interest for the matter21. In both cases, the indigenous’ interest proved to be much more 
culturally oriented22. The common Sami opinion concerning the World Heritage was that the idea came “from 
above” generating thus some disconnection between the ones coming up with the idea and the ones involved 
after that (Green, 2009:111).  

 

The politization of Laponia 

The first negotiations dealt with the designation of the management board’s members. The Sami reindeer herders 
asked from the start to have the majority on this board. However, their claim was not always understood. One 
representative of the municipalities Green talked to stated that “the Samebys were confusing the question of 
Laponia with other issues like ILO-169, issues that concerned the obtaining of indigenous territory”23 (Green, 
2009:115). Laponia was turned into a political matter and not only an environmental or cultural one, at least for 
the Samebys. Laponia’s management became a question of power and authority: “for the Samebys’ 
representatives, Laponia was only one piece of a bigger puzzle, a tool to reach a better position in the general 
struggle towards greater self governance” (Green, 2009:116). This was also the case for CABI and the Kaa-Iya 
del Gran Chaco National Park: CABI’s purpose was to affirm the indigenous identity and gain power: the power 
necessary to be able to decide for themselves and go forward self-governance. Nevertheless, this ethnic claim 
might not have been fully recognized nor accepted by the Swedish authorities, which prioritized the 
environmental protection.  

 

The proposals for Laponia’s management 

It was decided by the delegation that each of the three main stakeholders would submit their own management 
proposal. The County Administration was the first to share its proposal. The “Laponia – vårt världsarv” (Laponia 
- Our World Heritage), expressed the recognition of the mixed site and the interaction between culture and 
nature as follow: “Laponia is unique. It is unique because of its nature. It is unique because of the living culture 

                                                           
21 In the case of the Sami, the Sami Parliament and representatives from Ájtte (the Sami museum) were influential in the 
discussions as soon as the idea of including the Sami culture came into the picture. 
22 It is not implied here that the Izocenos or Sami were not interested in the biodiversity conservation; only that the western 
principle of « protecting the environment » was not an issue as it might already be rooted in their habits (for some 
communities) 
23 ILO-169 (Indigenous and Tribal Peoples Convention) is considered as the most important international law guaranteeing 
the rights of the indigenous peoples. It has not been ratified by the Swedish government 
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of the Sami. It is unique for the interplay between nature and culture (…). The vision for Laponia is that nature 
and culture should remain intact (…). The vision is that all this will be able to happen at the same time – the 
preservation and the usage.” (Laponia - vårt världsarv, 1998:14; Green’s translation, 2009: 117). In addition, the 
County Administration states that “interested parties within the Samebys shall be participants in this work” 
(Laponia - vårt världsarv, 1998:16, Green’s translation, 2009:117). However, the document was criticized by 
both the municipalities and the Samebys for its lack of cultural interest for the Sami’s heritage. The 
municipalities and the Samebys’ reports were ready in 2000, the Samebys’ proposal being called: Mijà Ednam 
(Our land).  

Regardless of the amount of time the actors tried to negotiate the management of Laponia, it resulted each time 
in putting a little more distance between the actors. Within the Sami population, on the contrary, it turned out 
that the process of Laponia and their opposition to the local government brought people closer and created a 
unified and powerful support. The main issue in those negotiations was to figure out who would have the 
majority on the management board, Samebys’ leitmotiv.   

The Samebys were accused by the County Administration  to want this majority only for political reasons, 
neglecting or even damaging the natural environment: “The Samebys regard Laponia first and foremost as an 
asset for the existing businesses; reindeer, hunting and fishing” (County Administration  of Norbotten 1998, reg. 
no. 103-1123498, Green’s translation, 2009:122). This reflects the existing mistrust between the two 
stakeholders: on the one hand the County Administration which questions the interest of Samy reindeer herders 
for the environment and on the other hand, the Sami who point the insufficient consideration of the local 
government for the cultural aspect of Laponia and the Sami’s right to self-determination.  

 

The Samebys’ strategy 

The conflict got even deeper when the Samebys’ representatives declared that they would stop any negotiation if 
there was no Sami majority on the board of management (strategy of withdrawal, Paine, 1985). When the 
dominated group is not able to use the same strategies as the dominant group (economic sanctions or physical 
force), the solution can be to adopt what Paine (1985:51) calls the “moral opposition strategy”. The Samebys 
adopted this strategy when they took the decision to withdraw from all discussions as long as the Sami majority 
would not be accepted on Laponia’s board of management.  

Another means that was adopted by the Samebys was the adoption of the dominated discourse in order to enable 
them to communicate on the same stage. Therefore, Green states that “part of the success of the local Sami in the 
Laponian process was due to the fact that in many different ways and on different levels they used the dominant, 
or normative discourse in order to be recognized and not so easily brushed aside.” (Green, 2009:123). It is very 
interesting to note here that the Izoceños did exactly the same in order to obtain the co-management of the KIGC 
National Park. By choosing a partnership with WCS, CABI gained the administrative knowledge necessary “to 
speak the same language” as the government and “fight fair”.  

The Samebys claimed their legitimacy in the name of historical management as they already had managed the 
area for thousands of years. Because the National government chose not to take part of the issue between the 
local government and the Samebys, the indigenous herders decided to call for the international support. “They 
felt right away that they had support from the international community, since joint management is the rule in all 
comparable World Heritage sites and that local and indigenous participation in management of environmentally 
protected areas is reinforced in several important conventions that Sweden has ratified” (Green, 2009:127). 
Indeed, in the Mijà ednam, the Samebys bring up cases of World Heritage establishment in other countries and 
the inclusion of indigenous peoples in those sites’ management (e.g. New Zealand and the Maoris).  

 

The turning point – a new wave of communication 

The turning point seemed to have occurred during the periodical evaluation issued by the World Heritage 
Committee in 2005 which realized that no functional management plan of the area had been put into practice 
since 1996. The Samebys sent a letter to the UNESCO, showing their will and obstinacy on the international 
stage: according to them and in reference to all the similar cases around the globe, the Samebys came to the 
conclusion that “involving indigenous groups in conservation management is not only a possibility, it is more or 
less the only politically correct way to go” (Green, 2009:150). The rise of the indigenous cause at the largest 
scale led to some recognition from the Swedish government that something had to be done to move things 
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forward 24 . This is how the government decided to get involved and allowed the Sami majority on the 
management board of Laponia’s World Heritage in 2006. A delegation was created with the objective of 
producing the outline of the Laponian management structure within three years so that the management plan 
would be put into practice in 2010. It has been published on the official Laponian website that all the actors 
(Samebys, County Administration, the two municipalities as well as SEPA) agree to share “basic values”, 
“aspirations” and a Sami majority on the management board.  

 

The explanation of the Samebys’ success 

It took 10 years for the actors involved in Laponia’s World Heritage to agree on how to manage the site and 
finally start working together. For 10 years, the Samebys have stood their ground with the same request: a Sami 
majority on the management board. They saw through it the opportunity to start a “decolonialization process” 
(Green, 2009:151). Refusing the governmental pressure of what they expressed as colonial, the Samebys 
succeeded in raising the issue at the international level by mentioning progresses made in other countries and by 
reminding the government of their former agreements regarding indigenous people’s rights. The fight over 
Laponia’s management became a larger ethno-political struggle. One of the Samebys’ representatives Green 
talked to said that the main reason that came to her mind to explain the solving of the issue was possibly that 
“Laponia’s issue had become increasingly embarrassing for the Swedish government and that there might have 
been international pressure on Sweden to meet the demands of their indigenous population” (Green, 2009:209). 
The renewal of people working on the issue from both Samebys’ and County Administration’s sides also helped 
to refresh the discussions and invoke new field of collaboration.  

 

4.2.2.2  Since 2006  

Laponiatjuottjudus’ organization 

The new management organization is called Laponiatjuottjudus and the board is constituted of 9 members: 5 
representing the local Samebys, 2 the Municipalities, 1 the County Administration and finally one representing 
SEPA (Fig. 8). Even though the majority of the board is of Samebys’ representation, the decision making 
process is based on the principle of consensus, making the majority issue less significant (Green, 2013).  

The Samebys never advocated an exclusive right to manage Laponia. Consequently, cooperation between the 
different actors is essential. One could argue that the claim for a Sami majority dealt more with the principle of 
modifying the power structure, key element of their political and ethnical recognition.  

 

 
 

Fig.8. Management board’s constitution of Laponia (own illustration, data collection: Green, 2013). 

 

                                                           
24 From the beginning, the government decided not to get involved in the debate.  
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The representatives of all parties involved meet for the annual assembly, one of the purposes being to appoint the 
Chair person on the board. The values advocated by the management plan are the ones of respect, ongoing 
dialogue and open communication (Green, 2013).  

After so many years of conflict, the actors involved in Laponia seem to have succeeded in making their various 
interests work together. As the Bolivian example illustrated it, ones of the key elements to make a partnership 
work are transparency and respect. The objectives of the stakeholders might not be the same but it is important to 
be open about it so that the collaborative actors recognize the heterogeneity of the wills and deal with the final 
decision in an optimal way.  

 

The highlight on local participation 

Public meetings are organized where all local residents, concerned entrepreneurs and local organizations are 
welcome to participate and express their views on Laponia’s management. One could see the invitation of all 
local residents to participate as a continuation or even as a sort of reward for the unity expressed among Sami for 
about 10 years. Those public deliberations (ràdedibme), held at least twice a year allow the Sami as well as the 
non Sami to have access to the discussions and views on how to manage the site (Green, 2013).  

 

The potential of sustainable development  

The new management plan is dealing with the need to preserve the World Heritage together with an interest for 
developing the area in a sustainable way. A combination of traditional and scientific knowledge is also 
considered to improve the natural and cultural monitoring of the zone (Green, 2013). It is of main importance to 
share the different types of knowledge in the sense that they have the potential to complement one another. It 
might indeed be useful for the Samebys to “recognize and utilize the Swedish administrative knowledge in 
combination with local knowledge in the practical everyday management” (Green, 2013:9). This represents the 
perfect illustration of one of the best advantages of partnerships: having the possibility to combine the best out of 
people’s knowledge in order to maximize the result, which is here the management of Laponia.  

The Laponian management plan was finished and published in 201125 . From January 2012 until December 
2014, the management of Laponia will be done according to the Laponiatjuottjudus.  

The nomination of Laponia as a World Heritage has allowed, after 10 years of intense disagreements, a major 
and highly wished for shift of power from the local government to the Samebys. This progress towards 
indigenous self-governance represents a very important symbol for the indigenous community. The 
Laponiatjuottjudus   was awarded by WWF Elisabeth Jihde Memorial Award in 2011 for “its progressive work 
on implementing local influence and emphasizing communication and collaboration in conservation 
management” (Swedish Royal Court, 2011).  

 

4.2.4 Biodiversity’s state of Laponia 

4.2.4.1 The controversy of the predators 

Threatened species   

Some species that can be found in Laponia are threatened according to the International Union for Conservation 
of Nature’s (IUCN) Red List of Threatened Species as well as Protected Planet. The Eurasian otter is categorized 
as “Near threatened” species and is present in the Laponian area (Protected Planet, 2012). None of the fauna’s 
species living in Laponia are globally categorized as “Critically endangered”, “Endangered” or “Vulnerable”. 
However, IUCN estimates the level of danger according to the whole worldwide habitat region. Therefore, for 
example, if the arctic fox was categorized as “Least concern” in 2008, the populations of Fennoscandia (Norway, 
Sweden, and Finland) are at “critically low levels” (IUCN Red List of Threatened Species, Alopex Lagopus, 
2008). The situation for wolves is quite similar in Sweden: even though the global population of gray wolves is 
categorized as “Least concern”, the population of wolves in Sweden used to be extremely low. They are now 
about 200. The European wolverine remains a “Vulnerable” species. With approximately 380 individuals in 
Sweden, the wolverine is considered as “Endangered” (Larsson cited in IUCN Red List of Threatened Species, 

                                                           
25 See the management plan: http://www.laponia.nu/upload/F%C3%B6rvaltningsplan_110504_Kopia.pdf 

http://www.laponia.nu/upload/F%C3%B6rvaltningsplan_110504_Kopia.pdf
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Wolverine, 2005). The main problem is the same as the wolves, that is to say the threat they represent for the 
farmers and the herders. The very low human tolerance for wolverine generates illegal killing. The population 
also suffers from poor genetic diversity.  

To summarize, some of the threatened species living within the Laponian area are the Eurasian otter, the arctic 
fox, the gray wolf and the wolverine. The focus of this paper will be on the predators (the wolves in particular) 
as their existence is at the source of conflicts between herders/farmers on one hand and the environmental 
protection agencies on the other hand. 

 

The predators’ contested value 

The wolves used to be extinct in Sweden. However, efforts from the environmentalists have been made to enable 
a new spread of the species. In 2004, 80 wolves could be counted, most of them coming from a single wolf pair 
(Beach, 2004). The situation turned out to be quite delicate vis-à-vis the involved actors’ antagonist interests. On 
the one hand, SEPA with the support of the government tries its best to ensure the survival of the endangered 
wolf, even when it means having recourse to extreme methods (e.g.  the idea of flying sperm from Russia to 
solve the problem of genetic impoverishment). On the other hand, wolves represent a threat to the reindeer for 
the Sami herders. It has resulted in many wolves being shot, even though killing the endangered species is not 
permitted. One argument for the “unnecessary” presence of the wolves on the territory has been to say that, as 
predators at the top of the food chain, wolf meat is not needed for the survival of other species. In regards to the 
killing service the predators provide, it could be replaced by humans. Nevertheless, this argument is totally 
invalid in the eyes of environmentalists and biodiversity defenders. First, the wolves should be protected per se 
according to their intrinsic value and furthermore, species cannot be analyzed separately but in the whole 
perspective: each species being part of one holistic ecological system.  

The utilitarian view of the wolves comes from an anthropocentric perspective but questioning the species’ 
existence is very debatable from a biocentric perspective in which species have the right to exist regardless of 
what they might bring to human beings (Dahlström, 2003). Because of the Sami herders’ position on the wolves, 
it has not been uncommon among the public opinion to hear that they were “eco-criminals”.  

 

The risk of over-grazing  

The questioning of Sami reindeer herders’ environmental concern has gone even further with the rise of the 
“tragedy of the commons” issue. The tragedy of the commons is a theory which has been approached by Hardin 
in 1968. According to him, the public common goods run the risk of being depleted since individuals tend to act 
independently and rationally in accordance with each-one’s self-interest. Consequently, even if the best for the 
common good or common resource is to be managed in a long term perspective, people tend to act individually 
as short-term maximizing profit seekers. Hardin’s theory can be illustrated in the Swedish context of reindeer 
herding. The tragedy of the commons’ issue appeared with the risk of overgrazing. Thanks to the access to high-
technology (e.g. snowmobiles, helicopter) it became easier to control the reindeer and as a result, the herding 
increased26 (Beach, 2004). One of the other reasons why the herding increased is that the meat has to compete 
with other imported meat available on the market. Consequently, the Sami herders increased their herd size just 
to be able to maintain their living standard at the same level. All those facts put into perspective show the 
conflict that occurred between cultural tradition of reindeer herding on one side and the environmental 
preoccupation on the other.  

In the case of Northern Sweden and many other cultural landscapes, the biodiversity conservation problematic is 
very closely tied to political matters. In Beach’s view (2004:113), “the commons tragedy has been triggered far 
more by the massive exploitation of grazing lands by other competing land-use enterprises than by destruction of 
grazing by reindeer”. Besides, “historically, the dramatic decline of the wolf population in Sweden over the 
centuries has not been caused primarily by Sami hunters but rather by the spread of Swedish settlement” (Beach, 
2004:119). Beach refers to the theory of eco-colonialism to describe the relation between the Sami reindeer 
herders and the government. In his view, the Sami are carefully controlled and managed in a way that denies the 
right to self-determination. All the concern expressed by the government vis-à-vis biodiversity conservation are 
seen as “tainted by hypocrisy” in the sense that it was the one permitting the massive exploitation of northern 
natural resources (Beach, 2004:121). In Beach’s argumentation, the government pretends to have an interest for 
biodiversity conservation per se when its objective is actually to maintain it for “tourism and nature 

                                                           
26 The Sami herders have been given a quota of reindeer to respect by the government to avoid problems of overgrazing.  



33 

 

romanticism” (Beach, 2004:121). Indeed, if indigenous peoples’ interest for environmental protection is 
constantly questioned and being accused to be part of a political claim, the government’s interest is rarely 
analyzed. Is the authorities’ goal to ensure biodiversity conservation for its intrinsic value or is it part of a bigger 
puzzle to increase tourism and make profit?  

 

4.2.4.2  Conservation actions  

National objectives 

It seems that the first official and broad inclusion of environmental concern regarding the herding activity 
appeared in the revised Reindeer Herding Act of 1993. Special objectives regarding the Grand Mountain 
Environment were announced in 2000 with the goal of both increasing the lichen cover (thickness and extent) 
and ensuring the possibility for threatened species to spread to ensure viable long term populations (Dahlström, 
2003).  

 

Rational herd size  

The degradation of the environment (land and vegetation) in the Laponian region was associated with the 
increase of reindeer herding and particularly the growing use of motor vehicles as well as the development of 
tourism. However, the solution is not to forbid the cultural and ancestral tradition of reindeer herding. It was 
acknowledged that reindeer grazing is a precondition for the soil quality maintenance. According to Thor (1997), 
the three major threats to lichens (most important diet for reindeer in winter time) in Sweden are forestry, air 
pollution and structural changes in the agricultural landscape. Nevertheless, the potential overgrazing in 
Northern Sweden is a serious risk to consider as soon as the population increases too intensely and for a long 
period of time. This is the reason why, Beach (1997) defends the principle of “rational reindeer herding”: 
provide the greatest profit possible within the bounds of environmental sustainability. According to Beach, it is 
possible to put into practice a sustainable herd management by combining different methods and different-sized 
reindeer. The use of more friendly motorized vehicles has also been suggested by the government (Regeringens 
Proposition 2000/01:13027).  

 

Conservation performance payment 

Predators’ protection can be quite challenging for the conservationists when it comes to dealing with the 
antagonistic interests of the Sami herders.  The interrelation between economical and biological problems can be 
illustrated according to the following causal relationship (Fig. 9).  

 
 

Fig.9. Causal relationship that follows the presence of predators in a herding landscape 
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In order to allow an acceptable coexistence of wildlife and livestock, the reindeer herders suffering from 
livestock losses caused by predators’ attack28 receive financial compensations from the Swedish government. 
What is referred to as “ex-post compensation to livestock owners”, used to be the most common form of 
compensation in Sweden. According to Zabel and Holm-Müller (2008), those schemes have not proven to be 
widely successful due to problems of trust, transparency, and high transaction costs. This is the reason why 
another strategy was implemented in 1996: the conservation performance payment. It is defined as: “monetary or 
in-kind payments made by a paying agency to individuals or groups and that are conditional on specific 
conservation outcomes” contrary to livestock losses (Alberts & Ferraro, 2006 cited in Zabel & Holm-Müller, 
2008:247). In other words, it means that the herders receive money in accordance with the number of carnivore 
offspring, the amount of money being calculated to offset all the future damage that the predators are expected to 
cause. In 2007, the payment per certified wolverine or lynx reproduction was 200 000 SEK (29 000 $)29. Even 
though the method is relatively expensive (e.g. verification of the defined conservation outcome), the 
conservation performance payment is more likely to keep the predators alive and let them reproduce than the ex 
post compensation scheme (Zabel & Holm-Müller, 2008). The research conducted by Zabel and Holm- Müller 
does not affirm the complete success of the conservation performance payment strategy in Sweden for time 
reason but it highlights the favorable conditions in Sami villages for its good functioning.   

 

4.2.5  Challenges  

Mining activity 

The mining activity might currently represent the biggest environmental threat to Laponia. There is currently two 
planned opening of iron mines close to the World Heritage site: one in Kallak (about 50 kms of the Laponian 
border) and one in Rakkuri (south west of Kiruna).  

In the late spring, the Jokkmokk Iron Mines’ company will test the ore mine in Kallak. There are several other 
deposits around the Kallak project including copper, uranium, nickel and lanthanum. The opening of an iron ore 
mine in Rakkuri would cut right across the migration routes of the reindeer herding. Mining can be disastrous for 
the environment for multiple reasons: the water would be highly contaminated and would disturb the fishing 
activity in the area. The volume of mining waste would also consider an important threat because of the sulfuric 
acid leaking. In addition, Jokkmokk Iron Mines AB is trying to obtain the permission to open a mine within the 
Laponian area (Lundberg, 2013).  

Many authorities and organizations have protested (e.g. the “What local people” organization) and individual 
politicians have even raised the question in the Swedish Parliament. The mining industry is at the heart of a 
controversy within the Laponia management authorities: the municipalities being favorable to the opening 
whereas the Samebys fight against it (Personal conversation with Green, 2013). It should also be reminded that 
the Swedish government still owns the land and that “in matter of public interest, the Swedish authorities have 
the final word” (World Heritage, 2012:23). Therefore, regardless of the Sami protestations, it seems that the 
government could still allow the mining activity. According to Green (2009) they are historic events that show 
that the protection of national parks is negotiable when resources are needed for “the good of the nation” (e.g. 
damming).  

 

Tourism and motorized transportation 

The development of tourism potentially becomes a threat for the environment if not managed in a sustainable 
way (guarantee of the environmental protection). Indeed, the interest in tourism by the Sami reindeer herders 
came as a way to complement the reindeer herding activity and make ends meet (Ecotourism in Scandinavia, 
2006). An increased number of tourists in Laponia could result in both environmental degradation and cultural 
threat for the Sami community. On the one hand, tourism can cause noise pollution as well as erosion and 
disruption of the fauna and flora. On the other hand, regarding the cultural part, the danger could lay in the fact 
that the local traditions become an entertainment for the tourists and lose authenticity, for example through 
staged or arranged everyday life (MacCannell, 1976). This is what Pettersson (Ecotourism in Scandinavia, 2006) 

                                                           
28 Each wolverine and lynx annually kills around 40 reindeer (Sweson & Andrén, 2005). According to Zabel and Holm-
Müller (2008), herders lose nearly 20% of their reindeer flocks to carnivore each year.  
29 In Sweden, herders also receive money from the government on regular or occasional occurrence of lone wolverine and 
lynx (less than the money received for an offspring). 
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calls the phenomenon of “disneyfication” of indigenous cultures, leading to a risk of disappearing cultures. This 
is the reason why tourism needs to be controlled.  

Motorized transportation within the World Heritage can be an effect of tourism development. However, it is 
mainly focused on in the context of the reindeer herding activity. Nowadays, reindeer herding is carried out by 
helicopter, motorbike and snowmobiles which can permit a higher meat production. New eco-friendlier methods 
must be developed to ensure the environment’s protection in the long term. It is interesting to note the position of 
the public opinion on the matter. During the multiple discussions I had with Carina Green (2013), it seems that 
people in general have a high expectancy regarding the behavior of the “real” indigenous people: expecting them 
to be eco-friendly, savage and low-technology users. In the particular case of reindeer herding, the public 
opinion was in favor of a closer human-herding with low technology usage as they interpreted it as less harmful 
for the land (Beach, 2004). However, this judgment can be questioned on many levels: can people refuse the 
evolution of the Sami reindeer herders towards greater technology when they access it themselves?  

 

Co-management and Sami majority  

Another main challenge regarding the management of Laponia deals with the management itself. Indeed, the 
agreement for the Sami majority on the board of management was decided recently (in 2006) and put into 
practice in the autumn 2011. The Tjuottjudusplana (management plan) was drawn up for a definite period of 3 
years (until December 2014) (World Heritage, 2012:23).  

 

4.2.6 Conclusion  

The Samebys fought since the establishment of the World Heritage to obtain cultural recognition. After the 
mixed-site designation (natural and cultural site), a struggle over the management of the area took place. In total, 
it took about 10 years for the different stakeholders involved in the project to agree on a Sami majority. Should it 
then be considered that the established co-management has been made on a strong basis (in comparison to the 
Bolivian case where the Izocenos obtained the co-management at the very beginning but were excluded from it 
some years later)?  

In the case of Laponia, the obtaining of the Sami majority was received as an important step in the 
decolonization process even though the Swedish government keeps the right to exercise public authority (World 
Heritage, 2012). To quote the first chair of the Laponiatjuottjudus board, Michael Teilus: “To let the Samis take 
over the management and operative responsibility without reservation is certainly a big step” (World Heritage, 
2012:24). The Sami will have the majority on the management board for 3 years until December 2014 in 
accordance with the plan that has been drawn up.  
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5 Discussion  
5.1 Brief comparative facts  

Table 5 goes over some of the background data regarding both cases studies: in Bolivia and Sweden. It allows a 
comparison and permits to evaluate the concept of partnership.  

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 

 

 

Table.5. Comparative table of background information between Kaa-Iya del Gran Chaco National Park (KIGC) in Bolivia 
and Laponia World Heritage site in Sweden. 

 

5.2 The creation of a partnership 

Partnership between governmental authorities and indigenous communities usually start in the context of a 
protected area. In both cases studied, the idea of creating a partnership was not driven by indigenous peoples but 
by the government or a third party (e.g. WCS). This could be explained by the fact that the principle of 
“biodiversity protection” comes from a western perspective that might not be expressed the same way by 
indigenous communities. In both the Bolivian and Swedish cases, the indigenous peoples even expressed some 
concerns regarding the creation of a partnership: what consequences for them? Which benefits? Would it 
underlie more restrictions for them? Those fears can be explained by the former power structure between 
government and indigenous peoples, those being often physically and morally marginalized and excluded. As 
explained earlier in the study, the strategy for biodiversity conservation shifted in the 1970s towards a greater 
inclusion of traditional knowledge as conservationists observed that “territories of indigenous peoples maintain 
relatively intact large areas of land” (Redford & Stearman, 1993:254). However, as Redford and Stearman 
(1993:254) mention: “it is certainly reprehensible simply to create conservation areas and then inform the 
indigenous inhabitants that they are now going to be “managed””. Then, it could just be analyzed as another 
form of colonialism, but applied to the environmental protection. Therefore, the creation of partnership seems in 
theory an efficient way to consider indigenous communities as equals. In practice, working and successful 
partnerships are not easy to implement or reach.  
 

5.3 The stakeholders’ interests 

Conservationists’ interest can be summarized by the will to protect species, their habitats and ecosystems from 
the risk of extinction. Their aim is purely environmental. On the other hand, indigenous peoples’ claims are 
multiple and interrelated. Both environmental and political spheres are connected. It is in the interest of 
indigenous peoples to protect the environment: “without renewable resources to harvest, indigenous peoples lose 
both livelihood and way of life” (Poole, 1989:16). However, indigenous peoples’ claim is not only related to 
nature’s conservation. It is also political as many ask for a “decolonizing process” to be implemented in which 
indigenous knowledge would be much more recognized, in which they would have the right to self-
determination, the right to own their ancestral land and have access to the natural resources (Fig. 10).  
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Fig.10.The indigenous interconnected claims (connection often ignored whereas they all come together) 

 

It can be analyzed, in this study, that the indigenous’ willingness to create a partnership with environmental 
authorities is part of a bigger picture. Biodiversity conservation often becomes politicized. In the Kaa-Iya del 
Gran Chaco case, CABI was mobilized to obtain an indigenous title of their land (TCO) just as much as the 
Samebys which fought to obtain the majority on the Laponia management board. The aim for both was to ensure 
more self-determination. It seems that there is a tendency for the environmental authorities to exclude political or 
ethnic claims, which they consider parts of another combat. However, “experience has demonstrated that the 
choice between the interests of biodiversity and those of local people is often a false one” (Painter & Kretser, 
2012). Biodiversity conservation cannot be excluded from the indigenous peoples’ rights recognition.  

 

5.4 The fears that lie behind the creation of partnerships  

5.4.1 From the environmental authorities’ perspective 

Fear of losing control over the area  

For the environmental authorities, the partnership with indigenous people is not always easy to implement due to 
the fear of losing control over the area and especially its resources. Indeed, in the case of Laponia, the Samebys 
obtained the majority on the management board. However, the state still owns the land and in matters of public 
interests, “the Swedish authorities have the final word (e.g. management of the predators)” (World Heritage, 
2012:23). It seems, for example, that even if the Sami majority is against the opening of mine within the World 
Heritage site, the Swedish government has the power to do it if it satisfies what is referred as “public interest”. In 
Bolivia, the Kaa-Iya del Gran Chaco National Park is rich in gas. It could be a potential explanation to the 
interruption of the co-management with CABI indigenous organization. Indeed, both financially and politically, 
the organization became more and more powerful and could have had been increasingly seen as a threat for the 
government, especially regarding the mineral resources.  

Indigenous people are often accused to use biodiversity conservation to gain power and are then seen as a threat. 
However, from the case studies’ analysis, it seems that indigenous people intent to reach power to be seen as the 
governmental authorities’ equals more than to gain control over them. Indeed, in the case of Laponia, “the 
Samebys never advocated an exclusive right to manage Laponia” (Green, 2009:211). As a proof, if they obtained 
the majority on the management board, the decisions are still made by consensus. The first chair of the 
Laponiatjuottjudus even declares: “It is not certain that we would actually wish to take over all the tasks that the 
authorities handle today” (World Heritage, 2012). The situation turned out to be relatively similar in Bolivia as 
the Izoceños people never expressed the wish to have full control over the National Park.  
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Doubt over the ability of indigenous people to put the environmental protection as the priority 

Another fear coming from the environmental authorities is that the indigenous people will not maintain 
traditional ways of life that allow proper biodiversity conservation. Indeed, if some argue that indigenous people 
are natural conservationists, others state that the only reason why indigenous people are taking care of nature is 
because they do not have the technical means to do otherwise. According to Kalland (2000), we should be 
careful about not to fall into the trap of cultural determinism, that is to say that the fact that indigenous people 
have not destroyed the environment might be because of low population density compared to the resources and 
technologies available rather than conscious resource conservation. Consequently, the real capacity of 
indigenous people to protect the environment is sometimes questioned by conservation authorities. For example 
in Laponia, the management of predators is controversial because the interest of the conservationists is different 
than the Sami herders’ one. In this particular case of predators’ killing, the Sami reindeer herders are not acting 
in the interest of nature’s conservation but in the interest of their herding activity. Conservationists often reject 
what they regard as utilitarian views of nature and insist on the intrinsic value of biological diversity (Oates, 
1999 & Terborg, 1999 cited by Arambiza & Painter, 2006).  

 

5.4.2 From the indigenous peoples’ perspective  

Fear of disguised neo-colonialism 

The indigenous peoples also express some concerns that revolve around the creation of a partnership with 
environmental authorities. First, they fear being part of another type of colonialism in which they do not have a 
real power on the decision making processes. Biodiversity conservation then appears as a subtle cover to the 
establishment of a new relationship based on domination. This is one of the reasons why the Samebys never 
abandoned their claim for a Sami majority on the management board of Laponia. This is also the reason why 
CABI’s condition to form a partnership with WCS was the respect of CABI’s decisions by the American NGO. 
Due to the historical background, indigenous people have chosen to ensure a solid footing for the creation of a 
partnership with environmental authorities. In both cases, institutional and political tools were used by the 
indigenous to be the government equals. Alcorn declared (1993:426): “until we recognize the authority of 
indigenous peoples as equals at the discussion table, we cannot join in partnership with them”.   

 

Fear for their indigenous knowledge to be manipulated and transformed  

Recognizing the authority of indigenous people also includes recognizing indigenous knowledge. In the Bolivian 
study case, the fact that an environmental education program was implemented for the local peoples could be 
interpreted as a negation of the existing local knowledge applied to the environment. At the same time, western 
science allowed local people to learn about the endangered species and gain awareness about the general 
environmental state of the National Park. Focusing either on indigenous knowledge, local knowledge or western 
science leads to the danger of ignoring one another that are equally revealing. Partnership allows knowledge 
sharing and highlights the complementarity of the knowledge types. However, Nilsson Dahlström (2009) points 
out the potential danger that knowledge sharing can represent. Indeed, in her perspective, the partnership can 
give governmental authorities access to one community’s indigenous knowledge and gain control over it. Once 
in the hands of the others, indigenous knowledge is decontextualized and the original owners lose control over 
the way it is used. According to Nilsson Dahlström, indigenous people need to protect their knowledge: first to 
ensure its right usage and secondly to be able to use it as political tool to gain power. Kalland (2000) has argued 
that indigenous knowledge is in fact the politization of local knowledge. Therefore, the risk would be for the 
indigenous people to see their knowledge being “politically neutralized” by the environmental authorities. In 
addition, there is a risk for indigenous people to see their knowledge shelled that is to say that conservationists 
would extract what is perceived as “useful” indigenous knowledge. Some argue that indigenous knowledge must 
first pass a scientific criterion of validity before being recognized as usable knowledge. However this statement 
already underlies the power structure behind the knowledge types: western science being the one validating and 
authenticate another or not. This represents a main limitation to partnership: “one barrier to partnerships is the 
attitude that conservationists are in position of authority to “cede” land, to “grant” rights to the others, to speak 
for the others, or to define other’s knowledge” (Alcorn, 1993:425). Knowledge is analyzed here as a political 
tool for power. Therefore, as the connection between indigenous knowledge and sustainable development has 
been increasingly recognized, it is in the interest of indigenous people to protect their knowledge and ensure its 
right understanding and usage. Because indigenous knowledge is relevant in the local contexts, once generalized, 
it loses its source and meaning (Briggs, 2005:109; Simpson, 2004:380). In order to ensure a positive partnership 
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between conservation authorities and indigenous people, indigenous knowledge must be protected by its holders 
by maintaining credibility in the eyes of governmental authorities (Nilsson Dahlström, 2009). 

 

Fear of the dynamic between nature and culture to be denied 

The danger that partnership represents in the eyes of the indigenous communities is often the negation of their 
culture in the process of biodiversity protection. The application to make Laponia a World Heritage was first 
done for a natural site. However, the state of biodiversity in Laponia is fully related to the ancestral tradition of 
reindeer herding. Denying the dynamic between nature and culture can also be interpreted as a negation of 
traditional knowledge as it directly emerges from the interaction between humans and nature over time. 
Therefore, “just as important as it is to conserve biodiversity for sustainability, it is as urgent to conserve the 
diversity of local cultures and the indigenous knowledge that they hold” (Gadgil, 1993:156).  

 

5.5  Analysis and lessons learned   

The Bolivian and Swedish cases turned out to go through very distinct processes. In the Kaa-Iya del Gran Chaco, 
the co-management between the government and the indigenous organization was obtained as soon as the area 
was established as National Park in what seemed to have been a relative easy process: the local indigenous 
peoples obtained their land via the indigenous title (TCO) giving them certain rights over it. However, the co-
management stopped in 2009, the official reason given by the government being that CABI was too influenced 
and even manipulated by its “technical” support: the American NGO WCS (Painter, personal interview, 2012). 
Therefore, if the implementation of the co-management was made successfully, it was also interrupted quite 
rapidly.  

With respect to Laponia, the establishment of the co-management was much more uncertain and complicated to 
obtain. First thought to become a natural World Heritage, the Samebys fought for Laponia to be regarded as a 
mixed site in which culture and nature cannot be separated. It took 10 years for the Sami reindeer herders to 
obtain the right to have the majority on the management board of Laponia: 10 years of stagnation in which there 
was no official and clear management of the area. However, the Sami majority was finally obtained in 2006 and 
represents a major step towards the Sami reindeer herders community’s right for self-determination.  

The partnership between WCS and CABI  

As said in the study, the success of a partnership sometimes lies on the presence of a third party. The 
collaboration of nongovernmental organization can be particularly helpful to build appropriate partnerships 
between states and indigenous communities (Alcorn, 1993). In the case of Bolivia, the presence of WCS was of 
main importance for CABI indigenous organization. Consequently, the partnership formed with the NGO was 
more focused on in the analysis. WCS presented itself as a technical support for the indigenous organization. Its 
interest was entirely related to the biodiversity conservation of the Bolivian Chaco region. WCS understood that 
the only way to achieve a successful environmental conservation was to work together with the indigenous 
inhabitants, holders of the practical knowledge. In CABI’s perspective, joining WCS in a partnership represented 
the opportunity to increase their political weight by “learning” the dominant discourse. The collaboration turned 
out to be quite successful: “the significant contribution of the indigenous people has made the management of 
the park much more sustainable” (Painter, personal interview, 2012). It can be explained by several reasons. 
Transparency and communication are the basis of a successful collaboration. CABI constantly cleared that 
“while it welcomes all the input that WCS cares to provide, decisions about how to manage the land under its 
administration are based on different priorities than these of WCS and may not be the same as WCS would 
make, and that respect for its decisions by WCS is a condition for the continuation of the partnership” (Arambiza 
& Painter, 2006:29). When deciding on a partnership formation, the stakeholders must clearly declare their 
interests in the collaboration. In this case for example, the Kaa-Iya del Gran Chaco Park was a means to an end 
and not an end in itself (Winer, 2003). The struggle for the indigenous recognition and their right to self-
determination had to be understood by WCS, which concluded that conservation is best served with the presence 
of CABI (Arambiza & Painter, 2006). The partnership was successful because based on common trust. Both 
CABI and WCS accepted to have different interests. In regards to the environmental protection, efforts were 
made to ensure the right functioning of the ecosystem (e.g. decrease of hunting on endangered species). 
Furthermore, 93% of the Kaa-Iya del Gran Chaco National Park was dedicated to ecosystems’ conservation 
(Castillo, 2007). As a result, for both the social and environmental management of the park, CABI received the 
winner prize of the Equator Initiative, developed within the United Nations Development Program.  
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Even though the co-management between the indigenous people and the government has not been renewed since 
2009, interrupting the official relation between WCS and CABI as well, the majority of the park guards are still 
Izoceños and the current director of the park, Rosa Leny Cuellar worked for WCS Bolivia. In addition, Erika 
Cuellar is still organizing training programs for the indigenous people to become “parabiologists” in the Chaco. 
Therefore, there is still some cooperation with the indigenous people. However, it does not inform about the 
current power structure and how the indigenous people perceive this collaboration.  

 

The partnership between the Samebys and the Swedish government  

Due to the earliness of the co-management of Laponia between the Samebys and the governmental authorities 
(municipalities and County Administration) (in practice from January 2012), it is quite difficult to analyze the 
quality of the partnership. However, it is interesting to note that, even though the Samebys fought for 10 years to 
obtain the majority on the management board, decisions within the current committee are taken by consensus 
and not by majority. It could be seen as the sign that the Samebys were more interested in modifying the power 
structure in the perspective of decolonialization as a principle. Indeed, the Samebys never advocated an 
exclusive right to manage Laponia. In the Samebys’ management proposition (Mijà ednam, 2000:76), it says that 
the suggestions “would most likely be doable within the framework of existing legislation”. It seems that the 
partnership wanted by the Samebys with the government is not to lead to the take-over of all the tasks that the 
authorities handle today (Teilus, World Heritage, 2012). The partnership is a way for the indigenous community 
to raise their voice and participate as equals in the decision making processes that concern their ancestral land.  

In regards to the biodiversity conservation of the World Heritage site, the partnership can be expected to be a 
good means to solve potential threats such as overgrazing, the killing of the predators and the mining activity. 
Indeed, collaboration will allow communication and knowledge sharing indispensible to the search for optimal 
solutions.  

 

The influence of the level of social “advancement” of the country the partnership is implemented in  

The two cases studied have happened in two very different countries when it comes to the level of development. 
Bolivia is one of the poorest countries in Latin America. What can be interpreted from this fact is that people 
could thus have lower social rights (UNICEF, 2003). Therefore, the first thought could be that Bolivia does not 
have the favorable conditions to the implementation of partnership with indigenous people as a new strategy for 
biodiversity conservation. However, the current Bolivian president Evo Morales asserts himself his indigeneity. 
Consequently, partnerships with indigenous communities could be particularly developed and quite successful.  

In the Mijà ednam management plan, the Samebys constructed a scale with the different degrees of success of 
partnerships with indigenous peoples in the world (some of the evaluation factor being: rights to the land, 
representation in decision making and access to natural resources). On this scale, Australia arrives first, followed 
by Canada, USA, New Zealand and the precise case of the Kaa-Iya del Gran Chaco National Park in Bolivia. In 
the bottom are cited countries like Tanzania, Oman and Nepal (Mijà ednam, 2000:27). The Bolivian case was 
therefore used as an example of successful partnership with an indigenous community by the Swedish Samebys. 
In comparison, Sweden was located in the middle of the scale, between New Zealand and Tanzania (Mijà 
ednam, 2000:27).  

Nevertheless, the situation is now reversed: the Samebys have obtained the majority on the management board of 
Laponia whereas the co-management between the Bolivian government and the indigenous organization CABI is 
no longer in practice since 2009. The reason advocated by the former director of WCS Bolivia, Michael Painter 
(2009:170) is that “the government had issues with indigenous organizations asserting their independence from 
political parties and official control”. Consequently, it seems that regardless of the level of wealth of the country, 
the success of partnership is affected by the political corruption coming from the government. According to the 
Corruption Perceptions Index (Transparency International, 2012), Bolivia has a score of 34 on a scale going 
from 0 (highly corrupted) to 100 (very clean). On a total of 176 ranked countries, Bolivia is the 105th most 
corrupted country of the world. In comparison, with a score of 88, Sweden is the 4th cleanest country of the 
world when it comes to corruption. Therefore, one could expect the Swedish government to be more trustworthy 
when it comes to develop a partnership with the Sami reindeer herders for the management of Laponia. Contrary 
to the Bolivian case, the 10 year process the indigenous community went through to obtain this right might result 
into more reliability and deep grounded collaboration.  
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The lessons learned 

Considering the research question this study is aiming at answering, it could be said that partnerships can 
represent a good means to achieve biodiversity conservation. Partnerships allow knowledge sharing, establishing 
a bridge between western science and indigenous knowledge: “it is vital that the value of the knowledge-
practice-belief complex of indigenous peoples relating to conservation of biodiversity is fully recognized if 
ecosystems are to be managed sustainably” (Gadgil, 1993:151). Reciprocal learning has the potential to result 
into the finding of the optimal solutions to ensure biodiversity conservation. On the one hand, indigenous people 
could be given the technical support that might eventually be needed. On the other hand, conservationists can 
complement a western science based on reason with local and practical knowledge acquired by long term 
historical experience (Gadgil, 1993). Concerning the social relationship, partnerships generally offer a more 
effective basis to express and resolve conflicts. It can also result into further recognition of the indigenous 
peoples, indigenous knowledge and a step forward for their right to self-determination.  

Nevertheless, as seen through the empirical data, partnerships can be very difficult to implement and presuppose 
certain conditions such as transparency, common trust, strong organization and institution building as well as 
equality. The risk of inflated expectations should also be avoided (Stephen R. Kellert, Jai N. Mehta, Syma A. 
Ebbin, 2000). Indeed, biodiversity conservation strategies cannot be imposed from “above” at the risk of 
generating a conflict with the indigenous community inhabiting the protected area (Redford & Stearman, 1993). 
Biodiversity conservation automatically turns into a political struggle in the sense that indigenous peoples cannot 
be simply considered as open libraries (Alcorn, 1991). Sharing their knowledge presupposes the obtaining of an 
equal position in the decision making processes. To summarize, partnership between governmental authorities 
and indigenous people can be a good means to achieve biodiversity conservation at the condition that the 
political claim is considered as much as the environmental one.  

Some other limitations to the success of partnership for biodiversity conservation can be identified. In both cases 
studied, the government kept the right over the mineral resources. The mineral resources seem to be the main 
and common threat to partnerships with indigenous people: even if the Sami people have the majority on the 
management board of Laponia, the land officially belongs to the Crown. As a result, the Swedish government is 
the one who has the final word over the decision to develop or not the mining activity within the World Heritage 
site or at its borders. The interruption of the co-management in Bolivia could be interpreted as a result of the 
empowerment of CABI and the consequences it could have had on the gas resources present in the park. In both 
cases, the government still dominates the power relationship with the indigenous peoples when it comes to 
mineral resources. Consequently, some argue that partnership with indigenous people can represent another form 
of colonialism, only less obvious (Beach, 1997; Nilsson Dahlström, 2009) in which indigenous knowledge and 
land would be controlled by the state.  

6 Conclusion and suggestions for further research  
 

6.1 Conclusion   

Classical conservation strategies based on scientific knowledge have not been particularly successful (Gadgil, 
1993). A shift of thinking occurred in the 1970s no longer considering indigenous peoples as a barrier but as the 
holders of a significant knowledge. Firstly thought as an environmental strategy, the creation of partnerships 
between indigenous communities and environmental authorities turned out to be a politically-oriented issue in 
many aspects. Because indigenous peoples were often treated as threats to their own territories and were imposed 
management systems based on western norms (World Heritage, 2012), they now express the will to gain further 
political power and self-determination. Partnership offers the possibility for indigenous communities to be 
regarded as equals in the decision making processes: “more radical approaches to nature conservation based on 
bottom-up processes of decision making should be given more attention” (Colchester, 1994:56). For a 
partnership to be successful, the decisions have to be taken by the people inhabiting the protected areas or at 
least in collaboration with them.  

The empirical study points out that partnership can be arduous to implement because environmental authorities 
have the tendency to exclude the environmental priority from political principles. Accepting and understanding 
different interests to exist might be the most delicate part to make a partnership work.  

The biggest limitation of the partnership lies in the threat of a neo-colonialist approach to biodiversity 
conservation: one which would intent to control indigenous people and their knowledge and ensure their 
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depolitization. The presence of mineral resources in the Bolivian National Park and in Laponia highlights the 
remaining power structure. While allowing a co-management of the protected area for the sake of biodiversity 
conservation, each government still owns the land rights and thus its resources. According to Tauli-Corpuz 
(2006) “the search for oil, natural gas, timber or minerals represents a consequent threat for the indigenous 
territory”, because they do not possess the equivalent power in the legislations and can be sorely marginalized 
from the dominant discourse. 

By analyzing the different cases, it can be understood that even though partnership with indigenous peoples are 
developed, those are regarded by the governments as a potential threat. Consequently, indigenous peoples are 
subjected to restrictions and minimal or no changes in the legislation are made (Nilsson Dahlström, 2009). 

 

6.2 Suggestions for further research  

In order to obtain a more realistic picture of the success of partnerships between governmental authorities and 
indigenous peoples, more case studies should be analyzed, for example in Australia and New-Zealand which 
seem to demonstrate a rather successful case of indigenous peoples’ self-determination. It would also be quite 
relevant to analyze more developed countries as well as developing countries and compare them to attest or not 
the correlation between the level of “advancement” and the success of the partnership.  

What would be of high interest would also be to observe if the stage of self-determination (in accordance with 
Wilcox’ table, table 1) would actually be the optimal stage of indigenous peoples' satisfaction and ways of 
living. The territory of Nunavut, sub-division of Canada which has its own independent government with an 
Inuit majority, could be thus focused on as well as other illustrative examples.  
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APPENDIX 
 

Interview of Michael Painter 

1. How did the co-management between CABI, WSC and SERNAP started? Whose initiative was it to 
obtain a co-management of the park? (Did CABI first want a total management of it?)  

2. How many Izocenos Gurani is WCS working with? (CABI’s % of indigenous people) 

3. How often do you meet in general?  

4. How would you describe the relationship you have with CABI? And with SERNAP? Which are the 
major issues you encounter?  

5. Regarding the transfer of knowledge, is it true that WCS scientists are required to present their findings 
to community leaders every 6 months for feedback and comments? (USAID, 1997) 

6. What conservation measures have been taken by WCS? (120 Bolivian conservation professionals have 
been mentored and 23 indigenous wildlife monitors have been trained). Have you worked together with 
Erika Cuellar at the time? (parabiologist training programs – 17 indigenous trained by 2012). 

7. Regarding the gas pipeline’s presence within the park, would you say that the agreement between CABI 
and the oil companies was a win-win resolution of the environmental degradation generated?  

8. What are the results of the WCS conservation measures? What are the major challenges remaining? 
What are the major successes and improvements?  
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