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Common Challenges to Ensuring the Poor Benefit 

Over 100 policy evaluation studies were examined to identify common challenges faced by conservation projects with poverty

impacts. From these studies, four largely interrelated challenges were common and are illustrated by case-study evidence below:

• Better-off households with higher social capital were more likely to participate in a conservation initiative.

• Not only were elites more likely to participate, but they were often times the main recipients of conservation-induced

livelihood benefits.

• Conservation projects sometimes led to a widening of income disparities.

• There was some evidence that women could have realized greater livelihood gains from projects but were excluded

due to discrimination.

1. Households with higher assets and higher levels of social capital are more likely to participate in a conservation
initiative. Weber et al. (2009) undertook a policy evaluation study on the livelihood impacts of a forest microenterprise

programme as part of an integrated conservation and development project in the Brazilian Amazon. Individuals who

participated in the scheme could earn a flat fee as local trail guides in ecotourism operations or a daily wage if they worked in

the community enterprise that made and sold NTFPs. They found that participation in the programme increased cash

income by approximately 30 percent and hence the programme has clear impacts on welfare (at least in the short term).

But the authors concluded that households with higher assets and with higher levels of social capital were more likely to

participate in the programme. 

Groom et al. (2010) evaluated the livelihood impacts on Chinese farmers participating in a PES-type reforestation programme.

Their study focused on the programme’s impact on both income and off-farm labour supply and found that households with

higher assets and higher levels of social capital were more likely to participate in a conservation initiative. The results imply that

in order to improve the cost effectiveness of such programmes, subsidies should target constrained households. Moreover, they

concluded that the programme should focus not only on households with large land endowments, as is currently the case, but

should also consider the education level, household structure, and institutional environment of recipient households. 

2. Elites often capture the benefits of an initiative. A study by Jagger (2008) focused on the impact of governance reforms

(in the context of community forest management) on the income of forest-edge communities in Uganda. For households living

adjacent to one of the community forest study sites, the study found significant gains in average annual household income

from forest activities, though these were confined to households in the highest income quartile and were primarily attributed to

the sale of illegally harvested timber. Here the elites captured the benefits from the timber. This signals a policy failure, as the

main objectives of the programme were to promote non-timber related activities and increase incomes in the poorer segments

of the population.

Bandyopadhyay & Tembo (2009) examined the impacts of introducing a game management policy in Zambia. They found that

poverty does not affect the probability of a household participating in this programme. Yet they also found that the positive

welfare impacts on households living in a game area and participating in ecotourism activities only apply to the non-poor
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households. Hence, though the poor have good access to the programme, they did not derive many welfare gains from it. The

study also explored whether the game parks may have provided other benefits to the poor in the form of improved infrastructure,

but the presence of a game management park showed no such positive effect. The programme thus appears to have led to

elite capture of benefits.

Jumbe & Angelsen (2006) collected data from 404 randomly selected households to explore the impacts on total income from

participation in a community forest management programme in Malawi that focused on the production of NTFPs. Analysis

showed that wealthier participants captured most benefits from the programmes due to discrimination and differences in

capital endowments.

3. Widening income disparities. Vyamana (2009) used quasi-experimental data to explore poverty impacts of a

participatory forest management programme in Tanzania. Vyamana found that the programme had provided new (albeit small)

sources of community-level income that improved community physical capital. The incomes of households from villages

included in the programme increased only slightly for most income groups. Technical and administrative obstacles prevented

the poorest from benefiting from programme income generating activities. Thus, the programme sometimes led to a widening

of local income disparities. 

A study by Maharjan et al. (2009) undertaken in Nepal found the poorer people not benefiting from the programme and an

increase in income disparities.

4. Discrimination against women. Jumbe & Angelsen (2006) found a positive overall impact on income (increases of

13 percent to 65 percent) for women participants in a community forest management programme in Malawi. Yet further

disaggregation of the results suggests the programme would contribute even more to the livelihoods of female-headed

households if the women were afforded the same opportunities as the men. 
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Knowledge Gaps

The knowledge review found the major constraint in assessing the link between biodiversity conservation and poverty

reduction is the lack of hard evidence. Despite a wealth of case studies, the vast majority of the existing body of work does not

use the analytical and empirical methods required to make reliable inferences about the actual impact of a conservation

intervention on measureable poverty indicators (Wilshusen et al. 2002, Barret & Arcese 2005, Weber 2009). Overviews and

meta-analyses that have been carried out (e.g., Naughton-Treves et al. 2005, Schreckenberg & Luttrell 2009) are largely

inconclusive or unsubstantiated by hard evidence of statistically rigorous analysis. In general, the poverty-conservation

literature suffers from conjectural and anecdotal assertions. 

Fully understanding the link between biodiversity conservation and poverty reduction in any given context requires the ability

to make causal inferences about a counterfactual. What would have been the changes, for instance, in household income in

the absence of the conservation initiative? To appropriately answer these types of impact-assessment questions, there is

a need for greater use of counterfactual cases. Before and after assessments of a conservation initiative are not sufficient.

Case studies that reach conclusions about poverty-conservation mechanisms without reference to a counterfactual have to be

treated cautiously because income (or any other welfare related measures) may have been affected by other confounding

effects. Such effects include historical trends as well as environmental and social characteristics. For example, Pandey (2007)

presents case-study evidence from India that suggests communities engaged in agroforestry increased their income from rice

by two to three times compared with non-agroforestry communities. Yet this type of analysis does not account for other

confounding effects such as differences in levels of social capital that may have been the cause of this income effect. Without

applying appropriate evaluation methods, we simply cannot know what causes what.

Overall, far fewer studies than anticipated could provide some reliable assessment of poverty impacts. Even here, the

livelihood outcome indicators that these studies focus on are mainly forms of income, assets and labour-allocation decisions.

Work that focuses on other forms of well-being such as social capital development is lacking. 

There are at least four main reasons for this lack of hard evidence (see Ferraro & Pattanayak 2006 for a detailed discussion):

• There is a lack of political will among government and policy organisations involved in policy design and intervention.

• A multiplicity of objectives across donor and implementing agencies makes undertaking a structured and focused

policy evaluation difficult. 

• There is a lack of knowledge of policy evaluation methods among many conservation practitioners and policy makers.

• There is a misconception that policy evaluation is expensive, is not “value for money”, and diverts scarce conservation

funds to nonessential “academic” activities. 



There are also initiatives that might benefit both the rural poor and biodiversity but lack hard evidence of conservation

benefits, including trophy hunting, bushmeat harvesting, medicinal plant collection, woodcarving, and bio-prospecting.

All of these mechanisms could benefit from evidence-based studies that measure poverty and conservation impacts in a

rigorous way.

In addition to the general lack of hard-evidence studies with counterfactuals, there are some knowledge gaps specific to

individual mechanisms summarized in the table below.

Knowledge Gaps within Individual Mechanism

Mechanism Knowledge Gap

NTFPs Ros-Toten and Wiersum (2003) call for:

• Identifying forest laws and regulations that hinder or facilitate the commercialization of

NTFPs.

• Developing optimized [NTFP] production systems in human modified and man-made

vegetation types.

• Developing processing techniques which add value to NTFPs.

Community Timber Enterprises Sunderlin et al. 2005 calls for: 

• “Detailed GIS and field analysis…to better understand how many of the world’s rural

poor do in fact live in or nearby forests, and to what extent they depend on them”.

• More studies of small-scale, wood-based processing enterprises.

• Greater study of tree planting partnerships between communities and private

enterprises.

PES More study is needed “because of the rapid recent growth of such initiatives, divided

viewpoints on their utility, and a clear need for guidance on how to better include the poor in

such programs” (Sunderlin et al. 2005). With payments for watershed services in particular,

“better evidence is needed of the beneficial impacts of sustainable land-management practices

on water flow and quality and on the ability of payments to influence the behaviour of

landholders” (Porras 2008). 

Nature-based Tourism More research is need on how to ensure tourism operations benefit local poor people. In other

words, what are the replicable approaches used by forest and marine tourism projects that

have helped reduce local poverty?

Fish Spillover Evidence from more sites is needed on the magnitude of the benefit to fisheries from spillover.

There is also a need to better understand what factors, such as size, management and location,

most influence fish spillover.

Mangroves A better understanding of the relationship between fish catches and specific mangrove

habitats would help to make a stronger case for conserving mangroves and the benefits they

provide to the poor. 

Protected Area Jobs Empirical evidence from more sites on the impact of new protected area jobs on the local

economy.

Agroforestry Poverty-conservation initiatives would benefit from evidence showing how agroforestry can

measurably decrease pressure on natural forests.

Grasslands There is a need to understand the details of how intensive rangeland management regimes can

be organized in the absence of clear tenure rights, and in some cases, the rule of law.

Agrobiodiversity There is a general lack of hard evidence of how conserving local agrobiodiversity can benefit

the poor and conservation.
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Conclusions

Overall, there is empirical evidence that at least six conservation mechanisms have been a route out of poverty for some

people in some places: community timber enterprises, nature-based tourism, fish spillover, protected area jobs, agroforestry

and agrobiodiversity conservation. 

There is also evidence that four conservation mechanisms may not have been a route out of poverty but at least contributed to

reducing poverty or provided a safety net in times of need: non-timber forest products (NTFPs), payments for environmental

services, mangroves restoration, and grasslands management. 

Reviewing more than 400 poverty-conservation documents had the benefit of giving a sense of where poverty-conservation

thinking is overall. In general, optimism has waned. Optimism waned because, from ICDPs (integrated conservation

development projects) to NTFPs, we know a lot about what does not work. Yet we know too little about what does work. As 

K. MacKinnon (2008)—an author with a lifetime of experience in the field—states, we need to “identify the key interventions

which promote biodiversity conservation and effective poverty alleviation, and highlight conditions for success”.

Finally, for conservation to survive in a world headed to 9 billion people by 2050, a shift in focus is needed. Over the past two

decades, natural scientists have focused on identifying the global areas of maximal biodiversity. Conservationists now know

where they need to work, but much less about how they should work. It is the local people that make or break most

conservation initiatives—especially in the long run. Conservation needs to ensure local people—many of whom are poor—benefit

tangibly from biodiversity. For conservation to be relevant in the 21st century, this has to be a primary focus. 

“Overuse of biodiversity
will only be reduced 

when tangible livelihood gains 
are derived from 

its sustainable use”. 
– DFID 
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