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Abstract 
The importance of indigenous knowledge, as well as the needs to better 
recognize the rights of indigenous peoples in managing their areas and natural 
resources has been widely recognised.  It is often assumed that better 
recognition of the rights of indigenous peoples would automatically lead to 
more effective management of natural resources and livelihoods improvement. 
However such efforts have often led to the exact opposite of what was originally 
intended and have resulted in resource overexploitation, inequity and 
dependency on external interventions. Based on our field observations and 
experience in Indonesia, this paper describes the causes of the failure, e.g. 
misleading interpretation of important terms (‘participation’ and ‘local 
people’), imbalanced views between rights and responsibilities, and weak 
conceptual knowledge and practical skills of the project implementers. This 
paper also outlines key factors that should be included when promoting the 
rights of indigenous peoples, as well as specific knowledge and skills needed by 
project personnel. 

 

Background 
The importance of indigenous knowledge and the need to better recognize indigenous 
peoples' rights to manage their lands and natural resources has been widely reported and 
promoted.   Traditional ecological knowledge (TEK) has contributed to conservation of 
biodiversity, endemic or rare species and their habitat, maintenance of ecological 
processes and sustainable resource use4.  Different approaches at international and 
national level have been developed to promote the indigenous peoples' rights5.  
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In Indonesia, the rights of indigenous peoples are acknowledged under constitution and 
law6, and there are also civil society movements, NGOs and indigenous organisations 
supporting indigenous peoples’ empowerment, e.g. the Alliance of the Indigenous 
Peoples of the Archipelago (AMAN). However sustainable management of natural 
resources, equity and livelihoods in the country have not improved as expected. Rather, 
instances of resource overexploitation, inequity, conflict, and dependency to external 
intervention have occurred. Some scholars7 also report similar cases in other countries.  
 
Based on a literature reviews, direct observations and long experience in Indonesia8, this 
paper qualitatively describes the causes of the failure, outlines key elements that should 
be included, and discusses the specific knowledge and skills set needed by project 
personnel to link rights recognition with livelihoods improvement, equity and sustainable 
forest management.  
 

Causes of failure  
Scholars have identified the following causes: (a) the inability of conservation and 
development organizations both to control and guide the behavior of complex 
organizations9 and to understand and properly deal with complex systems which are 
multidimensional, multiple scales, of multiple ownership and involve high degree of 
uncertainty10; (b) lack of accountable local leadership and institutions11; and (c) a wide 
interpretation (or naive application) of complex contextual concepts of participation, 
social capital and empowerment12.  
 
In addition to the above, we found the following interacting technical factors have 
contributed to the failure: 

• Key actors (project managers, field facilitators, government, donors) rarely learn 
lessons from past projects, and new projects keep repeating the same mistakes. 
Project reports rarely include lessons of failures and their causes. Or if reports are 
available, either they are unpublished, or published as journal articles in English. 
Most of local NGOs and government staff in Indonesia have difficulty using 
foreign languages; and due to the nature of their work, must fulfil tasks following 
predetermined logframes and schedule, therefore lack time to learn and improve.  
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• Many programs and projects use participatory approaches only to gather 
information (passive, consultative and bought participation13) or to form groups to 
meet predetermined objectives (functional participation), rather than to strengthen 
local leaderships and institutions (interactive participation) and to build capacity 
for self-mobilization.  

• Workshops and training are rarely designed based on learning theories, principles 
and techniques. Workshops often become a forum for indigenous people to 
complain, talk about problems or blame other parties, and in the worst case plead 
for independence.  

• Efforts to promote indigenous peoples’ rights often assume that (a) the indigenous 
group is homogenous and united, and (b) there is strong local leadership and 
institutions. In fact, indigenous peoples and communities are often heterogenous 
and have different interests. Many local elites are not concerned with social 
responsibilities, and customary rights are seen and treated as individual rights 
rather than communal14. Local people’s views about forest and land might also 
have changed15, triggered by commercialization, consumerism and inappropriate 
decentralization.  

• Gaps between the central government (Ministry of Forestry/MoF16) and field staff 
are also problematic. While MoF acknowledges local people’s rights, field staff 
still apply exclusionary, top-down approaches and fail to respect local peoples’ 
rights, resulting in conflict between the people and the government, and resistance 
of the local people who were at the outset highly supportive of conservation. 

• Projects/initiatives/movements focus too much on effort on fixing policies at local 
and national level, and lack balance regarding what works on the ground e.g. 
participatory identification of the livelihoods assets and how to optimize their 
values.  It is important to work on policies, however it is a lengthy process and 
policy-making in Indonesia is strongly influenced by political and economic 
agenda: a balancing act is needed.   
 

Keys to success 
The prerequisites for CBNRM to work include learning, building social capital, 
creativity, innovation, resilience, and strengthening local leadership and institutions17.  In 
addition, we suggest the following keys to success: 

• The existence of strong local leadership and institutions, that have a clear vision 
aiming at the improvement of village members’ livelihoods, gender equity and 
sustainability of the natural resources18.  
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• Before designing and starting intervention to promote equity, the external actors 
should carefully analyse the local situation including heterogeneity within the 
indigenous group, their interests, roles, rights, responsibilities and capacity, as 
well as dynamics and relations among them.  

• Prioritize activities to build self-confidence and positive images about indigenous 
peoples’ livelihoods assets (human, social, natural, physical and financial capital), 
in parallel with development of common vision, mutual trust, solidarity and unity 
among community members, as well as self-motivation and self-organizing 
capacity.  

• Discussions, workshops and meetings should be designed to share successful 
experiences and important lessons rather than focus exclusively on problems. For 
this to happen: 

o External facilitators should posses good facilitation skills and be able to 
pose the right key affirmative questions 

o Outsiders (scientists, researchers) should pay sufficient attention to 
identify the people’s livelihoods assets, and avoid too much focus on 
analysing problems without adequately identifying opportunities and 
solutions. They should share relevant external knowledge in a modest 
way, aimed to trigger learning rather than giving directions, and avoid 
paternalistic attitudes. 

• Anticipate that indigenous peoples' vision, aspirations and plans for the future 
could be different from the project’s target, therefore project managers and 
facilitators need to be flexible, tactful and creative. Allow for communities' 
aspirations and planned actions to extend beyond the project’s focus. 

• Prepare an exit strategy at the start of projects to avoid creating local dependency, 
e.g., by identifying community members who have an interest in bringing positive 
change to their society and environment, then building their capacity and 
knowledge to become a good facilitator and allowing them to take the lead once 
they are ready.  
 

Conclusion 
This paper, which presents the results of a country-wide observation of the effectiveness 
of CBNRM approaches in Indonesia, has described the limitations to current 
movements/approaches/programs, while also outlining the factors that have contributed 
to their success. We believe that it is essential for the organizations/facilitators promoting 
the rights of the indigenous peoples to understand those limitations and the keys to 
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success, in order to contribute both to conservation and human wellbeing in this vast, and 
socially and ecologically diverse country. We also believe that those factors might be 
country-specific, therefore in other countries may need some adaptation following socio-
economic, political, cultural and ecological context. 

 

Acknowledgement 
The author wishes to thank CIFOR and donors of projects relevant to this paper: DfID-
MFP, Ford Foundation and USFWS Great Ape Conservation Fund; and to the following 
people: Terry Sunderland, Christine Padoch, Carol Colfer, Agus Mulyana, Wiwit 
Siswarini, Titin Suhartini and Emily Caruso. The views expressed in this article remain 
our personal views and do not necessarily reflect our home institutions’ views. 

References 
Alcorn, J. B. (1993) Indigenous Peoples and Conservation. Conservation Biology, 7, 424-

426. 

Basuki, I., D. Sheil, M. Padmanaba, N. Liswanti, G. Mulcahy & M. Wan (2011) The 
evolving role of tropical forests for local livelihoods in Indonesia. International 
Journal of Environment and Sustainable Development, 10, 267-287. 

Berkes, F. (2004) Rethinking Community-Based Conservation. Conservation Biology, 
18, 621-630. 

--- (2007) Community-based Conservation in A Globalized World. PNAS, 104, 15188-
15193. 

FWI/GFW. 2002. The State of the Forest: Indonesia. Bogor, Indonesia and Washington 
DC: Forest Watch Indonesia and Global Forest Watch. 

Gadgil, M., F. Berkes & C. Folke (1993) Indigenous Knowledge for Biodiversity 
Conservation. Ambio, 22, 151-156. 

Gadgil, M., P. R. S. Rao, G. Utkarsh, P. Pramod & A. Chhatre (2000) New Meanings for 
Old Knowledge: The People's Biodiversity Registers Program. Ecological 
Applications, 10, 1307-1317. 

Kellert, S. R., J. N. Mehta, S. A. Ebbin & L. L. Lichtenfeld (2000) Community Natural 
Resource Management: Promise, Rhetoric, and Reality. Society and Natural 
Resources, 13, 705-715. 

Mansuri, G. & V. Rao (2004) Community-Based and -Driven Development: A Critical 
Review. The World Bank Research Observer, 19, 1-39. 

Moeliono, M. & E. L. Yuliani. 2009. My rights, your obligations: questions of equity in 
Indonesia’s protected areas. In Rights-Based Approaches: Exploring Issues and 
Opportunities for Conservation., eds. J. Campese, T. Sunderland, T. Greiber & G. 
Oviedo. Bogor: CIFOR and IUCN. 

Pretty, J. N. & D. Smith (2004) Social Capital in Biodiversity Conservation and 
Management. Conservation Biology, 18, 631-638. 



 

 

Soemarno. 2010. Hutan Kemasyarakatan (Community Forestry). In Pengelolaan Hutan 
Kemasyarakatan Berbasis Kearifan Lokal (Local Wisdom-Based Community 
Forestry Management), eds. Mukhtar, Soemarno & K. Hidayat, 20-49. Malang: 
Post Graduate Program, Brawijaya University. 

Sumardjani, L. 2007. Konflik sosial kehutanan: mencari pemahaman untuk penyelesaian 
terbaik (Social conflict in forestry: searching understanding for the best solution). 
Bogor: Working Group on Forest Land Tenure (Indonesia). 

Yasmi, Y., J. Guernier & C. J. P. Colfer (2009) Positive and negative aspects of forestry 
conflict: lessons from a decentralized forest management in Indonesia. 
International Forestry Review, 11, 98-110. 

 
_________________________________ 


