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Abstract
Drawing on a study of community-managed forest reserves in southern Tanzania, this article discusses how
community members engage and shape inclusive protected area management practices to produce outcomes that
were not intended by external implementers. The article shows how a participatory natural resource monitoring
scheme operating in the area becomes part of the villagers’ collective and individual efforts to assert their claims
to territory and resources vis-a-vis the state, other communities, and other community members. By altering the
monitoring procedures in subtle ways, community members strengthen the monitoring practices to their advantage,
and to some extent move them beyond the reach of government agencies and conservation and development
practitioners. This has led to outcomes that are of greater social and strategic value to communities than the
original ‘planned’ benefits, although the monitoring scheme has also to some extent become dominated by local
‘conservation elites’ who negotiate the terrain between the state and other community members. Our findings
suggest that we need to move beyond simplistic assumptions of community strategies and incentives in participatory
conservation and allow for more adaptive and politically explicit governance spaces in protected area management.
Keywords: protected area management, forest management, participation, incentives, monitoring, Tanzania

INTRODUCTION
In the past three decades, inclusive approaches to protected area
management have become widespread and a variety of schemes
for participatory management of forest and wildlife areas have
been implemented worldwide (McShane and Wells 2004;
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Borrini-Feyerabend et al. 2007; World Bank 2008). Initially,
such schemes tended to see people in local communities only
as ‘beneficiaries’ of externally implemented conservation
interventions. Later, communities were provided with a more
active role as ‘participants’ in the everyday implementation of
conservation measures on the ground, but with only limited
influence on decision-making. More recently, there has been an
attempt to move away from these fairly instrumentalist notions
of participation, towards a greater emphasis on communities
as actual ‘partners’ who collaborate and share decision-making
power with the state in co-management schemes1.
Alongside the evolving role of local communities in protected
area management, there has been increasing attention to the notion
that if communities are to engage in conservation efforts, they must
be provided with tangible incentives that support their livelihoods.
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Such incentives may include financial benefits which are
reallocated for local social development purposes, as well as use
rights for selected wildlife and forest resources. Some approaches
to the ongoing development of a global scheme for Reduced
Emissions from Deforestation and Degradation (REDD+) reflect
a similar notion, whereby communities may be financially
compensated for forest conservation and restoration in order to
reduce emissions (UNFCCC 2010).
Yet despite widespread implementation of and support to
such schemes, our knowledge is still limited on the ways in
which community members actually respond to and engage
with participatory approaches in conservation, and what
benefits they obtain from this. This article seeks to contribute
to our understanding of these matters through a case study of a
participatory forest and wildlife monitoring scheme operating
in community-managed forest reserves in southern Tanzania.
Other studies of this scheme have focused on the efficiency of the
monitoring system in terms of providing reliable data on forest and
wildlife trends as a basis for management decisions (Danielsen
et al. 2011; Nielsen and Lund 2012; Danielsen et al. In press).
The current article takes a more in-depth look at the social
dynamics of the participatory monitoring system in question.
The emphasis here is therefore not on whether the monitoring
system is accurate and efficient as a conservation tool2. Instead,
we examine the forest and wildlife monitoring system as a
case study of the ways in which a participatory conservation
intervention may be reshaped by community members on the
ground, and discuss what this implies for how we understand
and implement participatory conservation measures.
Specifically, we show how community members in the study
area employ an otherwise mundane monitoring scheme as a
means of seeking greater territorial and individual control
over forest and wildlife resources vis-a-vis the state, other
communities and other community members. We further show
how, in this process, community members seek to move the
scheme beyond the aims and control of the government staff
and experts who initiated it. In extension of this, we argue
for a more nuanced understanding of the ways in which
community members respond to participatory conservation
schemes. This includes a greater appreciation of the ways
in which community members actively seek to influence
and reshape conservation interventions on the ground. It
further entails an understanding of the interests of community
members in participatory conservation schemes as composite
and multi-layered, and involving complex relationships with
the state, other communities and other community members.
ANALYTICAL APPROACH AND METHODOLOGY
How should we analytically approach and understand the
relationship between communities and external actors in
protected areas management? Critical analysis of conservation
interventions has tended to focus on the power of the state and
other external actors to impose protected areas and associated
management practices on local communities against their
interests (Escobar 1998; West 2006). From such a viewpoint,

even ostensibly ‘participatory’ approaches to conservation may
represent little other than a means of co-optation, whereby
communities are lured into conservation activities that first
and foremost satisfy the “green agendas” of governments and
conservationists in ensuring orderly, effective and low-cost
conservation (Escobar 1998; Agrawal 2005; Selfa and
Endter-Wada 2008). This critique echoes the debate within
participation studies more broadly, where even ‘well-intended’
participatory schemes have been described as dominated by
the worldviews of external participation ‘experts’ who employ
imported approaches that inevitably impose particular norms
and practices upon the participating subjects (Kothari 2001).
Indeed, some authors have likened participatory schemes
to Foucault’s metaphor of the “Panopticon”. Originally
conceived in the late eighteenth century by Jeremy Bentham,
the “Panopticon” was envisaged as the perfect prison, where
inmates would be subject to discrete but invisible forms of
external control and surveillance, and would eventually come
to discipline themselves, thereby eliminating the need for
violence and other more explicit means of domination (Foucault
1995; Kothari 2001).
While such a perspective on participatory schemes may be
correct in some instances, it also contains a risk of portraying
local communities as little more than helpless victims
of conservation interventions. Seeking a more dynamic
understanding, our research draws on the notion that project
and policy interventions are social arenas where external and
local actors engage and interact in struggles over resources,
knowledge and institutions (Long 2001;; Nuijten 2005;
Cleaver 2012). Such interaction rarely takes place on an equal
footing, as powerful actors bring their assets and advantages
into play. Nevertheless as emphasised by Giddens (1984), any
relationship of power is subject to the dialectics of control,
whereby the dominated may act contrary to the expected. As
conservation measures are introduced on the ground, they
become subject to the everyday practices of local farmers,
pastoralists, etc., and thereby almost invariably introduce
some room for manoeuvre and efforts to resist external
domination. Hence as Scott (1990) has famously shown in
another context, there is frequently room for subversion and
‘silent resistance’ in the face of a powerful state. This may take
many forms, including discrete everyday rule-breaking and
‘foot-dragging’ (Scott 1990; Holmes 2007), or exploiting legal
pluralism and institutional fragmentation to serve the livelihood
interests of oneself or the group (Juul and Lund 2002).
Conservation interventions involving local communities
may thus go through a process of ‘localisation’ which modifies
the outcomes intended by external initiators. This applies to
both traditional ‘top-down’ forms of intervention and to more
participatory styles of intervention (Cornwall and Coelho 2007;
Funder 2010). This suggests an emphasis on the way local actors
shape and reshape the everyday practices of conservation (the
‘how’ of things). It furthermore requires an understanding of
the interests behind these actions i.e., what perceptions and
rationales lie behind their dispositions and strategies vis-à-vis
conservation interventions (the ‘why’ of things). Moreover,

[Downloaded free from http://www.conservationandsociety.org on Friday, January 10, 2014, IP: 129.79.203.216] || Click here to download free Android application fo
this journal

220 / Funder et al.
in order to avoid superficial assumptions of communities as
homogenous and ‘closed’ entities, intra-community power
relations and patterns of inequality needs to be understood, and
relationships to other actors and entities (such as the state and
other communities) need to be captured.
Drawing on the above approach, our study set out to explore
how community members have responded to a particular
forest and wildlife monitoring scheme in Iringa Region
in southern Tanzania. The study applied a combination of
household questionnaires, in-depth qualitative interviews and
focus group interviews in four study villages involved in the
monitoring scheme, supplemented with supporting data from
other sources beyond the villages. Fieldwork for the study
was conducted during 2008-2009. Two of the authors resided
in the area during most of this period and regularly visited
the villages (sometimes daily), while other members of the
research team visited the area for 2-3 week periods to conduct
intensive fieldwork.
The questionnaire was conducted with a total of 160
households in the four villages, and focused on providing
information on livelihoods, forest use and overall perceptions
of and engagement with the participatory monitoring scheme.
The questionnaire was tested through pilot interviews, and
thereafter administered through enumerators. Selection of
respondents was based on stratified sampling using well-being
rankings, thereby allowing us to examine differences between
wealth groups (Grandin 1988; IIED 1992). In practice this
entailed: (1) asking key informants to provide information on
core features that were considered indicators of well-being
in the villages (e.g. land, livestock, marital status, children
in school, etc.), followed by; (2) a ranking exercise in which
multiple informants divided each household in the village into
different well-being categories, leading to an aggregate score
for each household which was then; (3) triangulated with other
data from the household survey and personal observation of
the interviewee’s household condition, etc., This allowed us
to stratify households into three well-being groups, namely a
‘Poorest’, a ‘Middle’ and a ‘Wealthy’ group (our terms).
The qualitative interviews were conducted with a total
of 39 households, and centred on tracing people’s actions
and interactions in relation to the participatory monitoring
scheme since its initiation, and exploring their rationales
and perceptions vis-a-vis the monitoring scheme and their
actions. This was complemented by focus group interviews
with (1) members from each of the different well-being
categories; (2) members from different forest user groups; and
(3) members of the Village Natural Resource Committees that
operated the monitoring system. The qualitative interviews
with individuals and focus groups used semi-structured
interviewing, combined with ranking and scoring techniques
of how people perceived different aspects of the monitoring
scheme and forest management more broadly (Kvale 1997).
Careful probing was used to bring out controversial aspects.
Information on actions/interactions were checked with
other interviewees and/or informants. The combination of
information on actions and perceptions allowed us to check

stated perceptions against actual behaviour. Additional data
were obtained from key informants in the villages and archival
material (minutes from meetings in Village Natural Resources
Committees, monitoring records, etc.).
The study also benefitted from a series of other past
and ongoing studies in the area on the local economics
and effectiveness of participatory forest management and
monitoring (Topp-Jørgensen et al. 2005; Poulsen et al. 2007;
Lund 2007b; Lund and Treue 2008; Vyamana et al. 2008;
Danielsen et al. 2011; Nielsen and Treue 2012; Nielsen and
Lund 2012; Danielsen et al. In press).
LIVELIHOODS AND FOREST MANAGEMENT
IN THE STUDY AREA
In the late 1990s, the Tanzanian Government instigated a
major reorientation in its approach to forest management,
shifting from a centralised, state-led policy towards a greater
emphasis on Participatory Forest Management (PFM) (Wily
2001; Blomley et al. 2008; Robinson and Maganga 2009). The
new approach was enshrined in the Tanzanian Forest Act of
2002, which provided communities with two different ways of
engaging in PFM. The first of these is known as Community
Based Forest Management (CBFM) and takes place on village
land or privately owned land in communities. Under CBFM,
villages (or groups and private entities within villages) may
gazette Village Forest Reserves (hereafter referred to as Village
Forests), and thereby transfer management authority over these
forest resources from the state to the community. This includes
the right to collect fees on forest utilisation, and to impose
and retain fines on illegal use. The second form of PFM is
known as Joint Forest Management (JFM) and takes place on
state-owned land. Here communities engage in collaborative
forest management agreements with the Government (or other
forest owners) and share management responsibilities for State
Forest Reserves. This provides communities with certain use
rights, but revenue collection opportunities for villages are
more limited than under CBFM, and the forest land remains
under direct state control and ownership.
Today, some 11% of Tanzania’s forest area is managed under
either of these PFM arrangements, involving more than 1800
villages across the country (Blomley et al. 2008). Our study
focused on four such villages, located in Iringa Region in
southern Tanzania (Figure 1).
The communities of Itagutwa and Mfyome are located
in Iringa District, in an area characterised by dry Miombo
woodlands and with a population of 2,136 and 2,375
respectively. The communities of Kidabaga and Magome
are located in the neighbouring Kilolo District, some 2 hours
drive further south in the montane part of the region. They
are characterised by wet closed canopy forest, and have a
population of 2,240 and 1,671 inhabitants respectively.
The main ethnic group in the four villages are the Hehe, who
are primarily engaged in smallholder agriculture centred on
subsistence maize production, as well as cash crops including
tobacco. The population of the area also includes a number of
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Figure 1
Location of study sites

ethnic minorities, including pastoralists in the woodland areas
who have historically migrated to the area from further north.
Historically the forests have played a key role in local
livelihoods and continue to do so even today. This is
particularly so in the woodland villages of Itagutwa and
Mfyome, where crop-farmers rely on forests for firewood,
construction materials, charcoal (sold locally and in towns), as
well as subsistence foods including wild fruits and vegetables.
Pastoralists furthermore graze cattle in the woodland forests.
The woodland areas have in recent decades suffered from
degradation caused chiefly by wood extraction, including
for firewood, charcoal, and small-scale timber harvesting.
While this is currently aggravated in some areas by new
settlement, there are indications that local management in
some areas has contributed to slowing forest degradation and
possibly, to reducing utilisation to a sustainable level (Lund
and Treue 2008).
In the montane villages of Kidabaga and Magome, many
households obtain wood from private woodlots, while wood
extraction from natural forests is more limited. However,
non-timber forest products such as honey, medicinal
plants, plant fibre and particularly bushmeat is of some
subsistence importance for poor households in the montane
villages (Nielsen 2006). The montane forests constitute an
important catchment for the national hydropower supply, and
form part of the ‘Eastern Arc’, a globally important biodiversity
hotspot. The montane forest areas were subject to commercial
logging in the 1970s and 1980s, but are today de jure protected
as government/state forest reserves, and illegal logging is not a
major concern (Dinesen et al. 2001; Nielsen and Treue 2012).
The four villages studied include examples of both of the two
types of PFM permitted within the National Forest Act. In the
woodland villages of Itagutwa and Mfyome, the main emphasis
is on the CBFM scheme in Village Forests. Here, community
members are allowed to extract both wood and non-wood
resources from the Village Forests, based on rules and quotas
established by the communities and approved by the District
Lands, Natural Resources and Environment Office (hereafter
referred to as the District Forest Office or DFO). The woodland
villages benefit from community taxation of forest use,
including charcoal production, small-scale timber extraction,

etc. Taxes are then used to cover operational expenses and
surplus may be used for small-scale community projects.
The montane villages of Kidabaga and Magome also manage
small Village Forests, but these are relatively insignificant
and the main emphasis here is on JFM schemes in which
communities participate in the management of State Forest
Reserves. These reserves have an important strategic role as
catchments for hydropower production and for conservation
of biodiversity. In accordance with the JFM principles, the
state thus formally remains the principal manager in these
reserves, and communities are involved mainly as partners
who organise local awareness-raising and take part in forest
restoration activities and monitoring. Unlike the Village Forests
of the woodland villages, wood extraction is illegal in the State
Forests, and the ability of communities to generate revenues
from forest user fees is limited to a small number of non-timber
forest products. As a result, community revenues from the
scheme are more limited in the montane villages. Bushmeat
hunting is illegal in both woodland and montane forests as this
falls under the separate jurisdiction of the Wildlife Department
and is not included in the PFM agreements under the Forest
Law. Nevertheless, in all of the study villages some households
continue to illegally harvest game meat for subsistence or trade3.
The main organising bodies for forest management in both
the woodland and montane communities are Village Natural
Resource Committees (VNRCs). These consist of 8-10 members
each, democratically elected at Village Assemblies. VNRCs are
responsible for decision-making, coordination and administration
of all village involvement in forest management. VNRCs formally
report to the elected Village Council, and are furthermore obligated
to provide relevant information (regular reports including
plans, financial statements, monitoring data, etc.) to the state
as represented by the DFO. All major management decisions
on forest use and taxation in Village Forests must be approved
by the DFO to ensure compliance with national law and avoid
unsustainable use. Despite the participatory nature of the CBFM
and JFM schemes in the four villages, the state formally retains
the ultimate authority in overall forest management in the area.
INTERVENTION:
THE PARTICIPATORY MONITORING SCHEME
Participatory monitoring in natural resource management
constitutes a relatively recent approach to monitoring the status
and trends of biodiversity and natural resources in protected
areas and elsewhere (Danielsen et al. 2005; Stuart-Hill
et al. 2005). Through simple techniques, local community
members contribute to, or are responsible for data collection
on e.g. wildlife abundance, tree cover, and the extent of natural
resource use in a given area.
Data may be collected by dedicated community monitoring
patrols who conduct regular transect walks, and be provided
by villagers through regular interview sessions in which
they provide information on their everyday observations
and perceptions of resource use and trends. Based on these
data, trends can be interpreted and used in management
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decision-making. The extent to which communities are involved
in and control the data interpretation and decision-making
process may range from an entirely externally led data
interpretation and decision-making process to a relatively
endogenous process (Danielsen et al. 2009).
The participatory monitoring scheme in the Iringa Region
was initiated in 2001 as part of a larger forest and agricultural
development programme funded through Danish Government
aid. The monitoring scheme was developed with the stated aim
of providing information on the status and trends of forest use
and forest and wildlife resources for use by communities in
daily forest management in the PFM areas. The information
would further provide the DFO and Central Government
with information on resource trends, and contribute to overall
assessment of forest trends and management in the area.
The monitoring scheme was from the outset anchored in
the Village Natural Resource Committees, which were to
form the main organisational and decision-making body
for the scheme at the community level. The scheme was
developed through meetings between Government forest
staff, international consultants, and community members in
the involved villages (including both VNRC members and the
broader community). An initial catalogue of methods based on
experiences elsewhere was discussed and adapted to fit local
conditions. During this process, community representatives
requested a particular emphasis on monitoring forest use.
Monitoring of biodiversity and specific wildlife species was
therefore toned down, although certain indicator species were
selected on the basis of VNRC members’ recommendations.
Following initial testing in two pilot communities, the scheme
was rolled out to other communities on a voluntary basis and
eventually covered 23 villages with a total population of 54,000
people and 140,000 hectares of forest and woodlands, including
the four villages discussed in this article.
The practical monitoring procedure consists of two key
activities namely: 1) systematic data collection during patrols
(henceforth called ‘transect walks’) through the forest areas by
community monitoring patrols consisting of two to four village
scouts, who record signs of resource use, disturbances and
selected species (large mammals, birds and tree species); and
2) perception interviews with community members (minimum
five households per month) undertaken by VNRC members,
asking about household perceptions of forest use and associated
changes and trends. The information from these monitoring
activities is recorded using standardised forms, and intended
to be used by VNRCs to develop and propose specific
management actions. Such actions include setting restrictions
on particular forms of resource extraction (e.g. disallowing
harvesting of certain tree species), changing harvest volumes
(amount of firewood to be collected per household), changing
prices for resource use (e.g. charcoal licenses) and setting fines
for illegal activities.
The monitoring scheme furthermore includes basic
procedures to monitor VNRC performance and thereby
enhance transparency. This includes regularised records
of all VNRC meetings, proposals and activities, as well of

financial management transactions (issuing of permits, fees,
fines, expenditures, etc.). These records are in principle
freely accessible to all community members at any time.
VNRCs are required to present collected data on both forest
and wildlife trends and financial management at quarterly
Village Assemblies. These assemblies also serve as a forum
for presenting and debating new regulations on forest use, and
for voting on how to spend surplus funds from fees and fines
for community use.
Data from the monitoring activities are synthesised in
monthly monitoring reports and are in principle submitted
along with proposed management interventions to the DFO
and other relevant authorities at district level. Significantly,
forest management actions proposed by communities require
approval from the DFO prior to implementation. Management
actions related to wildlife specifically cannot be proposed
by communities, being under the separate jurisdiction of
the Central Government’s Wildlife Division. Hence, while
wildlife is monitored by communities under the participatory
monitoring scheme, they have no legally backed options
for regulating its use or benefitting financially from hunting
licenses.
The monitoring scheme was designed to be economically
self-sustaining, with operating costs to be financed from the
incomes from forest user licenses and fines. Accordingly, no
funding was provided for monitoring activities in communities
by the donors or government authorities, other than for initial
training workshops and technical input in connection to set-up
of the scheme. When the larger Danish-funded programme was
phased out in 2003, the scheme was left to operate on its own
with no external inputs.
MONITORING SUSTAINED: BUT WHY?
In 2005, a field study examined the operational and financial
sustainability of the scheme (Topp-Jørgensen et al. 2005). It
found that although monitoring activities were carried out less
frequently than originally planned in some sites, the scheme
was generally continuing to function at the village level4.
Furthermore, it was found to operate with a high degree of
autonomy in the communities, with very little engagement
by the DFO.
This picture was largely unchanged when our fieldwork
for the current study began in 2007, five years after external
technical assistance terminated. The monitoring scheme
continued to operate in most of the target villages and VNRC
meetings were held on a monthly or bimonthly basis in most
villages. The scheme also appeared to sustain relatively broad
support among community members. In the four villages
covered by our household survey, 86% of all respondents said
they felt the monitoring scheme benefitted their household,
while 3% were unsure and 11% said it had mainly negative
impacts on their household 5 The latter group included
respondents whose forest use was illegal according to state
law (mainly hunters), or who had been subject to repressive
actions by the VNRCs. We return to this issue below.
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But while the continued operation of the monitoring
system thus suggested a generally positive situation from the
initiator’s point of view, it also raised questions. The fact that
the monitoring scheme has continued in operation without the
need for external financial or technical support, and the fact
that it maintains a relatively broad support among villagers
suggests that the scheme contains significant incentives for
communities. But what are these incentives?
In terms of immediate financial benefits, the monitoring
scheme forms an important part of the overall PFM
system operating in the villages, and thereby contributes
to the generation of community revenues from taxation
of commercial forest use under PFM. However, for
most community members these revenues are of limited
significance. One study showed an average annual revenue
of USD 604 among the 15 woodland villages involved in
the PFM scheme (Topp-Jørgensen et al. 2005). A subsequent
study found that the majority of these revenues were used
to cover operational and administrative costs associated
with the management and monitoring of the Village Forest
Reserves (accounting for 69% of expenses), including
salaries and allowances for VNRC members and monitoring
patrols (Lund 2007b). A much lesser share, accounting for
21% of expenses, were used for community development
activities implemented by communities themselves, such as
support to school construction, dispensaries and water pipes6.
In the montane villages, revenues are even smaller. Because
the montane villages are engaged in management of State
Forest Reserves from which wood extraction is illegal, the most
profitable sources of PFM revenues such as charcoal production
and commercial firewood collection are unavailable. A study of
revenues in the montane PFM villages found an average annual
revenue of USD 403 per village. Here, just 12% of revenues
have been allocated to community projects. The remainder is
insufficient to cover management and monitoring expenses,
and monitoring patrols in the montane villages therefore mainly
work as volunteers without compensation.
The limited revenues from the scheme were also reflected in
our household survey, where only 27% of all respondents said
they had benefitted from the community development projects
funded by PFM revenues. Despite this, the monitoring scheme
has continued to operate in both the woodland and montane
villages, and as mentioned above 86% of community members
responded that they were positive towards the scheme during
our household survey.
This suggested that immediate financial revenues and
community projects were not the only perceived benefits from
the monitoring scheme. Indeed, when asked directly to name
the benefits of the monitoring system, all of the respondents
that were favourable to the system mentioned protection
against encroachment on forest resources as the main benefit
from the scheme. This was also borne out in the qualitative
interviews with individuals and focus groups in the villages.
During these interviews, community members recognised
the value of the community projects, especially when they
supported longer-term livelihood strategies. However, they

placed even greater emphasis on how the monitoring scheme
was a way of supporting individual and collective access to
and control over forest resources, thereby ensuring long-term
access to forest products and services. Indeed, during ranking
exercises, focus groups and most individuals consistently
ranked improved community control over forest resources as
the most significant benefit of the monitoring scheme.
In the following section, we elaborate on this, discussing how
the monitoring scheme is perceived and used by community
members as a means of asserting and demarcating rights over
forest resources at three levels, vis-à-vis other communities,
the state, and fellow community members.
MONITORING AS TERRITORIAL DEFENSE
For both the DFO staff and the technical experts involved in
the initial development of the monitoring scheme, its main
purpose was to provide information on the status and trends
of forest resources. This was also emphasised during training
and establishment of the scheme. Apart from this, the village
monitoring staff has the mandate to apprehend illegal forest
users whom they encountered during their monitoring transect
walks (i.e., users that have no permits or are otherwise breaking
the rules set down by the VNRC). For the DFO staff and
technical experts, this was merely an add-on benefit from the
monitoring process, to which they did not afford much attention
during the original design and training. Nevertheless, in all
of the villages studied, the policing role of the monitoring
staff has become a key aspect of their work, and is afforded
much emphasis by both VNRC members and the majority of
other community members interviewed, regardless of wealth
status. In the household survey, 56% of all respondents stated
that making arrests and reporting on illegal activities was the
most important task of the village monitoring staff. Just 35%
of the surveyed households found that monitoring of forest
and wildlife trends was the most important task, despite this
being the original focus of the scheme7.
In daily practice, the monitoring staff is encouraged by
VNRC members to abandon monitoring activities whenever
they encounter illegal users, in order to apprehend and return
them to the village, where fines are issued. If the illegal users
prove hostile or escape, larger search parties involving other
community members may be organised in order to locate the
offenders. Such search parties are not a required part of either
the monitoring scheme specifically, or of the larger community
forest management framework. They are also associated with
some risk if the arrest turns violent. Despite this, they were
usually undertaken with vigour by those involved.
Behind this emphasis on the monitoring scheme as a means
of patrolling and policing the community forest lie several
rationales. During interviews, VNRC members and some other
village members said they found it crucial to enforce the rules
and regulations of the community forest in everyday practice,
or it would not be respected. They also acknowledged the
importance of ensuring that user fee payment and fines were
actually paid by forest users, as this provided the basic incomes
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through which the entire VNRC and monitoring scheme was
financed on a daily basis. However, both VNRC members and
other village members expressed a further rationale on which
much emphasis was placed, namely that the transect walks
served as a way of protecting the Village Forest against forest
users from other communities. This had both a practical and
a symbolic dimension–in practical terms, the policing helped
to physically deter (or apprehend) external forest users, while
in more symbolic terms it served as a way of physically
demarcating the Village Forest vis-à-vis external users.
One illustration of this is the Itagutwa Village Forest. As a
result of heavy migration to neighbouring areas, the woodland
forests around this village have been under extensive pressure
in recent decades, as new settlers seek firewood, timber for
charcoal and bushmeat. Past attempts by the head of Itagutwa
village to claim the forest as belonging to his village have failed,
as neighbouring communities refused to recognise Itagutwa’s
authority over the forest. However, with the gazettement of the
area as Itagutwa’s ‘Village Forest’, the VNRC have been able
to refer to a legally sanctioned right, and to engage in formal
meetings and negotiations with neighbouring villages and
their leaders. The transect walks provide a physical backing
to this claim, by physically and symbolically ‘marking off’
the territory vis-a-vis other communities. As one woman
from Itagutwa put it; “It shows them that this forest belongs
to us”. The Itagutwa VNRC have furthermore used the
information collected through monitoring as an argument in
their negotiations with the neighbouring villages, by claiming
that they are the ones who know the forest and its condition
best, and that they therefore are its best custodians.
Similar practices took place in other situations and other
Village Forests in the area. For instance, in the woodland areas
charcoal producers frequently arrive from other locations and
stay in the forest while charcoal is produced, after which it is
sold in Iringa town or further afield. Although these are subject
to community taxation under the Village Forest Scheme, some
external charcoal producers seek to evade these fees, or produce
beyond their permits. In this context the monitoring is perceived
by community members as a means of keeping external charcoal
producers ‘in check’, partly by keeping track of signs of illegal
production, but especially by apprehending and deterring illegal
producers. A similar rationale was employed in connection to
firewood collection, where many women said the monitoring
was a means of avoiding competition from women in other
villages—thereby also saving them time as firewood was more
readily and exclusively available.
In some areas, even community members who themselves were
involved in illegal activities used the monitoring as a strategic
measure against external users. In the village of Mfyome,
for instance, some local hunters recounted how they actually
supported the monitoring scheme, although they themselves were
at risk of being apprehended for their illegal hunting. As local
residents in the village they were able to work out the routine of
the monitoring patrols and thereby avoid them, whereas hunters
from other villages did not have this information and were now
more reluctant to hunt in the forest. They also explained that they

considered the monitoring scheme a protection against illegal tree
cutting, thereby helping to conserve habitat and hence ensuring
a sustained wildlife population8.
The monitoring system was thus employed by community
members in the study villages as a means of territorial defence
against forest and wildlife users from other communities. In
this respect there are parallels to the communities described by
Wily and Dewees (2001) in northern Tanzania, who organised
themselves against encroachment of their forest resources,
thereby providing some of the initial inspiration for the
introduction of participatory forest management in Tanzania.
Significantly, the ‘territorial’ dimension of the monitoring
system in our study area was not part of the initial concept and
design, which focused on generating data and information on
forest and wildlife trends. Yet through the actual practices of
community members, it evolved into a central aspect of the
everyday implementation of the monitoring system, thereby
extending the scope of the system. For the District Forest
Officers who had supported introduction of the monitoring
system, this development was in some respects positive. Not
only did it suggest a willingness of community members to
take on an active role in protecting their forest resources against
encroachment, it also provided a convenient means of ensuring
regular patrolling of forests without the need to draw on the
limited resources of government forestry staff.
Nevertheless, by expanding the scope of the monitoring
system, community members were also removing certain
aspects of the system beyond the reach of the forest officers
and thereby the state. This is partly illustrated by the example
described above, whereby some local hunters relied on the
monitoring system to fend off hunters from other communities,
while still continuing their own hunting despite this being
illegal under state law. Yet while such behaviour is perhaps
best explained as ad hoc opportunism, other practices in the
monitoring system suggested a more direct and deliberate effort
to move beyond the control of the state. This is discussed in
the following section.
SEEKING BEYOND STATE AUTHORITY
The monthly monitoring reports to be delivered by VNRCs
to the DFO and other Government authorities served two
principle aims at the district level. Firstly, they provided data
on the status and trends of natural resources to the DFO in a
low-cost manner. And secondly, they contained the proposed
management actions made by each village, for approval by the
DFO. Ideally, this procedure provided a means for the external
regulating agencies to supervise and monitor forest resource
trends in the region, as well as to ensure that the management
proposal made by VNRCs were in compliance with the overall
forest law.
However, exactly because they are meant to contain
information on the status and trends of forest resources, the
reports are in principle also a very tangible documentation of
the success or failure of communities as managers of the forest
vis-à-vis the state. For community members, having to submit
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the monitoring reports to the DFO therefore signified not only
a bureaucratic burden, but also an attempt by government
agencies to maintain control over the forest resources. During
individual and focus group interviews, VNRC members and
other villagers questioned the intentions behind the DFO’s
requirement for the monitoring information, perceiving it as
a lack of faith in their forest management capabilities. Some
community members even considered the data gathering as
being purely for the benefit of the DFO, and preferred that
the community monitoring staff should focus exclusively on
enforcement. The need for DFO approval of management
proposals was also brought into question. VNRC members
made frequent reference to the delays in obtaining DFO
approvals of management proposals (see also Topp-Jørgensen
et al. 2005), and described the reporting to the DFO as an
unnecessary burden or a direct attempt by the DFO to retain
authority in Village Forests.
Behind these perceptions lies a history of state control
over forest resources in Tanzania since colonial times, and
a tradition for protectionist and top-down management of
forest and wildlife resources. Colonial and post-colonial forest
management policies have traditionally emphasised revenue
generation for the state, and included strong elements of social
engineering through e.g. relocation of forest users and efforts to
curb local forest use practices (Sunseri 2009). The protectionist
approaches employed in the establishment of protected
areas and biodiversity conservation measures in many forest
areas during the 1980s and 1990s have further compounded
community members’ scepticism towards government forestry
staff (Wily 2001; Brockington 2002; Goldman 2003; Igoe
2004; Nelson et al. 2007; Sunseri 2009). Moreover, while PFM
is now becoming well-engrained as a key approach in the DFO,
some government extension officers remain sceptical towards
both PFM in general and participatory monitoring specifically.
Many local forest users therefore remain wary of engaging in
close cooperation with DFO staff.
At the same time, however, community members are well
aware of the continued ultimate authority of the DFO and
other state agencies in forest resource management, including
the DFO’s ability to revoke management proposals. This
poses the DFO as a powerful authority whom communities
cannot choose to merely ignore. In extension of this, part of
the legitimacy and clout of VNRCs and their management
recommendations stem precisely from the fact that they have
been approved by a powerful authority such as the DFO. On
the one hand, communities thus wish to become as autonomous
in their forest management as possible, while on the other hand
they are at least partly dependent on the DFO’s support to PFM
and the legitimacy and opportunities that this provides. As one
VNRC member stated; “We have to work with them […] but
our goal is to be free of them”.
The efforts of communities to navigate this two-sided
relationship with the state in forest management are evident
in the way the monitoring scheme has been internalised
locally. The majority of VNRCs duly deliver the required
monthly reports, including both monitoring information and

management proposals (Topp-Jørgensen et al. 2005). And yet
at the same time, VNRCs have actively sought to gain greater
autonomy in the monitoring and associated decision-making
by seeking to move the everyday monitoring practices beyond
the reach of the DFO. This can be seen both in the collection
of data, in the analysis of these data and in the subsequent
management actions taken by the VNRCs.
In terms of data collection, some VNRCs have devised
additional data collection methods on their own account. For
instance, in one village women are allowed to collect firewood
in certain areas on the condition that they report back to the
VNRC on any unusual wildlife and forest use observed in the
area. In another village, a similar scheme reduces license fees
for grazing in the forest, provided that cattle owners regularly
report to the VNRC on the condition of forest grazing areas and
the extent of illegal use. The DFO has not been informed of the
introduction of these practices, and the information generated
is typically not included in the formal reporting formats and
reports prepared by the VNRC to the DFO. During interviews,
VNRC members explained that since the monitoring scheme
belonged to the community, they did not wish to provide
information to the DFO beyond what was strictly required.
A similar approach was evident in terms of data analysis.
In principle, VNRCs are required to compare monitoring
data over time and reflect explicitly on trends and possible
causes in the monthly monitoring reports. Yet most monthly
reports from the villages provide only raw data, and are either
very sparse on analytical reflections or omit them entirely.
Closer investigation showed that VNRCs did in fact reflect
on trends and causes, but chose to do so in their own way.
Rather than conducting a numerical analysis of the data in the
formal monitoring protocols, VNRC members orally debate
the condition and trends of the forest at regular intervals.
Significantly, individual perceptions were not accepted
off-hand, but were instead subjected to debate among VNRC
members and with a strong focus on practically generated
experiences among all involved. In this process, the normally
inferior status of monitoring staff in the VNRCs was inverted
as their recounts and experiences from monitoring walks was
given much weight. Likewise, those VNRC members who
conducted ‘perception interviews’ with other community
members played an important role in these discussions. Apart
from this, several VNRCs also frequently carry out monthly,
quarterly or bi-annual supervisory monitoring transect walks
in addition to those required by the formal procedures. These
typically consist of the entire VNRC and in some cases also
members of other village committees. The intention is to
validate the perceptions and information provided by the
patrol guards, and to allow all VNRC members (and other
village institutions where these are involved) to see and assess
particular issues and areas for themselves.
This emphasis on orally communicated, experience-based
data analysis reflects the traditional local epistemology of
the area, in which knowledge and observations of forest and
wildlife are debated and passed on orally. As such, it differs
from the focus on written records and numerical data analysis
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that is inherent in the monitoring scheme as initially designed.
VNRC members were well aware of this difference, but
deliberately selected their own way of conducting analysis.
During interviews they expressed concerns that other types
of analysis would leave them at the mercy of the DFO and
other ‘outsiders’, who were more proficient in scientific
data analysis than themselves. This was seen as a potential
opportunity for data manipulation by the DFO, with no options
for VNRCs to control the analysis or pose counter-arguments.
Retaining the analytical process locally and away from the
DFO was thus seen as a means of reducing the risk of external
manipulation and interference by the state in the monitoring
process.
A third and final aspect of the way in which communities
have attempted to remove the monitoring process from
external control relates to the decision-making into which the
monitoring scheme feeds. Most major management actions
prepared by the VNRCs are duly proposed in the monthly
reports to the DFO as required (although as mentioned earlier,
the analytical rationale behind these proposals is usually
not provided). As previously discussed, such state approval
is to some extent necessary in order to obtain the power of
state backing that helps VNRCs establish authority, impose
controversial rules, demand fees, etc.
However, during the everyday implementation and
enforcement of these management actions VNRCs act very
much at their own discretion, and in so doing frequently
adapt formally approved rules and principles to the situation
at hand. In one village, the monitoring patrols deliberately
‘overlooked’ particularly poor households that were engaged
in illegal hunting and honey collection, while other better-off
households were apprehended and fined. Rather than a
reflection of personal favours, this was based on the notion
that the poorest had a hard enough time as it was, as well as an
assessment that any efforts to punish the weakest only risked
bringing the VNRC into disfavour in the community. In another
village, VNRC members were instructed by the DFO to pay
particular attention to a certain area of forest, but chose instead
to focus the monitoring on another area that they considered
more critical in terms of securing Village Forest resources.
When the local forest officer became aware of this he sought
at first to oppose the VNRCs decision, but eventually gave up
on the grounds that it would be impossible for him to check
on a regular basis anyway.
These attempts to reshape the monitoring scheme can be
seen as part of a broader effort by communities to seek greater
autonomy in forest management vis-à-vis the state. Such
discrete resistance to state authority in forest management
is not unknown in Tanzania. Sunseri (2009) describes how
some communities in colonial Tanzania sought to counter
state appropriation of forest resources through various forms
of everyday resistance, such as moving boundary markers and
dubbing forest plots as ‘sacred’ as an argument for retaining
local control of them (see also Mulwafu 2011).
Significantly, however, community members in our study
villages do not seek to entirely subvert the monitoring system,

but rather to appropriate and adapt it to their own advantage.
This takes place through a pragmatic and discrete tweaking
of the knowledge production and decision-making process
of the monitoring system, which does not openly counter or
‘anger’ the state. This allows VNRCs to retain the monitoring
system, and to draw on state backing while at the same time
seeking greater independence from it. The benefits of this can
be seen partly in the ability to secure territorial claims vis-a-vis
other communities as described above. In addition, both the
monitoring system and the associated state backing provide
significant benefits to VNRC members internally within
communities, as will be seen from the following.
MONITORING AS LEVERAGE FOR
‘CONSERVATION ELITES’
We have described above how communities apply the
participatory monitoring scheme as a means of seeking greater
control over forest resources in relation to other communities
and the state. But to what extent does this also apply between
different groups within individual communities? The original
guidelines for the participatory monitoring scheme were
developed by external experts, based on consultations with
local communities. The guidelines emphasised the need
for an inclusive process involving a broad cross-section of
community members, including representation of women and
minority groups.
The VNRCs studied had an average gender ratio among
members of 57% men and 43% women. Some women in the
VNRCs said during interviews that they were reluctant to speak
freely during VNRC meetings as it was not common for women
to speak up in public forums, or that they felt intimated when
in the presence of men with a high social status. This was also
our own observation from participating in VNRC meetings.
In terms of well-being status, 16% of VNRC members were
ranked in the wealthiest group, while 70% ranked in the middle
group, and 14% in the poorest group. This was disproportionate
to the general wealth distribution in the villages, with especially
the middle group being over-represented, while the poorest
group was significantly under-represented9. VNRC members
were also better educated than the average village household.
Members had typically attended 5-7 years in school, and no
members had less than 3 years of schooling. However, 19%
of community members in our broader household survey had
not attended school at all. These were principally from the
poorest strata. During qualitative interviews, members with
no schooling typically said that this greatly reduced one’s
options for becoming member of the VNRCs (or any other
community organisation), since people would not vote for
unschooled candidates.
It should be noted that the VNRCs tended to show
better gender ratios and had more members from the lower
socio-economic segments than the Village Development
Committees and other community level committees.
Nevertheless, the tendency towards over-representation of the
middle and better-off segments of the village, as well as the
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better-educated households members, was notable (see also
Lund 2007b; Vyamana et al. 2008).
VNRC membership provides a number of individual
benefits. Apart from basic allowances for participating in
meetings and other similar activities, it also provides access
to strategically important social and economic resources and
‘gate-keeping’ functions. Nielsen and Lund (2011) discuss
examples of embezzlement and misuse of funds among leading
VNRC members in some villages, and how the involved
individuals have an interest in sustaining their source of income
by making the VNRCs appear active through monitoring and
other activities.
In addition to such rent-seeking benefits, we found that
VNRCs also provide opportunities for local political leverage.
Membership of a village organisation typically commands a
degree of respect from other community members, and can
help develop or consolidate a member’s reputation as being
experienced in community organisation matters. Most leading
VNRC members thus straddled several village organisations.
VNRC membership furthermore expands the social network
of its members, who get to meet VNRC members from
other villages, and take on a role of mediators between the
community and government agencies.
The emerging significance of VNRCs as an opportunity
for political leverage was well illustrated in one of the study
villages, where the VNRC has become a platform for general
political manifestation by its leading members, in direct
competition with the Village Council. Members of the council
in this village have accused the VNRC of seeking to unduly
expand its authority into general village development, through
its donation of funds to micro-development activities. VNRC
members have countered by indirectly questioning the integrity
and legitimacy of village council members, including informal
allegations that some of these are involved in illegal charcoal
production in the area. While not the cause of the conflict as
such, the monitoring scheme has become a discursive reference
point for both parties. Referring to the monitoring patrols
and their emphasis on enforcement, village council members
have criticised the VNRC for acting ‘like policemen’ against
the interests of the broader community. Meanwhile, VNRC
members refer to their monitoring information as the basis
for their allegations against the village council. Such conflicts
reflect how the VNRCs and the monitoring system is drawn into
broader political conflicts between competing village factions.
The central role of VNRCs in PFM also provides its members
with significant say in the management of a key productive
resource in the area. This includes the ability partially to
control and impose restrictions on other community members’
forest use. We therefore examined whether VNRC members
themselves represented particular types of forest users by
looking at their own main uses of the forest. Of the 28 VNRC
members in the four villages, 23 were farmers engaged in
crop-production, whose forest use centred on collection of
firewood, with supplementary collection of vegetables, fruits
and honey, and in some cases grazing of livestock. Of the
remaining five members, two were restaurant/shop owners,

two had their main income from charcoal production and pit
sawing, and one was a pastoralist. Active hunters were not
represented in VNRCs at all, as this activity is illegal, although
some monitoring staff are former hunters.
The fact that crop-producing farmers are predominant in
VNRCs compares well with their relative majority in the
villages. Pastoralists are however underrepresented by just a
single representative across the two woodland villages, and
the fact that hunting is illegal means that active hunters are
marginalised in terms of formal VNRC representation and
decision-making. In several cases the VNRCs have shown a
distinct tendency to disregard or even oppose the interest of
minority groups in forest management. For example, in the
village of Mfyome the VNRC has proposed that an entire
sub-village is resettled. Households in the sub-village are
particularly heavily dependent on forest resources, including
illegal hunting, and are viewed by some VNRC members as
being ‘primitive’ and ‘destructive’ to the forest. In making these
allegations, the VNRC has referred to information obtained
through the monitoring scheme on the community’s forest use.
The sub-village has so far resisted the proposal by threatening
to seek independent administrative status, as well as soliciting
support from local and external patrons and authorities outside
the forest sector. However the issue remains unresolved, and
the VNRC has opposed the construction of a new school in
the area (see also Lund and Treue 2008).
Similar hard-line approaches have been taken by other
VNRCs. In the montane villages, VNRCs have employed
threats of excessive punishment in an attempt to establish
authority, such as spreading the incorrect rumour that illegal
forest users risk up to 30 years imprisonment if caught during
monitoring patrols (see also Nielsen and Treue 2012). In the
woodland areas where farmers and pastoralists frequently
compete for access to resources, some VNRC members have
called for heavy restrictions on pastoralists’ grazing in Village
Forests, claiming that they are ‘invading’ community forests.
As support for these claims, VNRC members have referred to
monitoring information showing declines in forest resources,
even if this information does not specifically link the observed
decline to the forest use of pastoralists. In some instances such
requests have been dismissed, while in other cases they have
led VNRCs to disallow grazing of pastoralists’ cattle in some
areas, with little or no dialogue with the pastoralists themselves.
Such instances illustrate how the monitoring scheme is
applied by some VNRCs to help legitimise a rather autocratic
conservation approach that is somewhat different from the
inclusive and participatory principles initially envisaged.
These tendencies are also evident in other aspects of the
monitoring process. While the broader community can
provide input to data collection and take part in debates at
village assemblies, the actual analysis of data and associated
decision-making was conducted almost exclusively by
VNRC members. Major decisions proposed by the VNRC
are usually presented at village assemblies, but community
members are usually not provided with the information on
which the analysis and management decisions are based, and
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debates tend to be dominated by leading village members as
per custom. Moreover, households living far from the village
centre (which often includes the poorest and most intensive
forest users) frequently do not attend Village Assemblies. This
echoes what appears to be a general tendency of asymmetric
distribution of knowledge and information about participatory
forest management in communities in Tanzania (Robinson and
Maganga 2009).
During our qualitative interviews, some community
members pointed out that VNRC members benefitted from
monopolising monitoring data, since it provided them with
knowledge of other community members’ resource use that
could be used strategically for personal gain. In the montane
villages, monitoring patrols have in a few cases demanded
a bribe from illegal forest users, in return for not reporting
them. We were not able to establish other examples of this,
and it is questionable whether such practices are widespread.
However, as one community member pointed out, the very risk
of it happening meant that one had to treat VNRC members
with a certain respect.
The responses of community members to these autocratic
tendencies in VNRCs vary.
In cases were specific forest user groups have had use rights
curtailed without prior consultation and negotiation, they have
usually responded negatively, and also tended to express the
most critical views of the VNRCs and the monitoring scheme
during interviews (see also Nielsen and Meilby In prep.).
The majority of respondents, however, continued to support
the notion of the VNRCs and the monitoring scheme, even if
they recognised and disagreed with the hard-line approach.
During our interviews, they would typically explain that
the advantages of community management and monitoring
outweighed whatever mistakes the VNRCs made, and that the
most important issue was to ensure and maintain community
access to the forest. In extension of this, some respondents
stated that it was better to deal with ‘difficult’ VNRC members
of their own kind, than having to deal with government
agencies.
Such reasoning suggests a pragmatic approach, whereby
the advantages of securing community control of forest
resources are given primacy, even if this involves dealing
with the authoritarian tendencies of those who represent
the interests of the community vis-à-vis other communities
and the state. It further reflects that VNRC members are
first and foremost local elites and thereby need to maintain
a certain degree of local legitimacy and responsiveness to
other community members. One example of this is when
VNRC members turn a blind eye on the illegal forest use
activities of the poorest households, as mentioned earlier.
The need to maintain a degree of legitimacy towards the
wider community thus creates certain limits on how far one
can go in exploiting the benefits of VNRC membership.
Nevertheless, there is some irony in noting how the autocratic
approaches of VNRCs echo the state-led authoritarian
approaches that participatory conservation schemes claim
to be a reaction against.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION
As mentioned at the outset of this article, academic studies
of participatory schemes have often pointed out how such
approaches can easily become a means of co-opting local
communities into taking on external agendas (Kothari 2001).
From such a perspective, one might have expected the
participatory monitoring scheme in Iringa to develop into an
externally controlled instrument of co-option á la Foucault’s
“Panopticon”, whereby communities monitor and discipline
their own resource use for the benefit of the state. In extension
of this, one might have predicted a short life-span for the
scheme, as communities turned their backs on yet another
conservation initiative driven by outsiders’ agendas.
Instead, our findings show how communities in the area
have actively engaged the monitoring scheme as part of their
efforts to collectively and individually assert control over
forest resources vis-à-vis the state, other communities and
other community members.
This suggests that we need a more nuanced understanding of
local actor responses to protected area management (Sodikoff
2007; Ravnborg 2009). The case discussed here thus highlights
three issues that require increased attention in analysis and
practice, namely; 1) how we understand the actions, interests
and incentives of local actors in participatory conservation; 2)
how issues of elite capture may be understood and addressed;
and 3) how inclusive and participatory conservation measures
should be approached and implemented.
Expanding the notions of benefits and incentives
Research and practice on participatory approaches to protected
area management and associated resources have often focused
on the importance of providing direct financial incentives for
local communities, either as compensation for lost resource
access or as various forms of Payment for Environmental
Services (Frost and Bond 2008). While such benefits will
often be highly significant to community members, the case
discussed here suggests a need to also recognise the importance
attached by community members to other more indirect social
and political benefits. In Iringa, this is illustrated by the ways
in which a participatory monitoring system comes to provide
both individuals and communities with a means to seek greater
territorial control over forest resources vis-à-vis the state and
other actors.
This should not be taken as a suggestion that economic
benefits are somehow of lesser significance. On the contrary,
the social and symbolic benefits sought by households
are typically a means of securing longer-term control and
rights over important productive resources and thereby
economic capital (Bebbington 2000). What is important is
thus to appreciate the composite and multi-layered nature of
community members’ incentives for engaging in participatory
conservation interventions. Rather than thinking solely in terms
of short-term financial benefits, local actors may also or instead
be driven by more long-term and indirect incentives such as
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ensuring food security and enhancing territorial control over
resources (Wily 2001; Wollenberg et al. 2001; Langton et al.
2005; Hvalkof 2008).
Policy makers and implementing authorities need to
take this into account when developing conservation and
development interventions. This is important in relation to
ongoing community-based forest and wildlife management
schemes in Africa and elsewhere. It is also significant
in the development of global incentives-based schemes
such as those currently under development in relation to
REDD+ (Zahabu and Jambiya 2007; Burgess et al. 2010;
Danielsen et al. 2011).
Addressing the issue of local ‘conservation elites’
There has recently been increasing reference to the issue
of ‘elite capture’ in community based approaches within
conservation and more generally (Tai 2007; Labonne and
Chasse 2009; Lund and Saito-Jensen 2013). Nevertheless,
the actual nature of such elites and the ways in which other
community members perceive and relate to them remains
poorly understood in the context of conservation.
The development of the VNRCs and their monitoring scheme
in Iringa indicates how participatory conservation interventions
may contribute to the development of what could be termed
‘conservation elites’ within communities. Participatory
monitoring schemes do not necessarily lead to such situations,
but where systems of information collection and management
are monopolised and made exclusive by community elites, they
risk becoming powerful platforms for autocratic decision-making
and control over key productive resources.
However, our study also suggests that it is important to avoid
making simplistic statements about the nature of such ‘elite
capture’ in participatory conservation. While some VNRCs in
Iringa were indeed dominated by existing elites, others served
as platforms for other community members to challenge the
authority of existing elites and their institutional platforms.
Moreover, part of the status of community conservation
organisations comes exactly from their ability to represent
the community in forest management, and as discussed above
a certain degree of legitimacy must therefore be maintained
in this respect. Community conservation organisations
such as the VNRCs thus operate in the complex political
terrain typical of many local institutions in natural resource
management (Lund 2007a). In so doing, their members may
seek to satisfy both collective interests of territorial claim over
forest resources while at the same time profiting individually,
thus displaying a mix of individual and collective interests
that defies simplistic efforts at classifying their motives as
either ‘good’ or ‘bad’.
This does not, of course, imply that the interests of the
poorest and marginalised groups are automatically represented
by local conservation elites. Greater attention is thus needed
to the particular interests of such groups in devolved and
participatory protected areas management10. Significantly, this
must build on and enhance the strategies already applied by

the poor in seeking to influence protected area management (or
their prioritisation of other activities considered more
important), rather than imposing preconceived modalities for
‘making’ the poorest participate.
From blueprint participation to political negotiation
There is nothing new about the use of local knowledge
production as a means of social and political empowerment.
On the contrary, this is a basic notion in much participation
thinking, and is evident in numerous participatory
approaches and technologies, including in natural resource
management (Brosius et al. 2005; Rijsoort and Jinfeng 2005;
Fortmann 2008).
What is interesting to note in the case of Iringa, however, is
how such participatory technologies themselves are tweaked,
innovated and re-interpreted in daily practice, and how they
are thereby brought beyond the reach of both the government
authorities and the conservation and development experts who
initiated the scheme. The actions of local community members
in this respect can be seen as a means of avoiding the co-optive
aspects of participation, whereby actors are ‘participated’ to
become self-disciplining and self-surveilling subjects.
Such efforts clearly have their limits, and it would be wrong
to suggest that community members are able to reshape the
monitoring scheme and its outcomes entirely at will. At the
end of the day, the state retains the ultimate power to cancel the
monitoring scheme and revoke the status of Village Forests. It
should also be noted that many Village Forests are of relatively
lesser economic value to the Tanzanian government than the state
controlled forests and national parks. For instance, in areas where
wildlife revenues are high, state imposition and clamp-down
has tended to be more vigorous than in the participatory
forest schemes discussed here (Brockington 2002; Goldman
2003, 2011; Nelson et al. 2007, Meroka and Haller 2008). In
other words, the available space for communities to reshape
conservation interventions–whether participatory or not–is
always to some extent dependent on the surrounding political
and economic interests and structures (Ribot et al. 2008).
Community members are of course fully aware of this,
as evident in the two-pronged strategy of the communities
discussed here, in which they seek to maintain good ties with
DFO officers while at the same time imposing their own
discrete changes to the monitoring system. In so doing, they
illustrate not only how communities may exploit the limited
reach of a state in the everyday implementation of conservation
efforts, but also the extent to which community members
consider it worthwhile to make the effort in the first place,
despite the challenges and risks involved.
From a normative empowerment perspective, this is positive
in several ways. For one thing, it displays in abundance
the much sought after local ‘ownership’ in conservation
and development interventions. It furthermore shows how
apparently mundane mechanisms such as a monitoring scheme
can be exploited by communities as supplementary platforms
for pursuing and consolidating community forest rights.
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These are outcomes which go some way beyond the original
community benefits envisaged by the external initiators of the
monitoring scheme.
Significantly, the lessons from Iringa are not only relevant for
the more instrumentalist schemes for community participation
in conservation, but also for co-management schemes where
communities are engaged as actual ‘partners’. In this respect,
it seems particularly critical to avoid simplistic notions of
communities as unified parties whose strategies and interests
vis-à-vis conservation can be predetermined and aligned with
state interests in once-and-for-all management plans and
‘joint visions’. Instead, a more flexible approach is needed
which provides space for communities to appropriate and
innovate conservation interventions within co-management
arrangements. As such, our findings from Iringa echo the calls
for adaptive management approaches in conservation (Berkes
2003, Colfer 2005, Stringer et al. 2006, Williams 2011). This
includes accepting the uncertainty of outcomes, and allowing
for greater flexibility and plurality in the development and
implementation of management practices.
This does not imply that communities should not be held
accountable or responsible for their actions in conservation
terms. Protected areas typically contain biological and
ecosystem values of wider regional, national and global
significance that need to be accommodated. In many cases,
such values can be managed fully and sustainably by local
communities. In other situations, circumstances may require
that management responsibilities and decision-making needs
to be shared by different local and non-local stakeholders,
with mutual obligations and responsibilities. Regardless of
the necessary arrangements, the key factor is to approach and
engage communities as capable political agents in their own
right.
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10.

This did not mean that respondents saw no negative impacts from the
monitoring scheme, but that their overall assessment was positive.
The remaining expenses were allocated as taxes to the District (5%)
or other purposes. See Lund (2007).
The remaining households mentioned other purposes such as controlling
forest fires, or did not know what to respond.
This approach appears to have been particularly prominent among
hunters in the woodlands. Hunters in the montane villages tended to
have rather more negative attitudes towards the scheme (Nielsen and
Meilby In prep).
The average distribution across wealth groups for all households in the
four villages was 14%, 52% and 34% for wealthy, poor and very poor
households respectively.
For example, see Child (2006) on governance monitoring in Namibia’s
community conservancies.
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