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Introduction

Since the early 1990s, a body of academic literature has emerged which examines the
social impacts of protected areas – the consequences of conservation regulations on
the well-being of people living in and around protected areas. With the exception
of a few located in extreme environments, all protected areas have neighbouring,
resident or formerly resident populations whom they effect. In a way, this literature
addresses a historical lacuna – there were concerns expressed during the early decades
of Yellowstone National Park in the late 19th century about the negative impacts
on local populations (Jacoby, 2001), and resident peoples’ well-being was at the
heart of debates during the creation of Serengeti National Park and Ngorongoro
Conservation Area in the 1950s (Neumann, 1998). However, in these early debates the
issue had not previously attracted much scholarly attention. Since the turn of the 21st
century, however, the literature has become more detailed, covering contemporary
and historical examples from across the globe, and getting increasingly theoretically
rich. It is a topic addressed in mainstream conservation journals, and a frequent
subject in newer journals such as Conservation and Society. Since around 2003, the
academic literature has been accompanied by, and interacted with, the rising concern
and frequent debates on this issue during conservation conferences and within large
conservation nongovernmental organisations (NGOs) (as reflected in Brosius, 2004;
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Terborgh, 2004; Wilkie et al., 2006; Redford & Fearn, 2007; Mascia & Claus, 2009),
as well as in more popular presses (Chapin, 2004; Dowie, 2008). This chapter aims
to summarise current understandings of the social impacts of protected areas, with
a particular emphasis on how they relate to conservation governance – the different
techniques and approaches used to regulate protected areas.

Readers will note that there is a tendency in this chapter to report some of the more
problematic aspects of protected areas. This is not because protected areas tend to have
more negative aspects than positive ones. Far from it; indeed the abiding refrain is that
they distribute both fortune and misfortune and the analyst’s task is to understand
both and their distribution. The reason for the balance of this chapter is primarily that
it is a literature review. The scholarship which we are reviewing has tended to focus
more on negative aspects than positive because these were the ones which were not,
historically, well attended to. Conservation has tended to be seen as something which
is generally ‘‘a good thing’’ and researchers have tended to try to redress this balance.
The second reason is that this chapter has to be read in the context of the rest of
this book which includes chapters that highlight the positive impacts which protected
areas can afford (e.g. Chapters 9 and 18, this volume).

We begin by outlining where knowledge about the social impacts of protected areas
can be found, before discussing briefly what these impacts are, how to understand
them and how widespread they are. We then analyse the generalisations that can be
drawn from these surveys, particularly what factors shape who is affected by social
impacts, and how.

Who knows what about the social impacts of protected
areas?

Knowledge about the social impacts of protected areas can be found in four general
areas, the first of which is the academic literature. There are hundreds of case studies
of individual protected areas, which use quantitative or qualitative methodologies,
or a combination, and range from short journal papers to book-length ethnographic
accounts. In addition, there are general surveys of these academic case studies (e.g.
Brockington & Igoe, 2006; West and Brockington, 2006; Adams & Hutton, 2007;
Holmes, 2007; Coad et al., 2008; Galvin & Haller, 2008) whose comparisons can
demonstrate the complexities and heterogeneity of impacts, as well as outline potential
generalisations. Secondly, there are a number of large-scale surveys undertaken by
international conservation NGOs to assess how well-protected areas are performing
against a number of measures, including impacts on local communities (e.g. Dudley
et al., 2008; Leverington et al., 2008). These collate information from appraisals of thou-
sands of individual protected areas, gathered by NGOs or protected area authorities,
and attempt to standardise them to make global- or continental-scale generalisations.



162 George Holmes and Dan Brockington

Their scale and ambition make them useful, although the methodologies of individual
appraisals can be questionable. Thirdly, there are designed studies, which aim to
systematically explore whether protected areas have had visible social impacts globally
or regionally, mainly by comparing large-scale data sets on protected areas, poverty,
population changes and other factors (e.g. de Sherbinin, 2008; Upton et al., 2008;
Wittemyer et al., 2009). These large-scale studies are of limited use because they fail
to capture the crucial causative factors operating at local scales, although there are
honourable exceptions (Ribot et al., 2004; Nelson & Agrawal, 2008; Andam et al.,
2010). Finally, there are numerous individual monitoring studies undertaken by con-
servation and development NGOs tracking changes across a broad range of variables in
communities surrounding various protected areas (see Richardson, 2008, for a review).
On-going efforts are trying to develop a standardised methodology for reviewing the
social impacts of protected areas, which promise to produce good-quality data to be
used for comparing the impacts of different protected areas and drawing conclusions
about what combinations of processes lead to what social impacts (Schreckenberg
et al., 2010).

Overall, our knowledge is (i) fragmented (with important geographical and thematic
areas missing) and (ii) overly large scale (neglecting important local dynamics and
national political economies). The epistemic community studying social impacts is
small and fragmented, and much data remain informal, yet to emerge in peer-
reviewed form.

What are the social impacts of protected areas, and how
widespread are they?

Before discussing what the studies noted in this chapter’s ‘Who Knows What about
the Social Impacts of Protected Areas?’ section show, it is useful to carefully consider
definitions of key terms. Firstly, our understandings of what constitutes a protected
area reflect the broad definition used in contemporary debates, extending beyond
International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN) category I–VI areas (see
Table 10.1) to include indigenous and community conserved areas (ICCAs), even
though these are understudied and barely present in discussions of the social impacts
of protected areas. Recognising the diversity of forms of protected areas is central to
how we understand how they might interact with human well-being. Secondly, and
without exploring its complexities in detail, we prefer to use the term well-being in lieu
of poverty, to capture the idea that the real and important social impacts of protected
areas extend beyond economic and livelihood issues into matters of culture, identity
and community. Thirdly, care is needed when distinguishing between forced change
or induced change and voluntary change in communities surrounding protected
areas (Schmidt-Soltau & Brockington, 2007). There is a broad spectrum running
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Table 10.1 Protected area definitions

IUCN
category Designation Description

Ia Strict nature
reserve

‘‘Strictly protected areas set aside to protect biodiversity and
also possibly geological/geomorphological features, where
human visitation, use and impacts are strictly controlled and
limited to ensure protection of the conservation values.’’

Ib Wilderness area ‘‘Large unmodified or slightly modified areas, retaining their
natural character and influence without permanent or
significant human habitation, which are protected and
managed so as to preserve their natural condition.’’

II National park ‘‘Large natural or near natural areas set aside to protect
large-scale ecological processes, along with the complement
of species and ecosystems characteristic of the area, which
also provide a foundation for environmentally and culturally
compatible, spiritual, scientific, educational, recreational,
and visitor opportunities.’’

III Natural
monument or
feature

Areas ‘‘set aside to protect a specific natural monument, which
can be a landform, sea mount, submarine cavern, geological
feature such as a cave or even a living feature such as an
ancient grove. They are generally quite small protected areas
and often have high visitor value.’’

IV Habitat or
species
management
area

Areas which ‘‘aim to protect particular species or habitats and
management reflects this priority. Many Category IV
protected areas will need regular, active interventions to
address the requirements of particular species or to maintain
habitats, but this is not a requirement of the category.’’

V Protected
landscape or
seascape

‘‘A protected area where the interaction of people and nature
over time has produced an area of distinct character with
significant, ecological, biological, cultural and scenic value:
and where safeguarding the integrity of this interaction is
vital to protecting and sustaining the area and its associated
nature conservation and other values.’’

VI Protected area
with
sustainable use

Areas which ‘‘conserve ecosystems and habitats together with
associated cultural values and traditional natural resource
management systems. They are generally large, with most of
the area in a natural condition, where a proportion is under
sustainable natural resource management and where
low-level non-industrial use of natural resources compatible
with nature conservation is seen as one of the main aims of
the area.’’

Source: Adapted from Dudley (2008: 13–19).
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from changes that are forced on local communities by protected area authorities,
to changes which the communities themselves freely choose to make. For example,
in discussions of evictions from protected areas, local communities are sometimes
formally evicted directly to make way for protected areas (physical displacement),
sometimes they unwillingly leave their homes because protected area legislation
overly restricts their livelihoods and sometimes they choose to leave to pursue better
opportunities elsewhere. There is often an overlap between these forms of change
(Cernea, 2005; Brockington & Igoe, 2006). Black and white distinctions between what
is forced on local communities and how they freely choose to respond to protected
areas are unhelpful.

When considering social impacts, two key observations need to be considered.
Firstly, protected areas as institutions do not preserve ecologies or communities in
a state of suspended animation. Rather, they take dynamic landscapes, societies and
economies, and alter them further, often radically. These dynamics are both direct,
such as new regulations changing how people use natural resources, and indirect,
such as the long-term economic and social consequences of ecotourism. They can be
intentional or unforeseen, but either way protected areas are far from static. Secondly,
the data so far indicate that the social impacts of protected areas tend to stay at a local
level, in communities within or close to their boundaries. Upton et al. (2008) and de
Sherbinin (2008) both found no noticeable national- or subnational-scale relationship
between poverty and protected areas. Given that those who live near resources are
those who are most likely to depend on them, it is expected that they will be the people
most affected when resource use changes.

A number of key social impacts of protected areas are reflected in the literature. One
of the most prominent is the removal of longstanding residents of protected areas and
their surrounds, through either forced eviction or induced economic displacement.
The long-term occupants and users of Yellowstone were evicted by the US Cavalry
shortly after the park’s creation, and the lost access to land and resources induced
further migration from neighbouring communities (Jacoby, 2001). Eviction and
economic displacement from protected areas have continued ever since. The former is
more dramatic, but the latter (which entails restrictions to economic activities but not
physical displacement) is more common (Brockington & Igoe, 2006). Many removals
can be linked to certain ideas of wilderness and the authenticity and necessity of
people-free conservation landscapes. The people affected may have their livelihoods
disrupted, putting them in (or exacerbating their) poverty (Cernea & Schmidt-Soltau,
2006). They may become more vulnerable to economic or environmental shocks
and pressures. Where compensation is offered to offset livelihood losses, this may
be inadequate – McLean and Streade (2003) show how people evicted from Royal
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Chitwan National Park in Nepal were resettled on land far inferior to that which
they previously farmed. Evictions and displacement can disrupt social relations,
breaking ties binding communities, as people move to disparate places. As well as
having important livelihood impacts – these social relations can be the foundations for
economic relations – they also have real and important psychological consequences.
However, removals are not always bad: sometimes local people are in favour of
relocation when the compensation schemes are sufficient to improve their standards
of living and livelihood security, and when they are empowered to negotiate the terms
of their movement (Karanth, 2007; Beazley, 2009).

The converse is also true: as well as their histories of exclusion, protected areas
can also be a means for marginalised rural and indigenous people to secure access
to land and resources, particularly through the less strict IUCN categories and
ICCAs, and in countries whose political and legal structures favour indigenous claims
(Galvin & Haller, 2008). This can still entail different and more complicated processes
of exclusion, as making a site available to indigenous people may also require a
process to determine who is indigenous and who is not. This can involve rather
painful processes of demonstrating attachment to land and communities in courts
(e.g. in Australia), or it can entail conflictual community-based processes of exclusion
in which members of communities are admitted, and excluded, according to their
ethnicity. The early negotiations over the creation of the Mkomazi Game Reserve in
Tanganyika in 1951 involved such processes (Brockington, 2002).

Protected areas can limit and change local people’s access to land and resources,
reworking local livelihoods and society. Restrictions can induce or increase poverty,
and it can increase vulnerability to economic and environmental shocks, by preventing
people from accessing resources upon which they depend, or limiting the livelihood
strategies upon which they can draw during either normal times or times of stress
(McElwee, 2010), although the inverse can also be true – protected areas can increase
resilience by ensuring that emergency resources are protected (McSweeney, 2005;
Chapter 18, this volume). Gjertsen (2005) notes that marine protected areas can have a
noticeable effect on nutrition levels in neighbouring communities, with both positive
and (especially in cases where restrictions are stronger) negative consequences for well-
being (see also Chapter 9, this volume). People may need to purchase resources, such
as fodder and fuel, which they previously could obtain for free, and their livelihoods
may become subject to violent or corrupt regulation by park guards (Allendorf, 2007).
Although a wider issue in rural societies, human – wildlife conflict – the effects of
predation and crop raiding by wild animals on lives and livelihoods – is particularly
exacerbated around protected areas (see Peterson et al., 2010, for a global review).
Protected areas and the programmes they introduce (e.g. ecotourism) often bring new
processes and forces into local societies, such as market logics and waged labour, which



166 George Holmes and Dan Brockington

can alienate and impoverish some locals (MacDonald, 2005). Protected areas can also
affect psychological aspects of well-being, as rural livelihood processes are interlinked
with social structures. Cash benefits from economic projects around protected areas
may become captured by local elites, exacerbating inequality and increasing social
tension (Buscher, 2010). Changes in social structure can consequently rework land
tenure, altering access to resources and livelihoods (Coad et al., 2008). Protected areas
regulations can also restrict access to religious and culturally important resources
and locations (Neumann, 1998; Norgrove & Hulme, 2006: Mombeshora & Le Bel,
2009). Finally, protected areas may often be involved in rewriting local histories,
removing people from landscapes, reinventing them and otherwise transforming the
cultural connections between people and places built over many years (Neumann,
1998; Jacoby, 2001; Brockington, 2002).

The literature is not very revealing on the frequency of these impacts across
protected area networks. Brockington and Igoe’s (2006) global review of historical and
contemporary eviction found examples from only 184 protected areas, a tiny fraction
of the more than 100,000 in existence. Even if we consider that there are only 5,000
category I–IV areas (the stricter forms which are most likely to involve removal) with
a surface area of more than 100 km2 (thus big enough to have a significant widespread
impact), this does not represent a widespread trend. However, detailed country-level
studies (e.g. Lasgorceix & Kothari, 2009) indicate that the global survey significantly
under-calculates incidences of removals. In other cases, available data are vigorously
contested, for example in the debate between Schmidt-Soltau (2009) and Curran et al.
(2009, 2010) about conservation in Central Africa.

There are some interesting meta-studies to draw upon. Dudley et al. (2008), in
their collated global survey of more than 1000 protected area effectiveness evaluations,
found that 75% of areas had an acceptable to positive impact on local communities,
and only 5% had a strongly negative impact. This appears a strong indicator that
negative social impacts are relatively rare, and the net effect of protected areas on local
communities is positive. However, these evaluations suffer from some methodological
flaws. They are based on quick assessments or surveys of park staff rather than
detailed analyses from more independent observers. Some surveys are designed to
primarily assess the benefits of protected areas, with less data gathered on the negative
consequences (e.g. Stolton & Dudley, 2008). There is a tendency to aggregate impacts
at community levels, rather than analysing at household levels where much of the
differentiation in impacts can be observed. Mascia and Claus’s (2009) meta-study of
96 marine protected areas found that roughly equal numbers of communities lost or
gained access to fishing resources as a result of protected area regulations, and that
only 16% experienced a loss in catches per unit effort. Overall, although the literature
appears to show that severe impacts are rare, the lack of good-quality data makes it
difficult to draw reliable conclusions.
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What affects who experiences the impacts of protected
areas, and why?

There are three factors which appear central to how protected areas affect the well-
being of local communities: local existing micro-politics, protected area governance
regimes and wider political economies.

Firstly, an important observation is that whilst the social impacts of protected areas
are generally limited to communities nearby, they are also unevenly distributed within
these communities. People benefitting greatly from the changes that protected areas
bring may live next door to those who have suffered negative impacts. These different
experiences are often based on existing social divisions, such as gender or ethnicity.
For example, Dressler et al. (2006) shows that protected area restrictions in the
Philippines disproportionately restrict the livelihoods of indigenous groups, but not
those of immigrant groups. Impacts tend to reproduce social inequalities – the better
off within a community accruing the benefits, and the costs falling on the poorest
(Adams & Hutton, 2007). Richer and more powerful people within a community
have the ability to capture the benefits that conservation can bring, whereas the
most marginalised are often those whose livelihoods depend most directly on natural
resources, and who can least afford to lose them (Chapters 9 and 15, this volume).
Kabra’s (2009) study illustrates the unequal impacts particularly well. She compares
two case studies of evictions from protected areas from the same country (India) and
shows that more socially marginalised adivasi tribal groups, who are more dependent
on forest resources for livelihoods, suffer more from the after effects of evictions than
other, less marginalised, socio-ethnic groups. Even efforts to minimise social impacts
on local populations, such as community protected areas, have uneven consequences
for local people, depending on whether they are considered a member of that
community or not, and with what rights (Berkes, 2004). These important micro-scale
inequalities are not recognised in much of the literature, especially in the surveys and
analyses of NGOs, which tend to aggregate impacts at the community level.

Secondly, social impacts need to be considered in the context of different governance
regimes for protected areas. Protected areas are heterogeneous; the IUCN recognises six
broad management categories of protected area and four different governance regimes
(government managed, cooperatively managed, private and community protected
areas), each of which envisages a different relationship with local people. In addition,
there are many customary and informal regulations over use of land and resources
which may lack formal legal recognition by governments and lie outside of the IUCN
system. All protected areas will have some social impact by their nature – they are
there to govern resource use, and this will inevitably have consequences for local
populations – but we can attempt to distinguish between the impacts of different types
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of protected area. Stricter protected areas, such as scientific and wilderness reserves
(IUCN categories Ia and Ib) and national parks (IUCN category II), have greater
potential for serious social impacts because their management objectives emphasise
stronger restrictions on use of land and resources. These also tend to be the categories
that emphasise centralised state or private sector control rather than devolution to
local communities. Less strict categories, such as protected landscapes (category V)
and managed resource areas (category VI), promise fewer negative social impacts and
more benefits, emphasising community involvement and increased, if still restricted,
access to resources. Yet the relationship is not so straightforward. Firstly, whilst IUCN
categories aim to be international standards, there may be differences in how they are
interpreted at the national level – policies for a category III area in one country may
look very different from those in another. More importantly, the de jure regulations
written in protected area law and management plans may substantially differ from the
de facto regulations which are actually enforced, and which local people experience.
For example, there is an important distinction between people illegally living inside
protected areas in India, and therefore under threat of eviction, and those who have
actually been evicted (Lasgorceix & Kothari, 2009).

Thirdly, social impacts need to be considered in their wider political and economic
context, particularly the place of nature and indigenous and rural peoples in national
economies and political discourses. The treatment of the San people in Botswana
reflects wider intolerances of indigenous lifestyles within a modernising state (Bolaane,
2004). A historical parallel might be the treatment of Native Americans at the birth
of protected areas in the United States (Jacoby, 2001). The economic importance of
wildlife and hunting tourism in Tanzania, and the kinds of landscapes that tourists
want to see, shapes how Tanzanian protected areas treat rural people (Neumann,
1998). Interestingly, Galvin and Haller (2008) suggest, based on a comparison of 13
case studies, that the social impacts of protected areas within one geographical region
will share some general similarities in comparison with those of another geographical
region because of a shared wider political and economic context. For example, they
argue that because British and German imperialism left a legacy of ideas of wilderness
in Africa, protected areas there tend to emphasise non-use, whereas in South America,
where protected areas post-date colonialism and where indigenous people generally
have clearly defined rights, protected areas tend to allow traditional indigenous uses.
Social impacts not only are the product of protected area institutions themselves, but
also are heavily influenced by wider trends, even if the impacts are manifested at the
local level.

This wider political context is important when we consider the possibilities and
potential for local people to react to conservation regulations. Many discussions
of social impacts of protected areas consider them to be imposed on local people,
whereas local people often have a voice and to varying degrees resist, contest and
shape how protected area policies affect them (see Holmes, 2007, for a review). Local
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people can resist through formal means such as legal appeals and protest marches, but
more commonly they lack the political resources to do this, and resist through more
subtle, everyday ways, such as non-cooperation with park guards and sabotage. Whilst
resistance can win some concessions for local people, they rarely succeed in mitigating
significant social impacts. Protected areas are backed by powerful organisations such
as the state and conservation NGOs, often with money, laws and legitimised violence
to enforce regulations, whereas people living in and around protected areas are often
amongst the weakest and most marginalised in society. These differences in power
are crucial. There are cases (e.g. Karanth, 2007; Beazley, 2009) where resistance has
significantly mitigated social impacts, but these are relative exceptions, the product
of particular political and economic circumstances empowering rural people, such
as the presence of campaigning NGOs and laws on forest rights. Similarly, although
protest over the social impacts of protected areas can have an impact on the success
of the area in protecting biodiversity (e.g. Western, 1994; Hulme, 1997) and others
trace how discontent with protected areas drove local people to kill endangered
wildlife as a way of sabotaging conservation efforts and protesting their consequences,
local people rarely derail conservation through protest. Power imbalances between
conservation authorities and local people mean that local people’s consent is not
always a pre-requisite for successful conservation – powerful states can generally
impose regulations on dissenting but weak citizens (Brockington, 2004).

Conclusion

In recent decades, the increased attention paid to issues of the social impacts of
protected areas has produced an increasing number of studies, coming from both
academics and conservation practitioners, using a variety of methodologies across
different scales. Whilst there is considerable heterogeneity within this, a number
of generalisations can be drawn. Impacts tend to remain local, but how they are
experienced is in large part a combination of pre-existing social divisions, protected
area governance and wider political economies of conservation. Protected areas are
transformative, taking dynamic societies and ecologies and altering them further, and
their social impacts are constantly changing too, particularly as they are contested by
local people.

Whilst our knowledge of these issues has expanded considerably in recent decades,
there are significant areas of ignorance. Some parts of the world are under-represented
in the international literature, although knowledge may be held by local experts in local
languages. Information on protected areas outside of the control of governments, such
as private lands and ICCAs, is largely absent. Potentially important data, such as GIS
and remote-sensing analyses of changing land use patterns, have been underutilised in
the debate. Finally, we lack a detailed understanding of the potential correlation and
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causal links between certain protected area policies and certain social impacts. This
could be because as yet we do not have enough in-depth case studies to draw strong
inferences. However, the complexity of what goes on in a protected area’s relationship
with local people and the importance of local social, cultural, political and economic
contexts may mean that it is simply impossible to draw such detailed conclusions.
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