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INTRODUCTION

The African continent is home to 25 per cent of the world’s 
remaining rainforests (World Bank African Region 2017). 
Forests in the sub-Saharan region cover a surface area of 

582 million hectares (Katerere et al. 2009). These forests 
harbour diverse plant and animal species supporting healthy 
and resilient ecosystems such as watersheds and biological 
diversity, which are crucial in providing food and medicines 
for their inhabitants (Duguma et al. 2019). More than 70 per 
cent of the population of the sub-Saharan region depends on 
forests for their subsistence, livelihoods, and income (World 
Bank African Region 2017). In Cameroon, forests make up 
around 22 million hectares, representing 46 per cent of the total 
land area. Forty-eight per cent of these forest areas has been 
classified as protected areas (FAO 2007). A growing number 
of development projects such as large-scale agricultural 
expansion, mining, infrastructure (roads, hydro energy, etc.), 
logging, urbanisation, and the exploitation of oil and gas 
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resources have placed more pressure on forests (Tchatchou et 
al. 2015), greatly affecting the livelihoods of those depending 
on forest resources for their everyday needs (Siewe et al. 2017).

Diverse approaches to forest and nature conservation 
have been adopted to curb the harmful effects of activities 
that contribute to deforestation and forest degradation, from 
traditional conservation policies that enforce strict regulations 
and laws to people-oriented policies (Jeanrenaud 1999; Mabele 
et al. 2022). Nature conservation arose during the European 
colonial project, which conserved nature for purposes such 
as hunting in colonised Africa and other parts of the world 
(Prendergast and Adams 2003). While nature conservation 
continued as a colonial legacy in the newly established African 
states, it re-emerged as an important international policy in 
the twentieth century, especially after the adoption of the 
Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD 1992) in 1993. One 
hundred and sixty-eight UN member states signed the CBD 
to reduce biodiversity loss (CBD 1992). Many countries have 
since almost doubled their protected areas to meet the treaty’s 
goals and targets (Conniff 2018). Cameroon assigned 30 per 
cent of its national territory to protected areas by 2020, of 
which 23 per cent has been achieved (MINEPDED-6NR 2019). 

Various conservation movements propose bold and ambitious 
principles for the future direction of conservation (Büscher and 
Fletcher 2020). Two opposing propositions especially are 
covered in the nature conservation literature—one promoting 
‘new’ conservation methods (i.e. less emphasis on wilderness 
and pristine nature conservation and more embeddedness 
of the human component and development aspect of nature 
conservation), and the other calling for a return to protected 
area expansion and enforcement (the ‘neo-protectionist’ 
approach) (Soulé 2013; Holmes et al. 2017; Dudley and 
Stolton 2020). Several studies have critiqued these proposals 
for inadequately addressing the fundamental issues of past and 
present conservation approaches by insufficiently protecting 
the rights of indigenous people and local communities (IPLCs) 
and reinforcing the colonial conservation logic and domination 
of western scientific knowledge and state-led top-down 
approaches (Krauss 2022; Massarella et al. 2022). 

More recently, convivial conservation has been proposed 
as a radical alternative to these conservation approaches 
(Büscher and Fletcher 2019, 2020). Convivial conservation 
calls for a shift from the mainstream conservation approach, 
which focuses on protected areas, to prioritising integrated 
spaces for human and non-human coexistence. In the convivial 
conservation approach, nature is not ‘saved’ from humans; 
they are part of the environment, depend on it, and contribute 
to it by engaging in agreeable mutual relations with the rest 
of nature. It proposes an alternative financial arrangement that 
addresses the root causes and injustices associated with market-
driven financial support in traditional conservation policies. 
This in turn allows equal redistribution of existing wealth 
and resources (Büscher and Fletcher 2020). It also proposes a 
shift from an externally driven and technocratic management 
structure to more democratic and locally designed and owned 
governing arrangements (Büscher and Fletcher 2019, 2020; 

Toncheva and Fletcher 2021; Toncheva et al. 2021). 
Our research’s focus on convivial conservation responds 

to the adverse effects protected areas for biodiversity 
conservation and various sustainable forest management 
schemes (Chazdon 2019; Demissie et al. 2019) have on 
IPLCs and their livelihoods in Cameroon (Tchindjang et 
al. 2005) and elsewhere (WWF 2018; Büscher and Fletcher 
2019). We conduct our study in the Campo Ma’an National 
Park (CMNP) in Cameroon, created in 2000 under Decree 
2000/004/PM as part of an environmental compensation 
scheme for the negative impacts on the environment and 
biodiversity of the Chad–Cameroon Oil Pipeline Project. 
According to the World Bank, which financed and supported 
the project, the Oil Pipeline Project will help alleviate poverty 
and improve the local population’s livelihood (Ndumbe 
2002). The World Bank’s indigenous peoples (IP) policy 
requires that IPs do not suffer adverse effects during the 
development process of the projects it finances, and that they 
receive culturally compatible social and economic benefits. 
IPs are also expected to participate in the Development Plan 
(World Bank Operational Directive 4.20 2003). According 
to the World Bank’s policies and principles, the indigenous 
Bagyeli peoples living in and around the CMNP should 
participate in its development plans and gain socioeconomic 
benefits from its operation. Instead, they have been excluded 
from baseline consultations (Nelson and Tchoumba 2004) 
and subsequent interventions. 

According to Owono (2001), the indigenous Bagyeli people’s 
living conditions worsened after the park’s creation. Neba et 
al. (2009: 142) reiterate this in concluding that “it turns out the 
park and its people were the compensation, not necessarily the 
beneficiaries of the compensation,” implying that the Chad–
Cameroon Oil Pipeline Project benefited the multinational oil 
companies and government, with few benefits for IPLCs. The 
park’s creation led inter alia to numerous conflicts between the 
park authorities and IPLCs (Tiani et al. 2010).

Cameroon’s government introduced ecotourism as an 
alternative livelihood activity to rectify the conflicting 
goals between conservation and livelihoods in protected 
areas (Pyhälä et al. 2016; Sama and Molua 2019) while 
ensuring natural resource protection. However, most 
communities living in, and around protected areas are 
not involved in the design and planning of ecotourism 
activities (Harilal and Tichaawa 2018). Moreover, income 
generated from ecotourism activities has been inadequate 
as an alternative source of livelihood (Harilal and Tichaawa 
2018). A growing body of literature (see Section 4.2) 
proposes convivial conservation practices as an alternative 
that is expected to reduce livelihood challenges, increase 
the participation and engagement of IPLCs, and reduce 
human-wildlife conflicts.

Inspired by the convivial conservation approach, this paper 
goes beyond outlining the negative impacts of the current 
nature conservation policies’ to assessing coping strategies and 
responses of IPLCs to such policies and initiatives. We aim to 
answer three main research questions: 1) What are the lived 
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experiences of the IPLCs, as a result of forest management 
approaches a decade after the park’s creation? 2) What are 
the impacts of nature conservation and park management 
policies on livelihoods? 3) What strategies have indigenous 
and local people developed to cope with these policies within 
their socioeconomic and political space? 

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

We adopt the convivial conservation approach as a theoretical 
framework to examine how indigenous and local people in 
forest communities around the CMNP experience and negotiate 
everyday practices through various social interactions and 
relations, and how they develop coping mechanisms to sustain 
their livelihoods amidst the uncertainties arising from existing 
conservation policies and forest management practices.

Convivial conservation has its origins in Ivan Illich’s Tools 
for Conviviality (Illich 1973). Büscher and Fletcher (2019, 
2020) build on Ivan Illich’s radical ideas about conviviality, 
hoping to advance the Anthropocene conservation debate 
by enabling a transition to postcapitalist conservation 
(Büscher and Fletcher 2020). This is an alternative to the 
neo-protectionist conservation approach, which states that the 
only way to save nature is to separate humans from non-human 
nature. The convivial conservation approach critiques nature 
protection that takes place through state-based protected areas 
and regulations (Soulé 2013) with little consideration for the 
resulting detriment to the human population relying on the 
forest (Büscher and Fletcher 2019). This strict biodiversity 
protection approach, often known as ‘fortress conservation’ 
(Robbins 2007), has frequently led to the displacement of vast 
numbers of IPLCs from forest areas that are now protected 
(Brockington and Schmidt-Soltau 2004).

The idea of ‘pristine’ nature and the requirement to protect 
it from humans has failed: species diversity continues to 
decline and livelihoods of IPLCs are worsening, with no 
alternatives to traditional livelihoods available. However, the 
drawbacks of nature conservation mean arrangements like 
coexistence and cohabitation are increasingly seen as viable 
alternatives to fortress conservation toward addressing the 
shortcomings of the technocratic and historical attempts to 
conserve biodiversity (Boonman-Berson et al. 2016; Büscher 
and Fletcher 2020). 

Convivial conservation has five key principles (Büscher and 
Fletcher 2019, 2020). First, it calls for a shift from protected 
areas as the main form of conservation governance, the goal 
of which is to protect nature from humans, to prioritising 
integrated spaces that promote nature for, to, and by humans. 
Second, it proposes a discursive shift from the need to ‘save’ 
non-human nature from humans to recognising and celebrating 
human and non-human nature as an overarching whole. Third, 
it encourages long-term engagement with nature rather than 
short-term touristic wildlife voyeurism in protected areas. 
Fourth, it proposes a shift from the ‘spectacle of nature’ 
to a focus on interactions with everyday nature. Fifth, it 
proposes a shift from privatised expert technocracy to a 

common democratic engagement that prioritises governance 
by indigenous and community groups. These five principles 
can be interpreted in three practical measures as follows: 
1) integrated landscapes in which humans and non-human 
species can coexist; 2) more inclusive democratic forms of 
conservation decision-making that challenge elite technocratic 
management and the egalitarian distribution of economic 
resources; 3) financial arrangements, based on care rather 
than competition, which seek not to commodify conserved 
resources but to redistribute existing wealth and resources 
more equally (Büscher and Fletcher 2020; Massarella et al. 
2022). Büscher and Fletcher argue that adherence to the above 
principles can create spaces for the coexistence of human and 
non-human species while addressing the socioeconomic and 
political factors shaping their interactions. 

A growing body of research indicates that coexistence is 
possible and can reduce livelihood challenges and human-
nature conflicts (Frank 2016; Toncheva and Fletcher 2021; 
Toncheva et al. 2021). Examples of coexistence range from 
mutual tolerance (Woodroffe et al. 2005) and peaceful 
cohabitation (Hinchliffe 2007) to active co-adaptation 
(Boonman-Berson et al. 2016; Carter and Linnell 2016) and 
conflict negotiation (Yurco et al. 2017). Frank (2016) describes 
the interface of conservation practice and local populations as 
moving beyond mitigation to coexistence, where “coexistence 
takes place when the interests of humans and wildlife are 
both satisfied, or when a compromise is negotiated to allow 
the existence of both humans and wildlife together” (Frank 
2016: 739). Toncheva and Fletcher (2021) further look at the 
inherent power dynamics and economic interests that inform 
the processes of moving beyond conflict to coexistence.

A study by Toncheva and Fletcher (2021) addresses 
the question of transforming human-wildlife conflicts to 
coexistence through two cases in Bulgaria. The first case 
examines the coexistence of humans and bears, whereas the 
second examines conflicts resulting from their cohabitation; 
these two cases are also referred to as the landscape of tolerance 
and the landscape of fear, respectively. In the landscape of 
tolerance, local ecological knowledge of bear behaviour 
and traditional folklore promote a positive image of bears as 
symbols of fertility and power. The abundance of food supplies 
in the surrounding forests also reduces bears’ interference 
in human livelihood activities. Furthermore, local people 
(hunters) are considered managers of bears. Circumstances in 
the other landscapes that inhibited human-bear cohabitation 
were a lack of tolerance by conservation experts and some 
local people of bears; a lack of participation by local people 
in policymaking regarding bears; financial losses due to crop 
and livestock damage by bears coupled with an insufficient 
state response. 

Furthermore, convivial conservation criticises the use of 
market-based instruments, which are designed by and mainly 
benefit global and nation-state conservation actors (Matulis 
and Moyer 2017; Büscher and Fletcher 2020). To address the 
need to finance conservation, Büscher and Fletcher (2019, 
2020) make several proposals for dealing with the issue of 
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uneven wealth and resource distribution. One such proposal 
was advocating for engaged visitations instead of ‘touristic 
voyeurism’. In addition, they propose an alternative finance 
mechanism called the conservation basic income (CBI). This 
funding scheme serves and promotes alternative livelihoods 
and local income to community members living in and around 
biodiversity-rich areas.

Although received enthusiastically by scholars, convivial 
conservation has also been critiqued by some who highlight 
the need to address some practical issues and gaps (Ampumuza 
2022; Bocci 2022; van Bommel and Boonman-Berson 2022; 
Kiwango and Mabele 2022; Mabele et al. 2022). They point 
out that if conservation policy and science are to be genuinely 
transformative, convivial conservation should be explicit 
and proactive in addressing injustices grounded in scientific 
knowledge from the Global North (Ampumuza 2022). 
Second, convivial conservation’s emphasis on inclusiveness 
and participatory engagement has been criticised for the 
overrepresented involvement of people from international 
organisations in conservation initiatives. There is a call for a 
sharper focus on promoting locally derived initiatives based 
on local practices, knowledge, and legal systems (Bocci 2022). 

Mabele et al. (2022) further highlight the need to 
devolve decision-making power to local people. They also 
fundamentally question the promotion of conservation areas 
to derive the radical and equitable alternatives to which 
convivial conservation aspires. Finally, in advocating ‘engaged 
visitation’ instead of ‘touristic voyeurism’, Kiwango and 
Mabele (2022) question the former’s applicability in Global 
South countries that rely on international tourism revenues. In 
addition, regarding the CBI scheme, they warn of unintended 
injustices that may arise. Ampumuza (2022) reiterates the risks 

of further marginalising IPLCs with convivial conservation’s 
focus on engaging communities as recipients and actors 
rather than giving them the platform for alternative bottom-up 
schemes for conservation to emerge. 

Convivial conservation may be unclear on the ‘how’, ‘who’, 
and ‘what’ of promoted areas concerning financing details, 
suggesting the need for the concept’s further development. 
Nonetheless, we engage with the ideas of the convivial 
conservation approach to examine whether and how it can 
lead to conflict resolution and alternative ways of supporting 
livelihoods and resilience in the case of the CMNP.

METHODS AND MATERIALS

The study was conducted in forest communities around the 
CMNP, situated at latitude 2° 21′ 0″ N and longitude 9° 59′ 0″ E 
in the southwestern part of the Republic of Cameroon. The 
CMNP shares boundaries with the Republic of Equatorial 
Guinea to the south and the Atlantic Ocean to the west. Its 
surface area is 264,064 ha, and it is an integral part of the 
Technical Operational Unit (TOU) established in 1999. 
The TOU comprises the CMNP, forest management units 
(FMUs) for timber production, agro-industrial plantations, 
and a multiple-use agroforestry area devoted mainly to human 
activities.

While more than 150 communities surround the Campo 
Ma’an area, three communities (Nazareth, Mintom Centre, 
and Campo Beach) were chosen for this study as seen in 
Figure 1. Community selection for data collection was based on 
ethnicity and the main livelihood activity. The first community, 
Nazareth, comprises the indigenous Bagyeli people, who were 
initially hunters with a semi-nomadic lifestyle. The two other 

Figure 1 
Map of CMNP showing the study villages (Noora Rämö, 2018)
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communities are non-indigenous people of Bantu origin. They 
differed in that one had a farming culture (Mintom Centre), 
and the other a fishing culture (Campo Beach).

Data were collected from primary and secondary data 
sources. The primary data sources included in-person key 
informant (KI) interviews with IPLCs who lived in the area 
before and after the park’s creation and forest authorities who 
had implemented various forest management policies over the 
years. We remark here that focus group discussions (FGDs) 
bring together a homogeneous group of individuals from the 
community to discuss their personal experiences, beliefs, 
perceptions, and attitudes through moderated interaction. In 
this case, we were interested in how the IPLCs interacted with 
other stakeholders and negotiated access and use of forest 
resources before and after the park’s creation. Such discussions 
were also used to validate responses from other methods 
(Nyumba et al. 2018). Meanwhile, semi-structured household 
interviews enable researchers to consider traditional and local 
knowledge, as well as people’s experiences and contexts, in 
facing challenges within this space (Bryman and Burgess 
1995). These methods resemble those of Häggström (2019) 
and Frechette et al. (2020), who examined lived experiences 
as a methodology and a way to express self in and through 
the forest, respectively. Based on qualitative research, the 
snowball sampling technique was used, in which existing 
subjects provided referrals to recruit future subjects for the 
research study (Naderifar et al. 2017).

Secondary data were obtained from archival sources. We 
obtained archival data from the Environment and Forestry 
Ministries in Yaoundé and the national park archives and 
electronic databases. Archival data were used to triangulate 
information from the primary database (Ventresca and Mohr 
2017). Secondary data complemented primary data, which 
provided a better understanding of forest resource access and 
use by the IPLCs, forest resource management and its impact 
on livelihood, and peoples’ experiences of park management 
and their ability to cope with changes affecting their livelihood 
activities. Participants in all communities and institutions were 
informed about the study’s aim, and consent was sought before 
any interviews or discussions occurred. 

Primary data were collected from 22 KI interviews, 12 
FGDs, and 30 open-ended household interviews. KIs were 
selected using the snowball technique. Of the 22 KI interviews 
conducted, 15 KIs were from the communities, 5 KIs were 
government officials, and 2 KIs were World Wildlife Fund 
(WWF) staff. The five KIs from each community were 
selected based on their knowledge of the park’s creation 
and forest management processes. The KIs were mainly 
chiefs and the elderly in the communities. Our interest was 
in understanding the community’s experience of resource 
allocation, use, management, and livelihood options before 
and after the park’s creation. The five government officials 
were selected and interviewed to understand how the park 
was managed, and whether communities benefited from the 
development and management projects carried out in the 
park. We also conducted two KI interviews with individuals 

working with the WWF—a non-governmental organisation—
to understand their views on and involvement in park 
management and its impacts on the community’s livelihood.

Four FGDs were held in each community. Group discussions 
generally involved 8 people, disaggregated by sex and age (≤35 
years and >35 years). Two FGDs were made up of only females 
and the other two of only males. There were no mixed groups. 
Separating FDGs by sex and age helped create an enabling 
environment for self-expression and prevented the different 
groups from influencing each other’s answers, especially 
the voices of women and girls. Most importantly, it allowed 
an intersectional insight into the roles of men and women in 
using forest resources, and whether they were involved in the 
management and decision-making processes that affected their 
livelihoods. It also gave us an insight into the coping strategies 
developed by the local population to sustain their livelihood.

At the household level, open-ended questions were asked of 
household heads. Ten households were purposively sampled 
in each community. The prevalent patriarchal culture meant 
men were spokesmen for female-headed households and 
thus represented them. The questions for the household head 
revolved around household access to and the use of resources 
in the community, forest resource management, how it affected 
households’ livelihoods, and the coping mechanism households 
developed to sustain their livelihood. A total of 30 households 
was interviewed.

Data were collected using an audio recorder with the 
respondents’ consent. Fieldnotes and recorded interviews were 
later translated from French to English, and transcriptions were 
made using the f4 software package. The data transcribed were 
coded according to identified themes. The coded themes were 
used to better understand the livelihood activities of local and 
indigenous people—their access to and use of forest resources 
and their perception and experience of park management. 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

In the following sections, Section 4.1 provides a historical 
overview of how policies and laws from the colonial era have 
shaped the current landscape and social realities in the CMNP. 
In 4.2, we focus on the effects of the conservation policies on 
the livelihoods of IPLCs, highlighting the coping mechanisms 
the communities use. We also explore the applicability of 
convivial conservation principles in the case of the CMNP to 
create better conservation and livelihood outcomes. 

CMNP as a Tool for Reproduction of Neo-colonial 
Conservation Policies 

The indigenous people of the Bagyeli ethnicity and the 
non-indigenous people (Bantu ethnicity) are referred to as 
‘indigenous and local peoples’ (IPLCs) in this study. The 
indigenous people (including the Bagyeli indigenous people) 
were the first occupants of the Central African rainforest 
(Thorbecke 1913; Bianchi 2004). Other ethnic groups such 
as the Bantu later migrated across Africa and established their 
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territories in forestry zones (Oyono 2005). After colonisation, 
first by the Germans and later by the French and British colonial 
powers, the colonisers became the legal owners of forests 
and land. Consequently, the IPLCs were denied their rights, 
including those of access, use, management, and decision-
making (Diaw and Njomkap 1998). 

This change resulted in disputes and conflicts, which continue 
today—more than 60 years after independence (Oyono 2005). 
After independence, the state of Cameroon adopted the land 
governance style of the colonial occupier, by taking control and 
ownership of all lands in the Ordinance, including: (i) n°74/1 
of 6 July 1974 (RoC 1974: 4), (ii) Forestry Ordinance and 
Legislation of 1973 and 1981 (Ordinance n°73/18 of 22 May 
1973, and Law n°81/13 of 27 November 1981). This legislation 
marginalised local and indigenous communities and enacted 
forest appropriation by the state (Olinga 2001). We infer that 
a fortress conservation approach was adopted, banning all 
human activity within protected areas. This resulted in the 
IPLCs losing control, management, and user rights of forest 
resources, enforcing the existing exploitative relationship 
imposed by the European colonial powers.

The various conservation policies enforced so far are 
as follows: the 1994 Forestry Law (RoC 1994) enacted to 
ensure the sustainable management and use of resources 
in the various ecosystems. This law established two forest 
categories: permanent and non-permanent forest estates. 
Although the 1994 forestry law recognises customary rights 
over land, trees, and forests, these rights are limited to usufruct 
rights exclusively for domestic use (Art. 8). Article 26 of the 
same law further states that these rights can be restricted or 
extinguished with or without compensation, depending on 
the forest category (RoC 1994). However, the law does not 
outline any comprehensive legal procedure for their application 
(Forest Legality 2013). It is implemented as deemed fit by the 
executing body—usually government authorities—for their 
interest. This exemplifies the degree of vertical power relations 
(Ramcilovic-Suominen and Kotilainen 2020; Nchanji et al. 
2021), characterised by top-down state-centred management 
policies and practices, one stakeholder—the government 
authorities—has over another—the indigenous and local 
people—in the forest management process. Yet, it demonstrates 
the central characteristic of capitalism, in which powerful 
stakeholders control conservation policies for personal interest.

There is no straightforward procedure in the 1994 Forestry 
Law on institutionalising customary law. As such, its 
interpretation by the various forest management stakeholders 
differs in different situations, resulting in disputes (Forest 
Legality 2013). For example, there is no clear indication of the 
exact quantity of forest resources to be harvested for domestic 
consumption, so forest officials individually reshape these 
forest laws to meet their interests. 

The results from all 96 respondents in all the FGDs and 30 
of the 30 household interviews in all three villages revealed 
that communities’ access to harvest resources had been 
restricted, meaning the quantity of resources harvested failed 
to meet domestic demand, negatively affecting people’s 

livelihoods. This is a top-down management approach, in 
which the people’s voice is absent, and there is no continuous 
involvement of local people within initiatives building on local 
knowledge, as Bocci (2022) notes. The practices above further 
reinforce a hegemonic conservation worldview that originates 
in colonial times and is supported by neo-protectionists 
(Büscher and Fletcher 2020; Massarella et al. 2022).

In addition to the above State Forestry Legislation, at 
the CMNP level, the legislative framework elaborates a 
management plan that is renewable every five years (PNCM 
2014). The management plan includes resource management 
objectives for recreation, tourism, and conservation, favouring 
the new conservation movement that promotes a market-based 
natural capital biodiversity approach (Büscher et al. 2012). 
This is consistent with the tourism funding conservation 
model in eastern and southern Africa (Lindsey et al. 2007). 
As proposed by the new conservationists, this conservation 
approach is a way of subjecting biodiversity to mainstream 
economic valuation as a solution to the environmental crisis 
(Kareiva et al. 2011, 2012). To address the tourism funding 
conservation model, the convivial conservation approach 
proposes a long-term engaged visitation instead of touristic 
voyeurism. However, as Kiwango and Mabele (2022) argue, 
such a proposal of engaged visitation can only be applied in the 
Global North, as countries in the Global South, like Tanzania 
and Kenya, heavily rely on international tourism revenues. 

The 1994 forestry law failed to recognise indigenous 
rights; as such, another official document—a Memorandum 
of Understanding (MoU) between the Ministry of Forestry 
and Wildlife (MINFOF) and the indigenous Bagyeli people 
in Campo Ma’an—was drawn. The memorandum aimed to 
exercise indigenous people’s user rights in the CMNP and its 
peripheral zones through participative management as part of 
the implementation of its management plan (MINFOF 2015). 
The MoU is expected to provide indigenous people with 
access to natural resources in the park under the control of the 
conservation authorities. 

The fact that indigenous people’s access or rights over 
resources continue to be controlled by the conservation 
authorities reveals unequal power relations in which both 
national and international conservation authorities and 
policy actors shape the regulation to manage resources for 
conservation purposes. By doing so, they define access 
and control over resources, often in their interests (Oyono 
2006). Yet local people’s interests, especially of marginalised 
indigenous and ethnic minority groups, remain excluded 
from decision-making regarding forest resource management, 
leading to their limited access to resources. This exclusion 
is also exacerbated by unfair rules and social-exploitative 
patron-client relationships (Daur et al. 2016). For example, 
governmental actors and private entities, often external to the 
sites, influence new management structures and arrangements 
that affect local politics, decision-making methods, and the very 
lives of local actors and vulnerable social groups (McDermott 
et al. 2019; Ramcilovic-Suominen and Kotilainen 2020).
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How Convivial Conservation Can Inform the Current 
Conservation Practice and Possibly Transform 
Conservation Conflicts

Postcolonial conservation policy interventions put in place 
by the government have constrained IPLCs from benefiting 
from forest resources. Studies have shown that before CMNP’s 
creation, people’s main livelihood activities were hunting, 
farming, fishing, and collecting non-timber forest products 
(Ashley et al. 2006). The Bantu people (Batanga, Mabea, and 
Yassa) closer to the coastal region were primarily fishermen, 
while those farther from the coast (Bulu, Mvae, Ntumu) were 
primarily agriculturists, as is the case with our study’s two 
Bantu communities. The Mintom Centre community were 
traditionally farmers, while the Campo Beach community 
were fishermen. Meanwhile, Bagyeli’s indigenous people (the 
Nazareth community) were primarily hunter-gatherers living 
a semi-nomadic lifestyle. 

Results from 30 household interviews and 96 respondents 
in FGDs showed that the livelihoods of indigenous and local 
communities were continually diminishing as conservation 
regulations were imposed daily on them. The indigenous 
Bagyeli people have not only lost the legal right to their forests 
but their culture and identity, as they are expected to adopt a 
sedentary agrarian lifestyle. This neo-protectionist approach 
to conservation can increase the communities’ socioeconomic 
problems by not addressing poverty and inequality in forest 
communities. Using the results from the household surveys, KI 
interviews, and FGDs, we present and discuss lived experiences 
concerning the IPLCs’ adopted coping mechanisms. We also 
discuss a potential shift to rethinking landscapes where the ideas 
the convivial conservation approach suggests could provide an 
insight into the study area’s local conservation realities. 

Managing human-wildlife conflicts
The integrated landscape operationalised in the Campo Ma’an 
area made provision for a multi-use agroforestry area for 
human activities like agriculture. The majority of respondents 
during FGDs and interviewees complained that the portions 
of land cultivated were usually raided by wildlife from the 
park and their crops were destroyed with no compensation 
for damage. This statement from a household head in Mintom 
Centre supports this claim:
 “When we plant our crops, wildlife from the park enters 

our farms when the crops have started growing and 
destroy everything. Not even the farm gardens close to 
the house are free from animal destruction. The animals 
aren’t afraid. Yet we’re told not to kill them. We’ve 
complained to the park authorities, but they do nothing 
to stop this. Are animals more important than human 
survival? Because these crops they occasionally destroy 
are for our survival.”

When asked what the park authorities were doing to resolve 
this, a government official KI said, “The 1994 forestry law 
is unclear on specific actions if animals destroy crops on 
farmland.”

However, section 82 of the 94/01 Forestry law states, “In 
cases where animals constitute a danger or cause damage to 
persons and property, the service in charge of wildlife may 
undertake to hunt them down under conditions laid down by 
order of the ministry in charge of wildlife.”

Further, section 83 of the same law states, “No person may 
be charged with breach of hunting regulations as concerns 
protected animals if his act was dictated by the urgent need to 
defend himself, his livestock, or crop.” 

The 94/01 law is reiterated in section 13 of Decree 95/466 
(RoC 1995). By inference from the above statement, the 
study deduced that the park authorities seemed to prioritise 
the protection of wildlife to the detriment of the livelihood 
of the IPLCs, thereby re-enforcing unequal power relations 
between the actors as laws were interpreted according to their 
own interests. Respondents in the Mintom Centre community 
referred to wildlife as ‘children of the government’, unlike 
them. The above quotation is reflected in the research by 
DeVore et al. (2019) on squatters on Bahia’s southern coast, 
where one said they “protect jaguars but don’t protect small 
farmers.” 

The financial loss from wildlife crop damage without 
repercussions fuels IPLCs’ negative image of wildlife and 
the government officials who protect it. Toncheva and Fetcher 
(2021) describe the same situation, in which the respondents 
accuse the government of an insufficient response to the 
damage bears cause to livestock, crops, and beehives. In 
the case of bears in Bulgaria, the compensation provided 
by the government did not meet the value of the damage. 
A compensation policy regarding wildlife damage on 
property and farmland in Cameroon should be developed in 
collaboration with IPLCs to avoid shortcomings, following 
the lessons learnt from the Bulgarian case (Toncheva and 
Fletcher 2021), cognisant of the specific sociocultural and 
economic context. 

The proposed CBI as an alternative source of income for 
IPLCs is expected to equitably meet the basic needs of every 
individual in the community without conditionality, increasing 
their willingness to tolerate crop damage and provide them 
with resources like electric fences to protect their crops and 
reduce conflicts with wildlife. This will also create a space 
for respondents and forest conservators to discuss how to 
tackle further issues resulting from human-wildlife conflict 
and conservation. 

While many scholars support the CBI alternative, they 
also caution that it could result in an excessive monetary 
valuation of wildlife, thereby contributing to further injustice 
(Ampumuza 2022; Kiwango and Mabele 2022). Hence, while 
alternative finance mechanisms can be transformative, both the 
political and economic contexts and local power relations need 
first to be addressed and even transformed for this to work.

Power struggles and alternative income sources 
Non-timber forest product (NTFP) collection in the park 
is limited to domestic use, and NTFP commercialisation is 
prohibited by law. NTFP sales are possible only after obtaining 
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a sales permit from Yaoundé, which is a complicated and 
lengthy procedure for the locals (Ashley et al. 2006). The 
research participants did not understand why they needed a 
permit to sell NTFPs like Irvingia gabonensis (bush mango), 
which had always been at their disposal, especially when the 
NTFPs were collected from farmland and not the national 
park. The research participants were dissatisfied with the 
conservation policy, stressing that their loss of forest resource 
user rights contributed to hardship in their families. 

Moreover, the lack of precision in regulations governing 
domesticated or wild NTFPs reveals that conservation 
policies inadequately address the socioeconomic issues arising 
from their implementation. Instead, it supports capitalist 
conservation by empowering the park authorities to provide 
and control exploitation permits. This can be redressed if 
people participate in making decisions regarding NTFP use 
and permits. Bocci (2022) advocates not only meaningful 
participation but the IPLCs’ direct and continuous involvement 
for sustainable, just, and transformative participation. To cope 
with limited access to NTFP, which, if sold, would contribute 
positively to their livelihoods, the IPLCs seek alternative 
income sources. Using their traditional knowledge, indigenous 
people trade tree bark, leaves, and herbs of medicinal value 
within communities and with people from neighbouring towns.

Hunting as a livelihood activity for the indigenous Bagyeli 
and Bantu people after the park’s creation is prohibited by law 
(Forestry Law 94/01, section 80). However, all the respondents 
divulged that ‘bushmeat’ was sold in local markets. This claim 
was corroborated by a KI from the Mintom Centre community. 
He said:
 “When we set traps around our farms and catch the 

animals that destroy our crops, the forest guards seize 
the game, saying it is illegal to kill ‘bushmeat’. So, if I 
kill an animal behind my house, is it in the park? The 
most annoying thing is after this bushmeat has been 
seized the next minute you’ll see traders selling cooked 
bushmeat at the market square. I’d like to know if those 
selling cooked bushmeat are allowed to hunt and sell it, 
or if the bushmeat being seized from us is being sold to 
them to cook and sell.”

The enforcement of the law regarding the sale of forest 
products is therefore inconsistent and favours those who 
sell bushmeat at local markets. As Ashley and Mbile (2005) 
put it, “rural economies are caught between framework 
legislation that lacks implementing guidelines or directives 
and enforcement officials whose informal interpretation and 
selective application of the law carry the deciding weight.” 
This directly attracts the park authorities’ capitalist interest. 
They disregard environmental justice, which favours IPLCs. As 
Duffy et al. (2016) suggest, hunting needs to be viewed more 
broadly, with conservationists examining what constitutes 
illegal hunting, what prompts people to hunt illegally, and how 
to address hunting instead of viewing it as a matter of legality 
or illegality. They suggest hunting needs to be understood 
from historical, social, and political contexts, as outlined by 
MacKenzie (1988).

The results from the 30 household interviews and 96 
respondents in the FGDs show that fewer people are currently 
involved in hunting for fear of being caught and penalised. 
However, to cope with hardship, some households admitted 
to resisting government rules by camping and hunting at night 
in the forest. This claim is supported by a household head, 
who said:
 “We camp and hunt at night in the forest as a strategy to 

hide the number of game animals from the conservation 
authorities, who seize the game if there are more than three 
animals – the number permitted for home consumption. 
This is because we aren’t permitted to hunt as a livelihood 
activity.” 

From the park authority’s perspective hunting is in this 
sense considered illegal and ‘negative’, because it goes against 
the regulations for the protected area. However, from some 
respondents’ perspective, hunting is in this instance an act 
of survival because the activity generates more income than 
other livelihood activities. This finding corroborates Gandiwa 
(2011) and Nlom (2021), whose findings showed that local 
people received substantial income from illegal hunting and 
its trade. 

In line with lessons learnt from the community hunting 
zone in the Lobeke National Park, which belongs to the Tri-
National Sangha transboundary conservation complex in 
the north-western Congo Basin (Usongo and Nzooh 2008) 
in southeast Cameroon, our study proposes the creation of 
community hunting zones as one of the co-management 
options that would favour the real significance of IPLCs in 
sustainable hunting in the CMNP. This case is a learning 
laboratory, in which communities have been able to negotiate 
an allocation of community hunting areas within the park’s 
space with co-management arrangements. Nevertheless, the 
challenge of examining the cost-benefit ratio of the Zone 
d’Intérêt Cynégétique à Gestion Communautaire (ZICGC) 
for communities remains. 

The Ministry of Agriculture and Rural Development 
(MINADER) introduced the Agricultural Investment and 
Market Development Project (PIDMA) as an alternative to 
hunting in 2017. It sought to train communities to ensure 
engagement in the forest and agricultural value chain in 
pursuit of a sustainable livelihood. Improved maize seedlings 
were made available to communities, and women’s groups 
were trained in improved NTFP processing. However, these 
measures lasted less than a year, as the project, funding, and 
support ended abruptly in 2018.

In collaboration with WWF, the conservation authorities are 
developing the Kudu-Zambo gorilla habituation project, which 
exudes ecotourism potential and is seen as an alternative source 
of income for IPLCs. The project employs fewer than ten men 
as casual community workers to work as forest guides and 
trackers because of their knowledge and mastery of the forest 
in the national park area. During FGDs, all 96 respondents said 
this was another way to enrich the government, not them. This 
is in line with the argument that ecotourism is one of the new 
market-based instruments intended to merge environmental 
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conservation and economic development (Büscher and Fletcher 
2020). Intergovernmental financial institutions have widely 
adopted this neoliberal approach to conservation with the 
aid of international conservation organisations like the WWF 
(as at our study site), which only creates more challenges for 
locals (Igoe and Brockington 2007; Büscher et al. 2012). This 
perceived ‘win-win’ situation never includes IPLCs, who are 
often not part of the business venture or earn little or nothing 
from it. A sustained engagement with IPLCs is necessary to 
ensure they benefit from initiatives in the long term. 

Rethinking conservation landscapes 
In Cameroon, the landscape concept was put into use as a 
TOU in 1999 for the enhancement of integrated landscape 
management within and outside protected areas (Chia and 
Sufo 2016). The Campo Ma’an TOU comprises the national 
park, FMUs, a state maritime estate, and a multi-use zone (ibid. 
2016). The multiple-use agroforestry area was zoned for human 
activities like agriculture. However, the IPLCs complained that 
the land the park authorities allocated for farming activities 
outside the national park’s boundaries was noticeably small. 
As such, the crop yield cannot meet people’s food demand 
and income needs; indigenous and local people therefore 
seek more land for survival. This demand is consistent with 
redistributive land reform policies that foster human wellbeing 
(DeVore et al. 2019). It also ties in with the convivial approach 
that advocates the equitable distribution of existing resources 
and wealth (Büscher and Fletcher 2020). Locals are coping 
with limited land by engaging in agricultural intensification 
activities like fertiliser use. The results from all 96 respondents 
in the FGDs, 30 household interviews, and 15 KI interviews 
revealed some villagers were intensifying their agricultural 
activity by applying fertilisers on their farmland for a higher 
crop yield. However, this practice remains marginal because of 
IPLCs’ negative perceptions of agricultural products resulting 
from fertiliser use. 

The findings concerning how agricultural practices are 
managed in the Campo Ma’an landscape are consistent with 
the fortress conservation movement, which prioritises the 
needs of non-human nature in forest resource management 
instead of promoting both the needs of non-human nature 
and the livelihoods of the human population relying on 
forest resources for survival. It challenges the idea that 
conservation is about saving non-human nature alone, 
emphasising the promotion of nature for, to, and by humans 
(Büscher and Fletcher 2020). To move towards a landscape 
of coexistence, the equitable redistribution of resources such 
as land that benefits nature and local people, who all depend 
on forest resources for their survival, will be necessary. 
One such proposal is the redistribution of land, so the 
IPLC has enough for farming without biodiversity losses. 
This is the reappropriation of physical space for collective 
use—what Shaw and Waterstone (2019) call the pursuit of 
geographic justice. This concept ties nicely with the convivial 
conservation approach of redistributive wealth and resources. 
It is associated with questions of ‘how’ this should be done, 

‘who’ should be involved, and ‘what’ proportion should be 
controlled by whom.

To create a landscape of coexistence, a local initiative that 
can act as an alternative economic source for IPLCs will be 
necessary. This will require brainstorming among IPLCs 
and the submission of a proposal to the park conservator. 
If the development of a local initiative is impossible, an 
unconventional compensation mechanism that is not market-
based can be adopted that reflects on the shortcoming of 
conventional compensation schemes—complex procedures, 
inadequate valuation of crop damage, and limited information, 
as explained by Toncheva and Fletcher (2021). This can be a 
short-term strategy for coexistence while the state and all other 
stakeholders brainstorm long-term solutions.

CONCLUSION

The state and international conservation agency-driven 
management of the CMNP represents a twofold threat to the 
livelihoods of IPLCs and their sustainability owing to the 
park’s poor contribution to forest communities’ economic 
development. This maintains a cycle of tension and generates 
a poverty trap for IPLCs. Convivial conservation is considered 
an approach that can inform conservation policies and possibly 
provide solutions and address these conservation conflicts.

We draw on the existing literature on convivial conservation 
to draw examples and lessons learnt that could be adapted in 
the CMNP in Cameroon. Our analysis echoes other studies 
(Toncheva and Fletcher 2021; Toncheva et al. 2021) that 
show a shared landscape can be developed through integrated 
conservation spaces based on local traditional knowledge, 
management, and conservation practices humans derive from 
living in nature and coexisting with wildlife. This is enabled 
by IPLCs’ increased involvement in park development plans 
and activities instead of the superficial involvement in which 
the state-level authorities control the process, with little or 
no participation and decision-making power entrusted to 
local communities (Büscher and Fletcher 2020). Although 
democratic participation has been re-emphasised as an enabler 
for community-based conservation (Zheng et al. 2021), 
the IPLCs in our study area were informed of policies but 
uninvolved in their design or implementation. This in turn 
created despair and anger among local communities, as well as 
a lack of trust in the state authorities and conservation agencies. 

The IPLCs criticised the Kudu-Zambo gorilla habituation 
project, developed by the state authorities and WWF as an 
alternative income source, for its insufficient benefits: job 
opportunities were limited to forest guides. We considered 
lessons learnt from various cases like community hunting 
grounds in the Lobeke National Park for our case. We found 
that community hunting grounds and agricultural and value 
addition projects co-designed with IPLCs could be sustainable.

The strength of convivial conservation lies in its focus on 
locally embedded problems and solutions based on traditional 
knowledge, its promotion of democratic participation 
and devolution of decision-making power to IPLCs, 
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and its shift from market-based instruments. Our paper 
restates both the importance of engaging with traditional 
knowledge and practices in policies, regulations, and formal 
management practices and the need to acknowledge and 
balance the livelihood needs of local communities in relation 
to conservation goals that are too often designed purely at an 
international level. Ultimately, this endeavour could also lead 
to better outcomes for the goals of conservation.

Moreover, drawing on examples and lessons learnt from 
the existing literature that could be adapted in the CMNP in 
Cameroon, mechanisms of convivial conservation such as 
CBI could be helpful to serve both as an alternative income 
source for IPLCs and as a compensation scheme for IPLCs 
for the destruction of farm products and other wildlife 
damage. Secondly, convivial conservation provides valuable 
insights in relation to human-wildlife conflicts/coexistence 
in that it proposes a shared landscape based on traditional 
knowledge, local management, and conservation practices 
that humans derive from living in nature and coexisting 
with wildlife.
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