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ABSTRACT. The articles in this Special Feature stem from a 2010 conference (Bridging Conservation and Development in
Latin America and Africa) organized by the University of Florida’s Tropical Conservation Development Program, Center for
African Studies, and Center for Latin American Studies. The conference involved researchers and practitioners from Africa and
Latin America focused on the complex and evolving relationship between conservation and development. The conference
provided bridges between academics and non-academics, conservation and development, and theory and practice. The resulting
comparative analyses focus on: empowerment of local institutions; enhanced capacity of local and regional stakeholders through
a recognition and validation of local knowledge systems and the creation of knowledge networks; understanding of social and
natural landscapes, history, contexts, and their evolution; and the roles of economic and market forces in shaping opportunities
for using market-based incentives to promote conservation and development. In this introductory article we propose a conceptual
framework based on the six connected pillars of natural resource characteristics, interactions of social actors, governance and
participation, politics, information exchange, and economic issues that support spaces for both conflicts and synergies between
conservation and development goals. Our goal is to foster informed dialogue and social learning to promote sustainability.
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INTRODUCTION
Environmental conservation and rural development have long
represented dichotomies in research and practice, embedded
in contrasting ideologies about society and nature, and often
times contradictory problem solving approaches, with few
points of intersection. Conservation scientists, practitioners,
and policy makers are familiar with this conservation and
development debate, and with the frequent disconnect among
scientific research results, policy making, and implementation.
The increasing recognition of how intertwined human
societies are with nature forces us to rethink the notion of
conservation and development as separate and dichotomous.
Rather, they must be seen as two end points of a bridge, in
which each side strengthens and girders the other, providing
support for the mutual objective of improved well-being of
the planet and its inhabitants. The articles in this volume
explore some of the potential architecture of that bridge. 

Conservation science has made significant progress towards
highlighting and unpacking the complex, and yet pivotal,
strategic trade-offs required to pursue sustainable outcomes
(Nelson et al. 2009, Minteer and Miller 2011). Evidence of
this paradigm shift may be seen in both research and practice,
including: emerging frameworks that recast the relationship
between conservation and development (Carter 1980,
Salafsky and Wollenberg 2000, Wunder 2001, Brechin et al.

2002, Sayer and Campbell 2004, Fitzgerald and Stronza 2009,
Campbell et al. 2010); integration of sustainable natural
resource management with enhanced well-being for rural
communities (Roe and Elliott 2004, Raudsep-Hearne et al.
2010, Barrett et al. 2011); the emergence of sustainability as
a science (Clark and Dickson 2003); and initiatives to evaluate
program effectiveness in terms of both conservation and
development goals (Milder et al. 2010, Oldekop et al. 2010,
Keene and Pullin 2011, Salafsky 2011). 

In this Special Issue, we present a series of articles that address
the challenges, as well as highlight some successes, in linking
conservation and development in Latin America and Africa.
These articles stem from a conference in 2010 (Bridging
Conservation and Development in Latin America and Africa)
organized by the University of Florida’s Tropical
Conservation Development Program, Center for African
Studies, and Center for Latin American Studies. The
conference sought to bridge academics and nonacademics,
conservation and development, and theory and practice,
especially across the contrasting historical, cultural,
socioeconomic, political, and ecological trajectories of the two
regions. The articles in this Special Issue represent the
continuing dialogue and joint efforts initiated during the
conference between scholars and practitioners, often bringing
together researchers from Africa with those from Latin
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America, for the kind of comparative analysis that is rare in
the published literature on conservation and development. 

To set the stage for these articles, we first briefly review the
evolution of the dominant ideas framing conservation and
development, in both theory and practice. We then present a
conceptual framework based on some of the key themes
emerging from the articles in this Special Feature, identifying
pillars, or driving forces, which determine spaces for both
friction and concurrence between conservation and
development goals. Common themes emerging from Africa
and Latin America include the importance of empowering
local institutions; enhanced capacity of local and regional
stakeholders through a recognition and validation of local
knowledge systems and the creation of knowledge networks;
the importance of understanding social and natural landscapes,
history, contexts, and their evolution; as well as the complex
role of economic and market forces in shaping opportunities
for using market-based incentives to promote conservation
and development. Taken together, the articles contribute to
the recent efforts to advance conservation and development
goals by emphasizing the identification of trade-offs and
synergies (Kusters et al. 2006, Sayer 2009, Campbell et al.
2010, McShane et al. 2011). We aim to assimilate knowledge
from past experiences, and to promote social learning among
researchers and practitioners, particularly in the developing
world, who are committed to the science of sustainability.

EVOLUTION OF CONSERVATION AND
DEVELOPMENT STRATEGIES IN THE
DEVELOPING WORLD
Until recently, efforts to achieve conservation and
development goals were separate and sometimes at odds with
one another, reflecting differences in the actors, power
structures, and policy realms that underlie these (Adams et al.
2004). Initiatives to preserve natural areas, such as
Yellowstone National Park in the western U.S., began in the
1870s alongside the beginning of development in the Industrial
Revolution. While set-asides that are protected from undue
human influence have continued to be part of the conservation
lexicon, since World War II other strategies have arisen that
stress the sustainable use of resources for human benefit,
relying on scientific methods to improve efficiency, in parallel
with the increasing emphasis on economic growth and
efficiency in the post-war development world (Schmink and
Jouve-Martín 2011). Before the 1970s the international
development agenda focused on promoting economic growth
via technology transfers, to increase agricultural productivity,
and enhance infrastructure development (Richards 1985, Scott
et al. 2011), supported with international loans that
unfortunately were often poorly coordinated and at times
conflicting with priorities identified by national institutions
(Easterly 2007). 

Initially, in developing countries, the approach to natural
resource conservation was nature preservation (International

Union for the Conservation of Nature 1992, Dudley 2008);
extensive areas were set aside as protected areas in the 1970s
and 1980s, mostly to maintain biodiversity, with the support
and funding of large global conservation organizations (Roe
2008). Rather than places to promote regional development
(Brandon 1997), under this model, parks were to remain
untouchable and presumably inalienable. With few
exceptions, the exclusive goal of nature protection via fortress
conservation models hindered traditional resource use by often
unrecognized local communities who already inhabited most
of these areas in Latin America and Africa. The adequacy of
this command-and-control strategy was challenged by
resistance from these communities, as resource use rights were
curtailed, and livelihood activities were displaced from
diversity-rich areas, typically towards rapidly expanding
urban settlements (Agrawal and Redford 2006, Brockington
et al. 2006, Brockington and Igoe 2006, Wilkie et al. 2006).
These new territorial arrangements fueled tensions and led to
conflicts among state agencies, local communities, and
external actors (Schwartzman et al. 2000, Cernea and Schmidt-
Soltau 2006, McElwee 2010), and contributed to losses of both
social and natural capital, with little enhancement of rural well-
being or empowerment of local institutions (Chambers 1997,
Schmidt-Soltau and Brockington 2007). 

Increasingly linkages between development and conservation
were recognized in the 1970s and 1980s, culminating in the
formulation of the World Conservation Strategy led by the
World Conservation Union (IUCN) and other institutions (for
example, International Union for the Conservation of Nature
et al. 1980). This influential document recognized the
finiteness of natural resources, and the need for ensuring their
sustainable use. 

In an effort to reconcile environmental protection with the
needs of otherwise displaced or disenfranchised people, buffer
zones, in which local people were permitted to seek their
livelihoods, were delimited around strictly protected areas.
Although designed to facilitate the coexistence of humans and
nature, the principal objective of those areas remained
preservation of natural places and resources. More often than
not, this model was perceived as yet another way for central
governments to capture control of remote and vast territories
without due consideration of local knowledge and traditional
institutional arrangements for natural resource use (Neumann
1997). Resistance by local communities to such impositions,
and the increasing recognition of indigenous and human rights
during the 1970s and 1980s, set the stage for a new era of
conservation that would more thoroughly integrate human
benefits and biodiversity conservation. 

This period saw parallel changes in development thinking and
practice, and contributed new ideas and perspectives to
conservationists, leading to novel, more integrated approaches
to community-based conservation. As a result, there was a
major shift towards the valorization, inclusion, and
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empowerment of local communities in rural development
(Chambers 1994a, 1994b). This movement was triggered by
growing critiques of top-down approaches to rural
development that contributed little to poverty reduction
because they left local people outside the process of defining
development needs and agendas (Holling and Meffe 1996,
United Nations Economic and Social Commission for Asia
and the Pacific 2009). Participatory approaches to
development emerged in several places in the 1970s, and
spread in the 1980s, in Central America, Asia, and Africa
(Freire 1970, Whyte 1991, Chambers 1994a, Chambers
1994b). They were embraced and championed by some
conservationists seeking a more holistic framework and
interested in increasing South–South collaboration and
learning (Andrade 2010, Zimmermann and Smith 2011).
Despite the limitations of many so-called participatory
projects, experience in participatory development helped build
social capital, and alternative ways of conducting research and
managing projects, which has changed the social, scientific,
and political agendas in the development arena (Hickey and
Mohan 2004).  

Among conservationists responding to calls for greater
autonomy for local people, participatory approaches began to
emphasize the knowledge and empowerment of local
communities in decision making regarding the use and
management of natural resources. The goal was to allow
communities to contribute substantially towards decision
making and agenda definition for all projects and policies that
affected them (United Nations Economic and Social
Commission for Asia and the Pacific 2009). Community-
based natural resource management initiatives flourished in
Africa and Latin America under the participatory and bottom-
up perspectives brought by participatory development theory
and practice. 

Many recent efforts at addressing development and poverty
challenges outside of protected areas emerged from
discussions held during the Rio Summit of 1992. One was the
emergence of the Integrated Conservation and Development
Projects (ICDPs) approach to alleviating poverty and
promoting sustainable development in biodiversity-rich areas
(Franks and Blomley 2004). The rationale behind ICDPs was
that since poverty was a leading cause of species extinction
and loss of forest cover in biodiversity hotspots, initiatives to
promote either conservation or development separately were
doomed to failure (Alpert 1996, Sanderson and Redford 2003,
Sanderson 2005). Therefore, ICDPs proposed to tackle the
whole range of conservation and development needs and
issues in an integrated local fashion. ICDPs facilitated the
transfer of substantial funds from developed to less developed
countries; their impacts are much debated (for reviews see
Hughes and Flintan 2001, Wells et al. 2004, Sandker et al.
2009, Blom et al. 2010). With mixed results and high costs,
and despite aspirations of participatory decision making,

ICDPs were sometimes criticized as authoritarian
interventions from outside that were not based on negotiated
common objectives, and did not adequately consider the
visions and aspirations of local stakeholders (Robinson and
Redford 2004, Sayer et al. 2007). 

Another novel policy concept that emerged from the Rio
Convention in 1992 was that of ecosystem services. The
ecosystem services approach attempted to promote
sustainable use by integrating the history and management of
natural resources including water and land, across scales
(Tallis et al. 2008, Pfund 2010). The Millennium Ecosystem
Assessment (Millennium Ecosystem Assessment 2005)
provided a much needed overarching framework to categorize
and analyze ecosystem services, enabling policy makers to
expressly address a key gap in natural resources valuation.
Using this perspective, the value of biodiversity, for instance,
was framed into a broader view that considered a wide range
of attributes associated with natural and social systems.
Although the emphasis on ecosystem services helped highlight
the need for an integrated view of natural resource
management based on multistakeholder perspectives across
scales of space and time, its practical implementation remains
a challenge in most places (but see Sunderlin and Thu 2005). 

Another key policy shift in the 1990s was the emergence of
neoliberal policies emphasizing privatization, markets, and
small government. Efforts to decentralize resource
management policy and devolve control of resources to local
communities were undertaken in the developing world, often
in direct response to the growing pressures of social
movements and their advocates pushing for rights to land and
resources by local and indigenous peoples (but see Ribot et
al. 2006). Constitutional reforms, particularly in Latin
America, formalized these novel policy arrangements and set
the stage for local communities to realize the rights and
responsibilities associated with stewardship of their own land
and resources (Larson 2005, Pacheco 2005, Batterbury and
Fernando 2006, Larson and Soto 2008, Somanathan et al.
2010). Meanwhile, a growing body of research demonstrated
the role of local institutions in regulating resource use and
overcoming the much feared tragedy of the commons (Hardin
1968, Dietz et al. 2003, Ostrom 2008). Novel approaches to
resource management emerged, emphasizing the flexibility
and environmental suitability of local institutions and their
capacity for adaptive management and social learning (Berkes
1999, Stringer et al. 2006, Pahl-Wostl et al. 2007). Most of
these experiments still remain to be tested in order to assess
the impacts they have had on the social actors involved and
the natural resource base, and to understand the elements that
might facilitate replication of successes and social learning
elsewhere (but see Plummer and Armitage 2007).  

Combining the recognition of ecosystem services as explicit
assets, and the growth of neoliberal policies favoring market-
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oriented strategies, led to the concept of payment for
ecosystem services (PES). In other words, markets for
ecosystem services could be used to promote sustainable
natural resource use, and simultaneously contribute to
improving rural livelihoods (Angelsen and Wunder 2003,
Wunder 2005, Wunder et al. 2008). Proponents of this model
argue that markets for these services would efficiently deal
with the positive and negative externalities of the production
of goods and services derived from natural resources (Ferraro
and Kiss 2002). Market-based schemes based on PES (as well
as on rewards or compensation payment schemes) were added
to other economic incentives such as certification and
conservation easements (Arrow et al. 2007, Ring et al. 2009).
The current proposal to implement payments to reduce
emissions from tropical deforestation and forest degradation
(REDD+) represents the latest example of how the
international community has considered market-based
strategies to effectively combat global climate change
(Angelsen 2011). To date, though, empirical evidence of the
impacts of market-based initiatives is still lacking (e.g.,
certification: Wunder 2007, Blackman and Rivera 2010, PES:
Milder et al. 2010, Pattanayak et al. 2010, but see Polaski and
Segerson 2009). 

Taking stock of the past four decades suggests that
conservation and development strategies must be integrated
in some fashion, involving and empowering local
communities, and based on a holistic system of knowledge
and valuation of natural resources. The conditions for the
successful synergy between conservation and development,
however, remain challenging to identify and analyze.

A FRAMEWORK TO UNDERSTAND BRIDGES
BETWEEN CONSERVATION AND DEVELOPMENT
We propose a conceptual framework articulated around key
factors that underpin trade-offs between conservation and
development. The articles in this Special Issue illustrate some
of these key factors, their interactions, and their impact on
conservation and development. The focus on these factors is
intended to highlight some of our findings, not to disregard
the inherent complexity we are unable to capture in our
framework. Decisions made at one time and place affect other
places at other times through complex nonlinear and
unpredictable linkages (e.g., globalization; Boyce 2008), and
our simplified framework does not address these complex
linkages. We also recognize that achieving conservation and
development synergies is constrained by the prevailing
economic models that advocate increasing economic growth
without regard for a finite natural resource base (Stiglitz 2006),
and the challenging and uncertain effects of global climate
change (increased variability and uncertainty; Parry et al.
2009) on future livelihood systems. We nevertheless argue
that tensions between conservation and development provide
opportunities to negotiate trade-offs and identify synergies. It
is only by accepting and recognizing these trade-offs that

society can construct a strong foundation towards
sustainability (Sunderland et al. 2008, Campbell et al. 2010).
 

We developed the conceptual framework to structure and
facilitate the analysis of the conditions under which
conservation and development goals merge synergistically, or
can otherwise clash. The goals of sustainable natural resource
management (NRM) are at the core of this overlap. We are
interested in learning about NRM strategies that balance
ecological sustainability and human development needs. We
propose that the dynamic and evolving struggles between
conservation and development are affected by a set of six broad
factors (Figure 1): characteristics of natural resources;
interactions of social actors; governance and participation;
politics; information exchange; and economics. We will refer
to these factors as pillars because their relationships define a
potential foundation for building enduring synergies between
conservation and development.

Fig. 1. Conservation and development conceptual
framework.

Each of the six pillars supporting conservation and
development actually represent numerous complex concepts
that could be unpacked further, but we will limit ourselves to
a brief overview. The first, natural resource characteristics,
includes the types of resources, the natural services they
provide, and the kinds and intensities of use, stress, and
disturbance regimes to which they are subjected. Different
ecosystems provide different resources (e.g., fish, timber, or
water) that have different uses and present a range of
management responses. These ecosystems also provide a wide
array of ecosystem services, such as water filtration and carbon
sequestration, for which management strategies could be
appropriately tailored. Disturbance regimes also vary,
including but not limited to fire, invasive species, or resource
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harvesting. As the drivers and consequences of each
disturbance regime also vary, management must be adapted
to these unique contexts.  

Interactions of social actors represent the second pillar. They
include the negotiations among government agencies and
individual citizens and resource users, as well as
nongovernmental local, national, and international organizations.
These actors choose from a range of natural resource
management strategies and are subject to constraints (e.g.,
information, technology, access to resources), belief systems,
knowledge, and norms that differ as widely as the cultures in
which they are embedded. Social actors are both agents and
objects of change, and each of these actors is organized
differently, with diverse levels of power and resources, at
various scales, leading to interactive networks that can
themselves become discrete stakeholder groups in particular
NRM strategies. To understand social actors, we must also
examine how their characteristics change due to dynamic
micro- and macro-processes, such as histories and drivers of
displacement and migration, power distribution, and access to
resources, as they intersect with individual histories. 

Another key factor affecting the balance between
environmental conservation and human development revolves
around governance and participation. We use the term
governance to encompass various formal and informal
institutions and policies that affect land and natural resource
tenure, natural resource access and use rights, human rights,
provision of and access to social services, decision making at
varying scales, as well as the transparency, accountability, and
enforcement of NRM policies. Participatory governance
issues affect how social actors with initially divergent
conservation and development objectives can negotiate trade-
offs and make possible or preclude options for sustainable
development. 

Politics, which are closely linked to but distinct from
governance, profoundly influence the identification of
synergies between, and the implementation of, environmental
conservation and sustainable development. Politics reflect
power relationships and their dynamics (i.e., power over
whom and over what; Scott et al. 2011). Rather than
emphasizing policies themselves, politics shape the enabling
environment for these policies. As such, politics encapsulate
issues of power, participation, conflicts, information, and
historical legacies. To properly understand how politics
influence the conservation–development nexus, scholars often
use a political ecology lens, which ties ecology and natural
resource management outcomes to political and economic
processes occurring at distinct spatial and temporal scales
(Zimmerer and Bassett 2003).  

Another pillar supporting conservation and development is
information exchange, which empowers different social
actors, and affects politics and governance, ultimately shaping

NRM outcomes. By information exchange we mean both
scientifically generated and traditional knowledge, including
the ability to collect, analyze, and interpret data, and finally
the communication technologies used to share knowledge
among social actors. Information exchange is, and has always
been, associated with power, and should be at the heart of our
individual and collective decision making capacity.
Information sharing and platforms for mutual learning can
help diverse stakeholders involved in conservation and
development initiatives improve dialogue and shared
understanding (Bessette 2004). Information can enable social
actors to participate in NRM processes from which they were
previously excluded, as well as to develop innovative ways
for documenting and sharing activities and projects outcomes,
such as videos, websites, and publications (Bessette 2004).
While technology provides the potential to process and
distribute information, inequalities hinder the application of
information to decision making. Information availability is not
synonymous with accessibility, nor can information sharing
or access alone ensure equitable or improved outcomes for
conservation and development initiatives.  

The sixth and final pillar in our model is economics. Formal
and informal markets, as well as international investments
including aid and financial flows, shape the context within
which trade-offs between conservation and development are
made explicit. A number of economic tools, mostly various
sorts of incentives, have been proposed to encourage positive
development and conservation outcomes, and continue to be
an active area in which research is needed. The design of
specific economic tools and policies is greatly affected by
different conceptualizations of the relationships between
economics and the environment. Policies need to question the
assumption that every social actor strives to maximize
economic and financial benefits (Bowles et al. 2003, Bowles
and Gintis 2009), and take into account the somewhat invisible
costs and benefits of natural resource use by local communities
for their incorporation into fair policy making (Shackleton et
al. 2007). 

We acknowledge that the conceptual framework we present
is a simplification of the complex and messy reality of
conservation and development. Although each of the six broad
factors we describe affects synergies between environmental
conservation and human development individually, the
strongest influence is derived from the often nonlinear
interactions among them. Clearly, this level of interactive
complexity is not depicted in our diagram, but visual
artlessness should not be mistaken for conceptual simplicity
in seeking to explore the bridges between conservation and
development. The framework highlights some of the important
findings contained in this volume regarding the importance of
meaningful and fair negotiation among social actors,
participatory and adaptive governance, pro-poor political
strategies and information exchange, and analysis of markets
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as tools to promote synergies in sustainable natural resource
management in different regions of the developing world.

OVERVIEW OF THIS SPECIAL ISSUE: BUILDING
BRIDGES, TURNING POINTS FOR FUTURE
ACTION
The overarching theme of this collection of articles is the
concept of bridges as a key metaphor: bridges as
commonalities between disparate cultural and geographic
contexts, as synergies between the goals of conservation and
development, as conceptual links between diverse regions,
which allow us to compare lessons learned, and finally, as a
means to connect science and policy, and policy and learning.
The articles share a comparative approach, examining cases
from Latin America and Africa, with the goal of understanding
how context and geography create diverse spaces for
conservation and development by shaping the specific
architecture of the pillars described in our framework. By
building upon and sharing their accumulated experiences in
Latin America and Africa, the authors included in this Special
Issue consider how interaction among social actors,
governance and participation, politics, information exchange,
and economics intersect and interact to inform conservation
and development challenges, strategies, and outcomes. The
analyses provided in each article demonstrate common paths
and important divergences in the two regions.  

The articles by Mulale et al. and Podkul et al. take a closer
look at historical processes in Latin America and Africa that
provide favorable or unfavorable contexts for institutional
development and conservation and development outcomes.
Both articles argue that in Latin America, social movements
have played a critical role in mobilizing disparate and often
marginalized groups to gain access to and control over land
and natural resources, with substantial positive impacts on
conservation, development, and empowerment. In contrast,
the development and organization of grassroots social
movements in Africa has been limited, leading Mulale et al.
and Podkul et al. to contrast how societies have mobilized in
the two regions around conservation and development issues,
and how these varying historical, socio-cultural, and political
trajectories affect not only the success of conservation and
development initiatives, but also the overall well-being of
resource-dependent people.  

Mulale et al. examine the historical underpinnings of the
decentralization and devolution of natural resource
management to local communities in Mexico and Namibia.
By employing the concept of critical junctures (Capoccia and
Kelemen 2007) along with the adaptive cycle model, they posit
that enduring institutional changes in social-ecological
systems result from pivotal moments in history. They apply
this idea to the processes of resource governance reform in
Mexico and Namibia, contrasting Mexico’s historically
grounded grassroots impetus for land reform with a more
recent top-down approach to decentralization in Namibia.

They argue that broad-based social mobilization, the ability
to merge traditional authorities and institutions into new forms
of community-based governance, in concert with state support
of community-based natural resource management, are crucial
in sustaining resource governance reforms and the continued
evolution of community-based natural resource management.
Mulale et al.’s article provides an example of how
participatory governance, as a foundational pillar, influences
the success of conservation and development outcomes, in this
case providing institutional structures for communities to
participate in, and benefit from, conservation initiatives. 

Podkul et al. examine the ways in which the nexus between
national development politics and natural resources produces
or mitigates vulnerability among diverse social actors who
rely upon those resources in the Andes of South America and
in southern Africa. The authors demonstrate how historical
and current restrictions on natural resource access within the
two regions increase vulnerability and marginalization of
resource-dependent people, specifically through the creation
of the UN Biosphere Reserve Yasuní National Park in Ecuador
(1989) and the Kalahari Gemsbok Park (1931). Natural
resource access is constrained by both historical and socio-
environmental processes, precipitating diverse local responses
that range from acquiescence and accommodation to violent
conflict. Podkul et al. propose that in their Latin American
example, a tradition of social mobilization and protest against
resource extraction and access by outsiders has created a role
for social movements in mitigating their vulnerability. In
contrast, limited social mobilization related to natural resource
access in their southern Africa example, in combination with
other historical, cultural, and political factors, has limited the
ability of resource-dependent populations to address
vulnerability. Podkul et al.’s article demonstrates the critical
role of natural resource politics, including conservation
fortress visions and resource extractivism in the name of
national interests, in curtailing positive development and
conservation outcomes. However, they conclude by offering
a glimmer of hope that social movements can play an important
part in effecting change, and possibly even in diminishing the
acuteness of certain vulnerabilities. 

Contributions by Constantino et al. and Burford et al. provide
concrete examples of the potential for social empowerment to
foster environmental conservation. Specifically, these articles
illustrate how partnerships, alliances, and exchange of
information between a diversity of social actors, including
scientists, indigenous, and other communities, foster
ownership of NRM and enable knowledge sharing and
intercultural learning. These articles describe obstacles and
constraints encountered while reconciling social learning by
different stakeholders, local empowerment, and natural
resource conservation, thereby providing opportunities for the
exchange of experiences and learning between individuals,
communities, and countries in Africa and Latin America.  
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Constantino et al. compare three wildlife monitoring systems
used on indigenous lands and sustainable development
reserves in the Brazilian Amazon, and the Caprivi
Conservancy in Namibia. They analyze strategies and
conditions that fostered empowerment at the individual and
community levels. In Namibia, the possibility of marketing
valuable wildlife, as well as the rights of communities to
manage and market game species, enabled economic
community empowerment that was not achieved in Brazil
where wildlife trade is banned by national and international
regulations. The authors identify this situation as a challenge
to be tackled in bridging the gap between conservation and
development in the Brazilian Amazon, since environmental
conservation that brings social and political empowerment
combined with the generation of economic benefits is more
prone to be successful in the long term (Hall 2007). In spite
of the lack of economic benefits in the Brazilian cases,
increased local participation and strategies for exchange and
ownership of information on resource management were
important factors that promoted both individual and
community empowerment. This article demonstrates how key
elements such as information exchange (e.g., social learning
and empowerment processes), natural resource characteristics
(e.g., resource value), and economics (e.g., incentives and
benefits from wildlife conservation) can combine to facilitate
synergistic relationships between wildlife conservation and
rural development. 

Burford et al. discuss the formalization and institutionalization
of intercultural education for fostering sustainable
development, comparing two experiences of university and
secondary educational systems in Mexico and Tanzania: the
Intercultural Maya University of Quintana Roo and the
Noonkodin Secondary School of Tanzania. The authors
explore the linkages between participation theory and
intercultural education, advocating for experiences that can
empower local communities and at the same time provide
grounds for the co-creation of knowledge between indigenous
people and western scientists and communities, and ultimately
scale up to institutions and political entities (Gibbons et al.
1994). This co-creation of knowledge is an example of
transdisciplinary science that reaches beyond academia and
has the potential to transform societal views of knowledge
production and sharing, towards development that is inclusive
of cultural diversity and thus more legitimate (Brechin et al.
2002). In both cases the authors explore the depth and breadth
of local participation, suggesting that the adoption of an
evaluation lens, built on the principles of participatory
monitoring and evaluation, and through values-based
indicators, is pivotal for reinforcing cultural ties to natural
resources and empowering a broader set of social actors to
participate in management. This evaluation process would also
enable comparisons between diverse experiences in
intercultural education for sustainable NRM. Returning to the

importance of institutions and policies supporting grassroots
conservation and development, the greatest difference found
between the Mexican and Tanzanian cases is how intercultural
education is validated and disseminated through the different
scales of governance, from regional to national. In Tanzania,
a history of blocking discussions of ethnicity and indigenous
knowledge constrained the mainstreaming of intercultural
education. In Mexico, in contrast, official support from state
and federal policies and institutions helped integrate the
intercultural approach into formal education in a
transformational effort that reaches society at large. Buford et
al.’s contribution is an example of the central role of
information exchange (including knowledge production and
valuation of traditional forms of knowledge) in laying the
foundation for a sustainable vision that is inclusive as well as
adaptive. 

Bustamante et al. examine the role of information and social
actors within scientific networks in Brazil, arguing that such
regional networks provide important institutional platforms
for learning and action for conservation and development, yet
their potential to affect public policy remains untapped. The
complexity and urgency of current environmental change, they
argue, position these networks so they can both adapt and
respond to the new political realities that influence scientific
endeavors. By focusing on the merits, obstacles, facilitating
factors, and lessons learned from efforts to create regional
networks, Bustamante et al.’s case studies illustrate how
regional scientific networks are currently underutilizing their
potential to affect public policy, especially given their
proximity to decision making processes. Social actors are able
to form bonds of trust through these networks, wherein mutual
learning takes place and knowledge is transferred. They argue
that these linkages extend to the local and national
communities that host and surround them. Broad-based
participation by social actors in the formulation of research
agendas, as well as their willingness to accommodate
nonscientific expectations, are distinct features of these
networks. Beyond information exchange itself, which is a
pivotal factor in several articles in this Special Feature,
Bustamante et al. illustrate the importance and potential role
of specific social actors, in this case regional scientific
communities, in bringing information to conservation and
development decision making. 

Cardoso et al. investigate the emergence and importance of
market-based mechanisms, specifically roundtables (fora
where representatives of industrial and governmental sectors
and members of civil society, including international
institutions, discuss and negotiate standards and other aspects
of sustainability) for promoting conservation and
development in Latin America and Africa. They posit that the
proliferation of roundtables, which often result in new
certification programs, represents a novel nonstate governance
system aimed at influencing all elements of product supply
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chains. Their paper reviews the emergence of these
roundtables and the challenges they face, as well as their
theoretical, practical, and empirical significance in Brazil. It
draws from case studies on soy, biofuel, cattle, and forests.
The authors acknowledge the recent shift away from
government regulation toward processes that encourage
partnerships between state and private actors working jointly
for the protection of the environment. These multistakeholder
initiatives encourage dialogue among participants and
promote the setting and monitoring of social and
environmental standards, which often lead to the certification
of good practices. The authors suggest that the development
of roundtables, by providing fora for the involvement of a wide
range of stakeholders, has modified the power relations among
them, and provided a mechanism for learning and engagement.
They conclude by admitting that although roundtables cannot
be expected to make the relations in a capitalist society
completely transparent, they can aid in making social and
environmental dimensions part of the mechanisms of market
functioning. This article demonstrates a mutual role for
markets and participatory governance in forging new
incentives for conservation that also promote economic
development.

CONCLUSION AND THE WAY FORWARD
The articles presented in this special issue help illustrate and
advance some of the potential bridges to address the challenges
and opportunities for the design and implementation of
synergistic conservation and development strategies
underlying sustainability in the 21st century. The global
environmental and development policy context is continually
evolving. The separate domains of conservation and
development prior to the 1970s have developed into a more
holistic understanding of human–environment relationships
as mutually linked, for better or worse. This ideological
evolution is illustrated by the “green economy” theme for the
Rio +20 conference, which argues for further equity and
stewardship for future generations in response to the climate,
food security, and economic crises (Ocampo 2011). 

As new challenges to the integration of conservation and
development arise, others persist mostly unchanged. Many
countries continue to struggle with fragile political institutions
(Sanderson 2005, Garnett et al. 2007, Karsenty and Ongolo,
in press), unclear and insufficient local participation in
decision making processes, and lack of social safeguards to
overcome ambiguous property rights (Agrawal et al. 2008,
Lawlor et al. 2010). Furthermore, food security and human
health are increasingly threatened by climate change, with
which resource-dependent communities are hard-pressed to
cope. Lack of social services and investment in human capital,
due to neoliberal austerity programs, reinforce people’s
marginalization and undermine their ability to adopt long-term
strategies for conservation and sustainable development. 

In light of our increased understanding of the complexity of
conservation and development trade-offs and synergies,
researchers and practitioners are also aware that there are no
silver bullets. Any strategy must be articulated into an
integrated framework that fully considers checks and balances
for fair and enduring solutions for society at large. Given the
multiple threats to forests in the tropics, sustainable solutions
must address a variety of factors such as unplanned land
conversions due in part to competing land use goals and views,
and must promote adequate engagement of, and benefits to,
multiple stakeholder groups, as well as proper resource
valuation.  

The articles in this Special Issue highlight the complexity of
conservation and development strategies and outcomes, and
the importance of stakeholder interactions, politics,
participatory governance, information exchange, and
economics in both exacerbating challenges, while at the same
time potentially creating opportunities to advance toward
integrating conservation and development goals. Progress
often is incremental, rather than structural, but we must be
aware that the environmental, economic, and political
conditions affecting these activities are rapidly and constantly
changing.  

The social contract requires a change in direction, and now
more than ever, consistent investments to strengthen human
and social capital. Social actors and institutions must better
grasp the impacts of policies and other interventions, revisit
mistakes to renew their knowledge base, and adapt
accordingly to achieve their goals. This collection of articles
argues for a central role of social actors in interacting to forge
synergies between conservation and development by
exchanging information and sharing power and knowledge.
To sustainably integrate conservation and development, we
need to recognize the power of intercultural knowledge
sharing, local participation in monitoring and resource
management, and research networks and social movements in
providing access to information and decision making
processes, and in creating innovative rights-based and market-
based incentives. These diverse strategies, in essence, help to
creatively balance the costs and benefits for all stakeholders
to address the challenges of sustainable development, which
require coordinated efforts by governmental agencies,
academic institutions, the private sector, and civil society.  

Even then, more challenges lie ahead. Identifying the next
steps toward sustainability requires continual evaluation and
adaptation of conservation and development strategies, as well
as careful analyses of complex interacting factors within
linked social-ecological systems, especially given the host of
uncertainties related to climate change and the volatile global
economy. We may create our path forward by learning from
one another’s experience. As we hope this Special Issue
illustrates, diverse, yet sometimes parallel experiences in Latin
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America and Africa offer key lessons that not only bridge the
two regions, but also strengthen the bridges between
conservation and development solutions.

Responses to this article can be read online at:
http://www.ecologyandsociety.org/vol17/iss2/art17/
responses/
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