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Letters

Indigenous Peoples
and Conservation

I would like to contribute to the on-
going discussion in Comnservation
Biology, and the environment/
development community in general,
about the relation of indigenous
peoples to conservation of biodiver-
sity. Although I had the good fortune
to become quite familiar with one
Native American community in my
youth, and later to work closely with
Native Americans in Central Amer-
ica, I am in no way an authority on
or advocate for any indigenous cul-
ture. However, there may be some
points that the experts and advo-
cates, focusing closely on indige-
nous cultures, tend to slight.

It is usually not particularly rele-
vant to conservation just how sus-
tainable or biologically benign a
given traditional culture may have
been. Cultures are dynamic, espe-
cially so in today’s ‘‘shrunken”
world. What matters is how well a
given culture, as it has evolved to
the present, performs in terms of
sustainability and conservation of
biodiversity.

I have read and heard about cul-
tures that are doing an excellent job
of coexisting with their native eco-
systems today. In the case of the in-
digenous culture with which I am
most familiar, the situation is more
complex and less encouraging.
Within that culture, I am acquainted
with individuals and small groups
who have made elegant syntheses of
their own traditions and modern
concepts of conservation and who
live in ways that seem to me, as a
conservation biologist, are exem-
plary. I also know individuals as
ruthless and relentless in their de-
struction of the environment as any
“Western” exploiter.

748

Conservation Biology
Volume 7, No. 4, December 1993

Without knowing anything about
the relative proportions of these two
groups, or the majority whose atti-
tudes and actions are intermediate,
it is possible to crudely evaluate the
culture’s overall performance in
terms of conservation. Compared to
their nonindigenous neighbors, they
have probably done a little better at
conserving intact, connected forest
stands. This is partly a consequence
of cultural tradition but also has
much to do with lack of access to
technology and markets.

On the other hand, many Native
American children growing up on
remote reservations have never seen
a monkey. Monkeys are common-
place in most nonindigenous areas
where any amount of forest remains.
The reasons are cultural. In the In-
dian reserves, most of the monkeys
have been killed for the pot, some-
times over the protests of individu-
als whose arguments arise not from
tradition but from exposure to con-
cepts of conservation biology. Such
individuals also exist in the nonin-
digenous communities, but they are
not the conservation heroes of this
story; monkeys persist because of an
unspoken taboo against eating mon-
keys among most whites and blacks.

I was once criticized by a Native
American leader for promoting agro-
forestry, an “alien” practice in a cul-
ture where shifting cultivation and
game hunting were traditional ways
of providing food. Yet the local ex-
tinction of game animals and in-
creasing deforestation in his com-
munity were to a large degree
consequences of his people’s cul-
tural acceptance of “alien” medical
technologies, leading to unprece-
dented population growth.

My point is that most cultural
traits are good or bad only in con-
text, and context changes. In the

context of today’s densely popu-
lated, badly polluted, and highly
technological world, there is a need
for conscious concern for preserva-
tion of biodiversity and intact eco-
systems. Lest we conservation biol-
ogists, Westerners in our great
majority, be too proud of this cre-
ation, let us remember that Western
culture also created the need for
conscious conservation by develop-
ing powerful technologies without
powerful constraints. But neither
should we deny that it is a need.

If we are convinced that there is a
need for conscious conservation,
then it follows that we should at-
tempt to persuade others of that
view. We do so every day within our
own culture. Why should we be
ashamed of our environmental advo-
cacy before other cultures?

The conservation of ecosystems
and planetary viability is every-
body’s business. Conservation of
cultures is not. Let each cultural
group decide what they wish to re-
tain from their traditions and, assum-
ing they can be persuaded of the en-
vironmental cause, how best to fit it
to their evolving culture.

In instances where setting aside of
lands for indigenous people is pre-
sented for the support of the envi-
ronmental community, we need not
concern ourselves with whether a
given traditional culture tended to
conserve biodiversity, how that cul-
ture may be evolving, or even
whether their representatives are
sincerely interested in conservation.
We can condition our support on
specific conservation commitments.
Properly done, this need not impugn
the integrity of the indigenous
group any more than the signing of a
contract between two business peo-
ple who trust each other diminishes
that trust.



The world’s indigenous people
long ago realized that the “West” has
control of many things they need or
want. At least some part of the West
is now beginning to realize that in-
digenous peoples control things we
need—not just “natural resources”
in the sense of raw materials, but
less tangible goods such as cultural
knowledge and a goodly share of the
Earth’s biodiversity. If we can desist
from romanticizing other cultures
and begin to negotiate with them as
equals, on the basis of mutual needs,
we may assist not only in the con-
servation of ecosystems on lands
controlled by indigenous peoples,
but also in the preservation and pos-
itive evolution of indigenous cul-
tures.

William 0. McLarney
ANAI, Inc.

1176 Bryson City Road
Franklin, NC 28734, US.A.

Rattan and Extractive Reserves

In the March 1993 issue of Conser-
vation Biology, Salafsky et al.
present a valuable framework of key
ecological, socioeconomic, and po-
litical factors in the design and im-
plementation of extractive reserves.
While the conceptual framework
they develop should prove useful in
a variety of locations, their compar-
ative analysis fails to include rattan,
the most important nontimber for-
est product in their West Kaliman-
tan case study.

The authors observe (p. 41) that
rattan products accounted for 80—
90% of the total value of nontimber
forest products exported from West
Kalimantan in the early 1980s; a sim-
ilar situation probably prevails in
many other areas of Indonesia. How-
ever, their subsequent analysis ig-
nores rattan and instead focuses on
products derived from trees (such
as damar, gaharu, medang, and illipe
nuts). Thus, they conclude that “In
Kalimantan . .. prevailing ecological
and socioeconomic conditions
make it unlikely that extractive re-

serves will play a major part in sav-
ing the rain forest.” Had the authors
included rattan, they might have
reached a different conclusion.

Evaluated by the same criteria de-
veloped by Salafsky et al., rattan ex-
hibit a number of ecological and so-
cioeconomic characteristics that are
highly desirable in extractive re-
serve management.

(1) The density of exploited spe-
cies is high for some economically
important rattans, notwithstanding
the fact that low densities of individ-
ual tree taxa prevail. For example, an
average of 284 Calamus exilis
plants and 191 harvestable canes
were observed per hectare in a
lower montane forest near Kerinci,
Sumatra, while 38 Calamus
zollingeri plants and 86 harvestable
canes were observed per hectare in
a lowland forest near Dumoga, Su-
lawesi (Siebert 1993).

(2) The temporal availability of
rattan does not vary seasonally;
canes can be harvested at any time
of the year. This is advantageous as it
enables collectors to gather canes
when labor demands in rainfed agri-
culture, irrigated rice production,
and other household livelihood ac-
tivities are low.

(3) Product and ecosystem sus-
tainability are at least potentially
high with some rattan species. Both
C. exilis and C. zollingeri are clus-
tering species (they produce multi-
ple canes) that are capable of vege-
tative propagation (canes sprout
following harvest). In fact, 30
months after harvesting, the same C.
exilis plants had produced an aver-
age of 3.17 new harvestable canes
per plant (Siebert, unpublished
data). Whether this level of harvest-
ing intensity can be sustained over
the long term remains to be deter-
mined, but it does suggest the po-
tential for sustained-yield manage-
ment.

(4) Product demand for rattan
canes is strong and shows no evi-
dence of declining. In fact, strong in-
ternational demand for rattan has
led to excessive exploitation and
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near extinction for several species
(Dransfield 1987).

(5) Pressure for alternative land
uses, particularly the cultivation of
export cash crops, certainly con-
strains the development of extrac-
tive reserves for rattan and other
nontimber forest products. How-
ever, a majority of rattan collectors
and artisans in at least one village
adjacent to Kerinci-Seblat National
Park in Sumatra expressed a prefer-
ence for continuing rattan collecting
and handicraft manufacturing rather
than converting forests to cinnamon
and coffee farms, even through they
recognized that such farms are more
profitable (Siebert 1989).

(6) Rattan and other nontimber
forest product harvesting is often
pursued by the poorest of the
poor—those who lack access to eco-
nomic resources such as irrigated
rice lands (Siebert & Belsky 1985).

As Salafsky et al. note, political fac-
tors at the state level will be impor-
tant in determining the viability of
extractive reserves. In this regard
there is little reason to be optimistic
about sustainable harvesting of rat-
tan in Indonesia—whether in ex-
tractive reserves or elsewhere. Rat-
tan, like timber, has been harvested
at unsustainable rates, with enor-
mous profits going to powerful
elites.

As the supplies of timber and rat-
tan dwindle, it is interesting to pon-
der what will happen next. Salafsky
et al. observe (p. 47) that “timber
production maybe the most profit-
able use of forest lands, especially in
the face of high discount rates and
logging incentives.” If, however, we
seek to implement sustainable natu-
ral forest management practices, it
may be necessary to simultaneously
manage timber and nontimber re-
sources for natural forests to com-
pete economically with agricultural
alternatives or timber mining.

As Salafsky, et al. correctly note
(p. 50) “extractive reserves are not
the panacea some people would
have them be.” On the other hand,
sustained-yield harvesting of rattan
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is a potentially valuable component
in overall land-use planning, extrac-
tive reserve management, and natu-
ral forest management throughout
much of Southeast Asia.

Stephen F. Siebert
School of Forestry
University of Montana
Missoula, MT 59812, US.A.
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Development and Conservation:
More on Caring

Caring for the Earth (International
Union for the Conservation of Na-
ture and Natural Resources/United
Nations Environmental Program/
World Wildlife Fund 1991) is a cu-
rious attempt to equate the goals of
conservation and “sustainable” de-
velopment. The result is a document
that reads more like a development
manifesto written with conservation
in mind, rather than the other way
around. While it is true the conser-
vation of biodiversity requires sus-
tainable economies, it is not true
that sustainable economies require
the conservation of biodiversity. In
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other words, sustainable living is a
necessary but not sufficient prere-
quisite for conservation. Caring for
the Earth does include the conser-
vation of biodiversity as one of the
defining characteristics of “sustain-
ability,” but without convincing ev-
idence. Robinson (1993) makes the
case that there is a failure to fully
recognize the fundamental conflict
between economic use of ecosys-
tems and their conservation. Ludwig
et al. (1993) point out that sustain-
ability itself lacks a sound scientific
and historical basis. I would like to
suggest that our understanding of
the relationship between conserva-
tion and development is hindered
by two additional misconceptions.

First, it is often assumed that the
biggest immediate threat to ecosys-
tem conservation—habitat loss—is
positively related to short-term eco-
nomic development. However,
much of the land currently being
converted to agriculture in the
Third World produces farms for the
desperately poor that provide only
subsistence, and often not even that
(Winiger et al. 1990; Gullison & Los-
sos 1993). The same is true for the
degradation of range lands (Prins
1992). These activities do not assist
in national development, which to-
day is usually based on urban indus-
tries, and contribute only minimally
to feeding the nation. (I do not mean
to imply that urbanization and in-
dustrial economic development are
environmentally sound, but rather
that the current extinction spasm in
the Third World is being driven
mostly by other forces.) The solu-
tion to large-scale habitat loss is not
in finding additional economic in-
centives for the rural poor to con-
tinue to live off the land, but in gen-
erating more attractive alternatives
elsewhere (Terborgh 1989).

In the United States, land has been
going out of production for decades
(Williams 1989) as people find
more rewarding employment in
non-agricultural work. We know
that the United States does not re-
quire nearly as much land under the

plow (or the cow) as we had 100
years ago (we probably did not re-
quire it then either). Need the Third
World suffer large-scale habitat de-
struction today similar to ours in the
Nineteenth Century? Only if we do
not offer better opportunities for the
poor.

Of course, habitat is lost not only
to small-scale farmers, but also to
large-scale interests such as ranchers
in the Amazon and lumbering indus-
tries in Asia. But again, there is little
evidence that these activities con-
tribute appreciably to national econ-
omies (Gullison & Lossos 1993),
even if they produce great wealth
for particular individuals. And al-
ready in the Amazon, large areas of
ranch land are reverting to forest for
lack of sufficient economic return
(R. Bierregaard, personal communi-
cation). The question is not how to
maximize economic return from
each habitat, but which habitats are
unnecessary for national develop-
ment and can be set aside, even if
they could be profitably or even sus-
tainably exploited. This question
can only be asked, of course, if peo-
ple value habitats other than for eco-
nomic return.

This brings me to the second
point. Arguments for conservation
through sustainable development of-
ten imply that poor people in gen-
eral, and in the Third World espe-
cially, are not swayed by non-
economic arguments. While it is
likely that hungrier people put
higher value on extractive use of
habitat, it is not true that economic
advantage is the only criterion of
people with living standards far
lower than ours (Newmark et al.
1993). Based on my own experi-
ence, the environmental ethic in
East Africa, for example, is as high as
in many parts of the industrial
world. It is inappropriate, and poor
strategy, to suggest that the people
of the Third World are less able to
have altruistic attitudes toward their
environment, even if we excuse it
by pointing to their poverty. The
Wildlife Clubs of Kenya and similar



programs in Costa Rica have proba-
bly done more through education to
ensure the future of biodiversity in
their countries than all of the “wild-
life must pay its way” initiatives of
recent years. While environmental
ethics are most prominent among
the educated (often urban) class,
these are the very people making
the decisions that will have the
greatest impact on long-term con-
servation.

I do not deny that profiting from
conservation can be a powerful
force for good, as is the case of Ken-
ya’s tourism industry. I also believe
that reconciling conservation and
development on multi-use lands
through mutual compromise is an
attainable, worthwhile goal, and I
am actively working to help achieve
this goal in Kenya. A consideration
of sustainable economics alone,
however, will lead to the inevitable
extinction spasm we all are working
to prevent. Non-economic values of
biodiversity must be, and currently
are being, invoked with success in

both developed and developing
countries.

The more the Third World finds a
way out of its poverty (with our
help?), the more that the inherent
aesthetic value of the natural world
will outweigh the wasteful exploita-
tion of its resources. But the way out
of poverty need not be paved with
material from biodiversity’s demise.

Truman P. Young

Louis Calder Center

Fordham University, Drawer K
Armonk, NY 10504, USA.
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