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Abstract: Globally, protected areas are faced with a myriad of threats emanating principally from
anthropogenic drivers, which underpins the importance of the human element in protected area
management. Delving into the “exclusive” and “inclusive” approaches to nature conservation
discourse, this study explored the extent to which local communities collaborate in the management
of protected areas and how the governance regime of these areas influences local perceptions
and attitudes. Data for the study were collected through stakeholder interviews, focus group
discussions as well as a probe into participating groups’ collective perceptions and opinions on
certain key issues. A total of 51 focus group discussions were held in 45 communities involving 630
participants. The analysis was done using qualitative methods and simple case counts to explain
levels of acceptance or dislike of issues. The results showed that the objectives of state-managed
protected areas, by their nature, tend to exclude humans and negatively influence local perceptions
and attitudes. This, in addition to human-wildlife conflicts and high handedness by officials on
protected area offenders, affects community collaboration. The study concluded that for protected
area management to be effective, effort must be made to positively influence local perceptions and
attitudes by promoting “win-win-win” partnerships among all stakeholders.
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1. Introduction

Protected areas (PAs) have remained the bedrock of nature conservation, and by far, the best
strategy to protect habitats and stem the rapid erosion of biodiversity [1,2]. The Convention on Biological
Diversity defines a protected area (PA) as a: “geographically defined area, which is designated or
regulated and managed to achieve specific conservation objectives” [3]. The International Union for
Conservation of Nature (IUCN), however, provides a universally accepted definition of a protected
as “a clearly defined geographical space recognized, dedicated and managed, through legal or other
effective means, to achieve the long-term conservation of nature and its associated ecosystems services
and cultural values” [3]. The historical antecedent of the establishment of PAs stemmed from the
belief in the restorative powers of ‘a little pure wilderness,’ rooted in the romantic-transcendental
preservation ethic [4]. This was a deterministic worldview with a cause and effect relationship, in which
the proponents believed that experiencing original nature provided aesthetic, psychological and
spiritual benefits that could not be gained in urban or even pastoral landscapes [5]. This line of thought
prompted the establishment of large national parks and reserves where natural ecosystems could be
protected from human influence, and biodiversity could be conserved [6].
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Contrary to this worldview, also referred to as the “exclusive model,” is the widely acclaimed
‘socially oriented paradigm’ of PA management [7], which blends conservation objectives with concerns
for the wellbeing of local communities [8–14]. The proponents of this approach, referred to as the
“inclusive model,” are of the view that local people would most likely be willing to conserve when they
receive direct benefits from the conservation enterprise. This approach promotes local community
collaboration in the decision-making process and enhances dialogue, transparency, mutual respect,
equity and benefit-sharing.

Another important conservation approach based on multi-stakeholder engagement is matrix-based
conservation [15]. This approach stresses the importance of maintaining suitable habitats and
populations of native species outside PAs. According to Lindenmayer and Franklin, [15], it involves
the regulatory control of landscape activities such as farming and logging, as well as hunting, to protect
species not only within the PA but the entire landscape. This landscape-level approach, however,
presents a challenge in sub-Saharan Africa, where land ownership and livelihood issues make its
implementation difficult.

In general, socio-economic and cultural factors, to a large extent, influence conservation decisions
in most developing countries [16]. Poverty is a major socio-economic characteristic of most communities
bordering PAs in these countries. This raises challenges because local communities who, hitherto,
derive their livelihood from forest resources and other ecosystem services before PA establishment,
tend to be denied access after their establishment [8,17]. Lea et al. [18] explained that the strict
protectionists’ approach tends to displace people and deprive them of their livelihoods, thereby
exacerbating their poverty situation. On the cultural front, the traditional land tenure system is a
major factor influencing conservation decisions by local communities in most developing countries.
According to the International Fund for Agricultural Development (IFAD), [19], land tenure issues are
of prime concern presently, as high rate of population growth, high food prices, the impact of climate
change, trade regimes and growing demand for agrofuels, among other factors, have continued to
exert pressure on land tenure systems. Moreover, land for wildlife conservation may belong to private
individuals, community groups or the state. However, since wildlife is a fugitive property that does
not recognize property boundaries, its movement cannot be restricted, hence incessant human-wildlife
conflicts [19] occur in the absence of matrix-based conservation.

As noted by Parker et al. [7], the primary focus of PA management has been related to the
benefits these areas provide at a higher level, including the protection of biodiversity, spiritual benefits
and economic gains through tourism, with less attention given to possible concerns raised by local
communities on how they have been disadvantaged by PA establishment. In Africa, most PAs are
under state-managed governance regime with little or no provision for local community collaboration.
This raises the question as to how practicable local collaboration is in PA management if the governance
regime does not realistically involve local people. This study, therefore, examined how PA governance
regime influences multi-stakeholder collaboration in PA management in Ghana. More specifically,
the study investigated the general threats faced by PAs in selected sites, how the prevailing governance
regime has influenced local community perceptions and attitudes, as well as conservation outcomes by
way of threat reduction.

Theoretical Underpinnings

A protected area governance regime is critical in understanding the degree to which local
people collaborate in protected area management. In general terms, management refers to
“the process of assembling and using sets of resources in a goal-directed manner to accomplish
tasks in an organization” [20] p. 4. With regard to protected areas, it involves planning, directing,
organizing and evaluating [21]. Governance, on the other hand, relates to power, relationships,
responsibility and accountability. In a protected area context, it refers to “who holds management
authority and responsibility and can be held accountable according to legal, customary or otherwise
legitimate rights” [22] p. 19. Governance also covers broad issues ranging from policy to practice,
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from behavioral issues to meaning, and from investments to impacts in relation to protected areas [22].
Borrini-Feyerabend et al. [23] proposed a fundamental distinction between governance regimes and
categorized them into four types, namely: government-managed (solely managed by government
agencies); co-managed (management responsibility and authority shared among several actors);
privately managed (exclusively in private hands); and community-managed (where management is
conducted by local people). Based on these governance types, West and Brechin [24] came out with the
dual model—the “exclusive” and “inclusive” approaches—to explain different governance regimes.

In general, a state-managed PA governance regime by its design excludes local people. Thus,
to promote inclusiveness and benefit-sharing with neighbouring communities, IUCN introduced a set
of universal PA definitions based on six management categories. These are Category IA (strict nature
reserve), Category IB (wilderness area), Category II (national park), Category III (natural monument),
Category IV (habitat/species management area), Category V (protected landscape/seascape) and
Category VI (protected area with sustainable use of natural resources) [3]. The purpose was for each
member country to have a blend of several categories of PAs so that while some may allow for a
certain level of human activities, others would remain exclusive in order for the PA system to meet
both scientific and socio-economic needs.

The numerous challenges which characterize the exclusive approach [18,25–28] led to a paradigm
shift, with the inclusive approach now taking center stage. The World Wildlife Fund (WWF),
Reference [29] defined collaboration as a mutually beneficial relationship between two or more parties
who work toward common goals by sharing responsibility, authority, and accountability for achieving
results. This view sees the interests of local people as central to the area being protected and seeks
to promote community collaboration in management and planning. Mulongoy and Chape [30]
outlined three basic processes for a collaborative approach. These involve dialogue among the various
stakeholders and a focus on ecologically sensitive livelihoods, equitable distribution of costs and
benefits and the creation of institutions such as joint management boards or village conservation
committees. The strengths of the collaborative approach lie in the fact that it is humane, transparent
and based on democratic principles, hence its wide acceptability [31]. The approach is also important
because it brings groups with similar or different perspectives together to exchange viewpoints and
search for solutions that go beyond their own vision of what is possible. It, thus, responds to complex
problems and challenges that isolated efforts cannot solve [29].

To enhance effective collaboration, Kemmis [32], in line with others [33–35], suggested that round
table discussions in a democratic manner can help to identify more diverse and higher-level public goods
than what each person, on their own, can bring to the table. Meffe et al. [34] designed an ecosystem
management framework with three contextual elements, namely, ecological, socio-economic and
institutional contexts [34]. The framework prescribed “win-win-win” solutions, which they explained
as being community-based ecosystem management that provides an organizing framework blending
the three contextual elements. This converging point essentially promotes a governance regime in
which all stakeholder-interests are achieved without anyone unduly disadvantaged. They identified
four zones of ecosystems management, as represented in Figure 1, namely:
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Figure 1. Zones of Ecosystems Management. Source: Modified from Meffe, [34]. 
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Drawing from a Tanzanian example, Meroka and Haller [41] noted that despite the official discourse 
of collaborative conservation, for most local people, conservation for which they do not derive any 
direct economic benefit means underdevelopment. As the debate waged, DeFries et al. [42], in a 
counter view, noted that “win-win-win” opportunities are idealistic in many situations. They instead 
advocated for what they referred to as “small loss-big gain” opportunities. They explained this to 
mean a governance regime in which the ecological functioning of the protected area is maintained 
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A—the zone of regulatory or management authority where enforcement and regulation dictate
decision-making as pertains in all PAs;

B—the zone of societal obligations, which does not directly influence natural resource management
but indirectly impacts decisions. Examples may include policies that integrate local needs in
management systems to ensure equity and fairness;

C—the zone of influence where interpersonal relationships and informal processes prevail,
for example, man-nature interaction where activities inimical to the environment prevail;

D—the zone of win-win-win partnerships in which multi-stakeholder collaboration prevails and
where there is fairness and equity among all partners.

The zone of “win-win-win” partnerships, according to Meffe et al. [34], is the ideal zone to operate
to ensure that institutions regulate and dictate decisions within the ecological context, while at the same
time satisfying socio-economic needs of local people. These multifaceted dimensions in ecosystems
management and PA governance were later buttressed by Feurt [36] in the concept of collaborative
knowledge networks, which captures the relationships among PA managers, local communities and
organizations with shared missions for sustaining natural systems in locally valued places.

Several commentators have, however, expressed reservations about the effectiveness of a
collaborative approach. Borrini-Feyerabend et al. [23], for instance, argued that PA governance
is much more complex than the model intends to explain because, in real terms, a continuum of options
exists for sharing authority between the governmental agency in charge and the concerned communities.
These authors explained that along the continuum, PA officials may ignore the interests and capacities
of local stakeholders and repress all unlawful relationships with the PA. Chicchon [37] also doubted the
effectiveness of a collaborative approach and argued that whereas PA managers’ interests are driven by
the political viability of PAs with biodiversity conservation as the primary goal, local people’s interests
are not necessarily conservation-driven but rather driven by economics. Cooke and Kothari [38] have
argued that local communities, often targeted for collaboration, are rarely politically cohesive and have
no collective voice. Terborgh and van Schaik [39] opined that a collaborative model is not likely to
succeed where the local population is heavily dependent on local resources unless there are livelihood
alternatives that would improve human wellbeing and help safeguard forests and other natural
resource exploitation. According to Abrams et al. [40], conservation success in African depends on
capacity building that leads to a sense of ownership. Drawing from a Tanzanian example, Meroka and
Haller [41] noted that despite the official discourse of collaborative conservation, for most local people,
conservation for which they do not derive any direct economic benefit means underdevelopment.
As the debate waged, DeFries et al. [42], in a counter view, noted that “win-win-win” opportunities are
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idealistic in many situations. They instead advocated for what they referred to as “small loss-big gain”
opportunities. They explained this to mean a governance regime in which the ecological functioning
of the protected area is maintained (“big gain”) with minimum negative consequences for human land
use (“small loss”).

Embedded in the collaborative approach [7] is the notion of local perceptions and attitudes,
which some have recognized as paramount to effective collaboration. Several authors have argued
that successful PA governance requires not only local community collaboration but also changes in
perceptions and attitudes of local people, which would engender the integration of local development
with environmental conservation [43–45]. According to a review by Dimitrakopoulos et al. [45],
perceptions and attitudes are influenced by the level of trust towards institutions responsible for
governance and management, the restrictions imposed during the establishment of a PA, the level of
awareness among citizens and the personal attributes of individuals.

Local attitudes towards PA management, according to Eagly and Chaiken [46], is a cognitive
favoured or disfavoured evaluation of a PA, which reflects the beliefs that people hold about the PA. This,
according to them, may be influenced by PA staff or management interventions, local economic needs
and history, or other indirectly related socio-economic factors such as government policy. Perceptions,
on the other hand, refer to people’s beliefs that derive from their experiences and interaction with a
programme or activity [47]. Xu et al. [43] argue that local people’s perceptions are related to costs
and benefits produced by PAs, their dependence on PA resources and their knowledge about PAs.
According to Nicholas et al. [48], groups within the same region may even differ in their perceptions
about the impacts of the same PA on them. Such differences in perception are mostly driven by
economic dependence on ecosystem services [49]. Parker et al. [7] argued that improving relationships
with local communities depends partly on identifying the perceived costs to the local communities and
mitigating them, as well as identifying the perceived benefits and maintaining or enhancing them.
This is in line with the argument of McNeely et al. [50] that local interest is dependent on the balance
between the sacrifices local communities make and the benefits they derive from PAs. According to
these authors, this interest often wanes when the opportunity costs of conservation far outweigh the
foregone development alternatives or traditional activities.

In a nutshell, the model of Meffe et al. [34], explained different levels of collaboration and advocated
for the ideal (win-win-win) solutions, where governance and management responsibility and authority
are shared among multiple stakeholders and where benefits that accrue are equitably distributed to
engender effective local collaboration. Though there were counter views to the collaborative model,
it is also important to note that PA governance regime, to a large extent, influences local perceptions
and attitudes towards PA management, which in turn is dependent on the economic and other benefits
that local people derive from the conservation initiative.

2. Materials and Methods

2.1. Site Description

The study area encompasses selected protected areas within the major ecological zones of
Ghana. The selected PA sites span the entire latitudinal landscape of the country from about latitude
5.0◦ N to about latitude 11.0◦ N. The ecological zones, which correspond with the climatic regime,
are characterized by a gradation of rainfall intensity from the north of the country to the south. Owusu
and Waylen [51], for instance, recorded 10-year average rainfall values for the savannah ecological zone
to the north as 1000 mm, the forest savannah ecotone in the mid portions as 1200 mm and the forest
zone to the south as 1600 mm. A total of eight PAs were selected across these zones to ensure a fair
representation of all the major zones. These include: Kakum National Park (Category II) and Atewa
Range Forest Reserve (Category VI) in the forest zone; Kogyae Strict Nature Reserve (Category IA),
Digya National Park (Category II) and Bui National Park (Category II) in the forest/savannah ecotone;
and Mole National Park (Category II) and Gbele Resource Reserve (Category IV) in the savannah
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zone (Figure 2). The categorization is based on the standard IUCN definition [3]. All these PAs were
established by a Legislative Instrument (LI 710, as amended) [52] and operate under a state-managed
governance regime. The Wildlife Division of the Ghana Forestry Service appoints staff who manage
the PAs, guided by comprehensive management plans, which are designed for each PA, based on the
management category of the PA, the PA priorities and the local context.Land 2020, 9, x FOR PEER REVIEW 6 of 20 

 
Figure 2. Map of Ghana and the Study Sites. 

The selection of the sites was also based on the fact that all of the sites contain species of 
significant conservation value and are major hubs for in-situ biodiversity conservation. It is also 
worth noting that all six of the PAs outside the forest zone are located within the Volta Basin in 
Ghana, which is a major agricultural zone in the country [53]. It is believed that if effectively 
managed, these PAs would contribute to microclimate enhancement in the basin and impact 
positively on crop production [54] and the health of streams that feed the Volta River. Another 
important attribute of the basin is its strategic importance to Volta reservoirs, which supply about 
50% of Ghana’s electricity needs through hydro-electric power generation. A well-managed PA 
system within the basin would, therefore, help in environmental resilience building [55] and stabilize 
the Volta Basin against total degradation, considering the level of human activities taking place in the 
basin.  

2.2. Method 

Data for this research were gathered using focus group discussions (FGD), in-depth interviews 
with stakeholders and on-site inspections. Eight protected areas were selected for the study, and for 

Figure 2. Map of Ghana and the Study Sites.

The selection of the sites was also based on the fact that all of the sites contain species of significant
conservation value and are major hubs for in-situ biodiversity conservation. It is also worth noting
that all six of the PAs outside the forest zone are located within the Volta Basin in Ghana, which is a
major agricultural zone in the country [53]. It is believed that if effectively managed, these PAs would
contribute to microclimate enhancement in the basin and impact positively on crop production [54]
and the health of streams that feed the Volta River. Another important attribute of the basin is its
strategic importance to Volta reservoirs, which supply about 50% of Ghana’s electricity needs through
hydro-electric power generation. A well-managed PA system within the basin would, therefore,
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help in environmental resilience building [55] and stabilize the Volta Basin against total degradation,
considering the level of human activities taking place in the basin.

2.2. Method

Data for this research were gathered using focus group discussions (FGD), in-depth interviews
with stakeholders and on-site inspections. Eight protected areas were selected for the study, and for
each PA, an average of five (5) focus group discussions were held in the local communities. Local
communities are here referred to as communities located within the neighborhood of the PAs whose
livelihoods may be impacted directly or indirectly by the PA. The term local communities is used in
this paper interchangeably with ‘neighbouring communities’ and ‘nearby communities.’

Table 1 shows the names of the PAs surveyed, the total number of neighbouring communities,
the number of FGDs held and the total number of participants across FGDs. Focus group discussions
were held in 45 communities. Out of a total of 630 discussants, 73% were males and 27% females.
Female participation was low because of cultural barriers in some of the communities, which do
not encourage women to share information with strangers when their husbands are around. In
several instances, separate discussions were organized for women to ensure their participation. The
skewed gender representation did not affect the results, as all the responses from both males and
females followed similar trends. The age of participants in the FGDs ranged between 17 and 95 years.
Each FGD was made up of between five (5) and 15 individuals. The selection of participants was
purposively done with the help of local opinion leaders to identify ‘normal’ residents who were of
sound mind and knowledgeable about the subject matter.

Table 1. Focus Group Discussions in Respective Protected areas (PAs).

Name of
PA

Area in
Km2

Total No. of Neighboring
Communities

No. of Com’ties where
FGDs Were Conducted

No. of
FGDs

No. of Discussants

Males Females Total

Atewa 2323.0 29 4 4 27 2 29
Bui 1821.0 37 5 5 49 22 71

Digya 3478.0 64 9 11 101 38 139
Gbele 546.9 20 5 6 59 27 86

Kakum 360.0 64 6 6 61 22 83
Kyabobo 399.0 7 5 5 54 15 69

Mole 4840.0 33 4 4 33 26 59
Kogyae 324.4 21 7 10 74 20 94
Totals 274 45 51 458 172 630

Source: Fieldwork, 2016.

The discussions centered on the degree of local knowledge related to the PAs, the perceived
relevance of PAs in the local context and the benefits derived from the PAs by local people. Issues
regarding land tenure and compensation and how these influenced the attitudes of local people towards
PA management were also discussed.

Individual in-depth interviews were conducted with 17 separate people made up of PA officials,
community leaders and opinion leaders such as Local Assembly members. Whereas the interviews
with the PA officials were to solicit information on the governance regime of the PAs, local collaboration
and threats to the PAs, the local leaders were engaged to seek information on issues of land tenure and
compensation, as well as their level of collaboration. In addition to the interviews, on-site inspections
with Tour Guards of the Wildlife Division were carried out. Observations made included evidence
of encroachment, disturbances by bush fires, evidence of crop raids by wild animals and land-use
patterns along the fringes of the PAs.

Secondary data was sourced from published and unpublished books, scientific journals, project
reports, workshop proceedings and Wildlife Division documented sources. These materials were
sourced from libraries, online resources, government offices and institutional repositories.
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In data analysis, percentage responses were arrived at by tallying the collective responses received
from 51 focus group discussions. Though the discussions covered several topical issues and individual
contributions were varied, the flexibility of the methodology allowed for collective group responses to
be tallied for each of the following issues:

1. main occupation of participants;
2. residential status;
3. benefits that community members derived from the PAs;
4. problems posed by PA establishment;
5. the likes and the dislikes of the communities with regard to PA management; and
6. the general community perceptions of protected areas.

For instance, on benefits, if there was a count of 21 out of the 51 groups listing tourism as a benefit,
then tourism was given a score of 41.11% (i.e., 21 ÷ 51 × 100). The percentage values were calculated in
this manner for each of the collective group responses, independent of each other.

3. Results

3.1. Livelihood Profile of Neighbouring Communities

The results of the field survey revealed that about 89% of respondents were primarily peasant
farmers, while 11% were engaged in other occupations, including inland fishing, petty trading, charcoal
production and local artisanal activities. Others combined occupations and engaged in activities
such as beekeeping, shea butter production, mostly by women in the savannah territories and small
livestock raising in almost all the households of the nearby communities.

Farm sizes within the communities were, on average, small ranging between 0.25 hectares and
2.0 hectares. A wide range of crops was cultivated, depending on the ecological zone. Table 2 shows
the dominant cash crops cultivated by PA neighboring communities.

Table 2. Dominant cash crops.

Protected Area Ecological Zone Dominant Cash Crops

Atewa RFR forest zone cocoa, oil palm, cassava, maize and plantain
Bui NP Forest-savannah ecotone yam, maize and cassava, cowpeas, millet

Digya NP Forest-savannah ecotone yam, maize and cassava
Gbele Savannah peanut, millet, sorghum and maize

Kakum NP forest cocoa, oil palm, citrus, maize and cassava
Kogyae SNR Forest-savannah ecotone yam, maize and cassava, peanuts and cowpeas

Kyabobo Forest-savannah ecotone Yam, maize, cassava, peanuts cowpeas
Mole Savannah millet, maize, sorghum and yam

3.2. Threats to PAs

Threats are generally activities of human or natural origin that cause significant damage to
PA resources, or are in serious conflict with the objectives of PA management [56]. Based on the
findings from selected PA officials interviewed, threats to PAs in the study area can be categorized
into underlying threats and proximate threats. The underlying threats were not directly visible or
perceptible, but invariably were the main root causes of challenges faced by the PAs. These, according to
our analysis, cut across all the PAs and linked to the socio-economic characteristics of the neighbouring
communities, as well as the governance regime of the PAs. The underlying threats identified included:
poverty in nearby communities, traditional land tenure system, a rapid rate of population growth and
the state-managed governance type of the PAs.

Most participants considered themselves poor, marginalized and deprived. They bolstered
their claim by alluding to the fact that as farmers, they lacked access to markets to sell their farm
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produce and therefore earn only meager incomes; they also lacked skills to find decent jobs outside
their communities as most of them have little or no formal education. There were obvious signs of
marginalization and deprivation among the people as basic amenities such as medical facilities, decent
housing, pipe-borne water, decent sanitation and electricity were lacking in most of the communities.

On land tenure, it was observed that apart from the state-acquired lands that were designated as
PAs, landholding was mainly by families, private individuals and community/clan heads. Government,
therefore, has no control over areas adjacent to the PAs and could not regulate activities that fueled PAs
isolation, such as farming and tree felling for fuel. Farm plots were visibly close to the PAs, leading to
crop raids by wildlife and a high incidence of human-wildlife conflicts. Another important observation
was that most of the communities visited (62%) were predominantly migrant communities from other
parts of Ghana, engaged in leased-hold farming arrangements with no long-term security over lands.
They could not, therefore, cultivate perennial cash crops such as cocoa, oil palm and cashew because of
tenure restrictions.

With regard to population growth, most participants agreed that populations had grown over
the years, and that community members no longer have access to uncultivated areas to expand their
farming activities. The fallow period for their farm plots has subsequently been reduced from five and
six years to only two years, or only one farming season currently. There were, therefore, appeals to
government to provide access to the PAs, where local farmers claimed the soils are more fertile.

The proximate threats, on the other hand, have a visible bearing on the PAs and directly affect the
structure, composition, and functioning of the PAs. These threats and their associated impacts are
mostly site-specific and presented in Table 3. The threats are ranked according to their weighting by PA
officials during interviews. Thus “6” represents the most severe threat to the PA while “1” represents
the least threat.

Adjacent land use, small-scale mining and poaching were reported as the most severe threats
followed by wildlife raids on farms, which affected local community support and required resources
for compensation, and bush burning. The least threat reported was cross-border activities. With
regard to individual protected areas, Atewa’s greatest threat was illegal small-scale mining within
and outside the reserve. The government of Ghana’s decision to mine bauxite from the PA under a
Chinese Synohydro deal tended to heighten this threat at the time of interviews. Adjacent land use
by neighbouring communities and agricultural encroachment ranked second and third respectively,
as most severe threats, while poaching was ranked as the least threat in Atewa. In the Bui National
Park, illegal gold mining ranked as the highest threat, followed by the incidence of rampant bush
burning, agricultural encroachment and conflicts between wildlife officials and some community
members. The situation in Kogyae was least expected, as the strict PA had existing settlements within
its boundaries. Adjacent land use followed as the second most severe threat in Kogyae, then annual
bush burning and poaching. In the case of Mole National Park, the most severe threat was other
forms of land use, notably farming and livestock grazing close to the PA, which tends to make the PAs
isolated and increases their vulnerability. This was followed by wildlife poaching and elephants’ raids
on farms (Table 3). In Gbele Resource Reserve, group hunting, which could involve over 50 hunters
at a time, was noted as a real threat particular to the Roan Antelope population. As detailed in the
table, other protected areas had their respective threats, but it was observed that the differences in
the severity of threats among the PAs were the result of differences in socio-economic and cultural
circumstances of the neighbouring communities.

Further analysis of threats facing the PAs, as illustrated in Figure 3, indicates that adjacent landuse
had a total score of 35, being the most serious threat, followed by poaching with a score of 25 and
annual bush burning, which scored 21. Illegal small-scale mining and conflicts between PA officials
and community members were also noted as threats, with cross border issues involving nationals from
neighboring countries and cattle grazing noted as the least serious of the threats.
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Table 3. Ranking of Proximate Threats to Protected Areas.

Threat
Ranking

Protected Areas and Respective Threats

Atewa Range
Forest Reserve Bui National Park Digya National

Park
Gbele Resource

Reserve
Kakum National

Park
Kyabobo National

Park
Kogyae Strict

Nature Reserve
Mole National

Park

6 Mining 1 Illegal small-scale
gold mining Illegal entry 2 Poaching Adjacent landuse Adjacent landuse Settlements

inside the PA
Adjacent
landuse

5 Adjacent
landuse

Community/wildlife
officials’ conflict Bush burning Annual bush

burning Elephant raids Poaching Adjacent
landuse Poaching

4 Agricultural
encroachment

Annual bush
burning

Agricultural
encroachment

Adjacent
landuse Poaching Community/wildlife

officials’ conflict
Annual

bushfires Elephant raids

3 Logging Adjacent landuse Community/wildlife
officials’ conflict

Settlements 3

inside the PA
Logging Wildlife raids on

farms Poaching Annual bush
burning

2 Poaching Settlements inside
the PA Cattle grazing Cross border

issues
Community/wildlife

officials’ conflict
Non-payment of land

compensation
Wildlife raids

on farms
1 Cross border issues Elephant raids Cross border issues

Source: Interviews with PA Managers and Administrator, 2016. 1 Illegal small-scale gold mining and government’s desire to mine bauxite from the reserve. 2 This includes the establishment
of settlements inside the PA. 3 The settlers have accepted to be resettled by March 2020.
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Figure 3. Analysis of Threats Facing Neighboring Communities of Protected Areas.

The threat situation from the results and analysis indicate that livelihood issues constitute the
biggest threat to PAs in developing economies such as Ghana. It is evident that the underlying
causes of these livelihood issues (or proximate threats) are poverty, the traditional landholding system,
surging populations in nearby communities and absolute state control over protected areas, as revealed
during fieldwork.

3.3. Influence of Governance on Management Effectiveness

Neighbouring community members complained bitterly about the highhandedness of PA officials
and how petty offenses were criminalized. Some of the FGD participants vowed never to cooperate with
the officials in the management of the sites because of these tensions and because they derived no real
benefits. This situation posed a significant drawback for the collaborative management of these areas.
Several instances of conflicts between PA officials and local community members were cited during
the interviews. Digya National Park management, for instance, had, on several occasions, resorted to
forced evictions of squatters from the park, the last one being in 2005 when nine squatters reportedly
lost their lives on the Volta Lake through a boat accident. People from Kruwa, a neighboring farming
community to Kakum National Park, had seriously resented the PA officials due to incessant crop
raids by wildlife on their farms. The Shari community bordering Kyabobo National Park reportedly
gunned down a PA official in 2003 while he was on patrol duties, as well as other instances of PA
officials turning their arms on poachers, such as the case in Banda Nkwanta in Bui National Park in
2004, have all been documented [57]. Thus, in general terms, the relationship between PA officials and
community members was largely not very cordial, partly because the state governance regime failed to
recognize and collaborate with neighbouring communities. During one of the FDGs, a 22-year-old
farmer in a village near Kogyae Strict Nature Reserve had this to say:

“Wildlife guards sometimes posed as friends to us, to the extent of begging us for food. They are,
however, very highhanded on us whenever we kill animals that stray into our farms. When arrested,
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they usually tied our hands with ropes and gave us several lashes of cane before we were released.”
(Fieldwork, 2016).

The Wildlife Division is, however, making frantic efforts to increase community education
to improve their relationship with local communities. In Kakum, Mole and Kyabobo National
Parks, community collaborative units such as Community Development Unit (CDU), Protected Area
Management Advisory Units (PAMAUS), Protected Area Management Advisory Board (PAMAB)
and Community Resource Management Areas (CREMAs) are being established to enhance effective
communication between local people and PA officials. Unfortunately, investigations during field
interviews suggested that such collaborative schemes are only successful when supported by
donor funding.

The analysis from the FGDs and interviews suggest that the governance regime of the protected
areas is a major determinant of the level of local support for the PAs. In the case of formal PAs such as
national parks and resource reserves, which are exclusively under state control, local participation
becomes very limited as the state establishes units within the Wildlife Division such as law enforcement
units, patrol units and camps for PA officers, all with the aim of excluding the local people without
regard to the IUCN’s PA management categories, some of which allowed human activities on a limited
scale. This, more often than not, negatively influences local perceptions and attitudes.

3.4. Benefits Derived by Local People from Establishment of Protected Areas

Collective responses received from participants at the 51 FDGs showed that 76% of the communities
claimed they derived some benefits from the establishment of the PA, while 24% claimed they did
not. It should, however, be noted that the apparent high percentage value scored as benefits is
only relevant to the local communities if those benefits help in the enhancement of their economic
livelihood conditions. Further analysis of the benefits revealed that those who derived benefit from
bush meat scored the highest percentage of 52%, followed by employment benefits 45%, enhancement
of micro-climate 42%, and the satisfaction derived from seeing wildlife species 40% (Figure 4). Benefits
which scored 30% and below were tourism, sustainable fishing along the Volta lakeshores, the bequest
value of the PAs, support for alternative livelihood activities, spiritual satisfaction and access to
non-timber forest products (NTFPs).
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Participants who claimed they benefited from tourism explained that though they derived no
economic benefits, they felt delighted seeing tourists in their communities. A few lakeshore community
members in Digya National Park enclave bordering the Volta Lake claimed that they derived benefits
from sustainable fishing by virtue of the high productivity experienced near portions of the lake under
protection. In Kyabobo, some community members claimed they benefited from donor-supported
alternative livelihood activities such as beekeeping and oil palm nursery establishment in the recent past.
The benefits derived from a PA tend to shape one’s perception and attitude towards that establishment,
but this is also dependent on the governance regime of the PA. So in a situation where absolute state
control is exercised, local benefits may not meet general expectations to resolve livelihood challenges.

3.5. Problems Imposed by PA Establishment on Neighbouring Communities

Most of the local communities living close to PAs felt either disadvantaged or considered the
establishment of the PA as being a problem to them. From the findings, the most serious problem listed,
with a score of 60%, was crop raids by wild animals from the reserves (Figure 5). This was followed
by a lack of access to bushmeat (35%) and highhandedness on the part of PA officials (30%). Other
problems enumerated included loss of fishing grounds with regard to those along the lakeshores, lack
of access to NTFPs, restricted access to mineral deposits in Bui and Atewa, and loss of fertile lands.
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Wildlife raids on farms were one of the major problems faced by the neighbouring communities
from their perspective. Elephant raids, in particular, were reportedly very devastating and most
common in the vicinities of Kakum, Mole and the southern fringes of Digya. Other animals such as
rodents, primates and angulates were reported to cause serious havoc to farm crops, which was a
major source of conflict between PA officials and local communities.

When these results are compared to the analysis of threats, an interesting observation was made.
The two most severe threats from the point of view of PA managers and administrators were adjacent
land use and poaching. At the same time, the two highest-ranking problems, as reported by the local
communities, were crop devastation by wildlife and lack of access to bushmeat. These two pairs of
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issues mirror each other. Indeed, it was noted that areas bordering the PAs were either communal lands
or belonged to individual families. These adjacent lands were mostly under farming, and these farms
get exposed to raids by wildlife from the PAs. Farmers’ reaction to wildlife raids was mostly poaching,
which unfortunately is illegal, thus bringing the communities into conflict with PA officials. From the
point of view of the administrators, therefore, poaching was a serious threat, while local communities
regarded their restricted access to bushmeat as a serious problem. Under such circumstances, local
perceptions and attitudes would be that of resentment and/or passivity.

3.6. Community Perception of the Establishment of PAs

Based on the responses received on benefits derived from, and problems imposed by the PAs on
the communities, the question was posed as to the extent to which neighboring communities supported
the establishment of the PAs. From the responses, 50% claimed they supported the PA concept, while
35% claimed they did not support the concept. The remaining 15% remained indifferent.

Out of the total percentage which did not support the establishment of PAs, 86% responded that
crop destruction by wild animals was a problem for them. Again, 79% of the groups that dislike the
idea of PA establishment claimed that PA officials had manhandled them or their relations. Within the
same group who dislike the PA concept, 57% reported reduced farm sizes as the reason for this view.
A further 23% of those who did not support the PA establishment expressed intense hatred towards PA
officials. All communities whose farms were raided by elephants were emphatic that they dislike the
concept of PA establishment. These communities constituted 36% of the total number of groups that
disliked PA establishment. Table 4 is a summary of the above analysis showing a comparison between
the percentage of respondents who disliked the PA concept and those who supported it.

Table 4. Problems Imposed by PA Establishment and Community Attitudes towards PA Establishment.

Problems Imposed by PA Establishment Percentage of Those Who
Dislike PA Establishment

Percentage of Those Who
Accept PA Establishment

Crop destruction by animals 86% 65%
Frequent manhandling by WD officials 79% 15%

Reduced land size 57% 60%

All the groups that accepted the PA establishment claimed they had received some education
from PA officials, who explained to them the reasons for the PA establishment. They indicated
their willingness to serve as informants against poaching, especially by strangers, and as firefighting
volunteers when motivated to do so.

It is clear from the results that the state-management PA governance type, which dominates much
of Ghana’s conservation landscape, operates where enforcement and regulation dictate decision-making
and, in a way, tends to exclude the local people. There is, therefore, little local community collaboration
in the state-managed PAs system, which contravenes the multi-stakeholder approach needed for
conservation success. Furthermore, the system of land tenure where individual land rights prevail
does not make landscape management a feasible option, so long as land remains a major source of
livelihood in sub-Saharan countries such as Ghana.

4. Discussion

The findings showed that poverty in nearby communities, land tenure issues, increasing human
populations and the system of PA governance were the main underlying issues that are fueling
the myriads of challenges faced by PAs in Ghana. As indicated in the findings, indicators such as
non-availability of medical facilities, quality education, decent housing, pipe-borne water, proper
sanitation and electricity are lacking in most of the study communities. This lack of essential services
is reflected in a poverty index of 0.261 for rural Ghana [58], which directly applies to most of the
neighboring communities studied. This finding concurs with some earlier works, for example, Ayivor
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et al. [59], which ranked poverty in nearby communities as the most serious threat facing PAs in
Ghana. This situation supports the views expressed in the broader conservation literature that PAs
do not reduce poverty in nearby communities since the primary objective of their establishment
is not human-centered, but to conserve biological diversity [18,28]. Tackling this issue requires
multi-stakeholder collaboration, such as support from development agencies and the private sector,
to promote pro-poor livelihood programs aimed at reducing poverty in these areas and household
reliance on local natural resources.

On human population growth, the main issue of concern is not the national annual growth rate
of 2.2% [60], but the fact that 89% of the neighboring communities were farmers who depended on
limited land space for livelihood. Thus, any increase in population puts more pressure on the PAs
through adjacent land-use. This is noteworthy, as the expansion in individual farms that share borders
with the PAs can result in PA isolation in the absence of matrix-based conservation. Since most of the
PA sizes are small, wildlife with a wide range, such as the elephant, invade farms within their range,
resulting in farmer-wildlife conflict [57]. Studies in Cameroon, for instance, indicated that elephant
raids accounted for about 70% loss of family production [61]. Several studies have shown that when
neighboring communities are forced to absorb the costs of living with wildlife, local collaboration in
PA management may be seriously undermined [10,62,63]. The results of this assessment showed that
86% of those who had experienced crop raids by wildlife, including elephants, claimed that they did
not support the PA concept. As Naughton et al. [64] noted, human-wildlife conflicts remain a major
obstacle to community support for conservation. This requires the establishment of another form of
a compensation system, besides the existing land compensation, to appease those whose farms are
raided by elephants in particular. Ogra and Badola [63] conceptualized this type of compensation as
being more closely based on ground-level realities, which implies that farmers whose crops are raided
by wildlife should be compensated anytime such raids occur.

The governance type prevailing in all the PAs studied is the state-managed type in which decision
making is centralized and the approach largely “exclusive.” This approach, as earlier noted, puts a
higher premium on ecological considerations than local community welfare. Meffe et al. [34] referred
to this approach as regulatory enforcement and regulation dictating decision-making. The forced
eviction of settlers from Digya National Park by PA officials because their activities did not promote
the ecological integrity of the park is an outcome of such a state-controlled governance type [57].
According to Cernea and Schmidt–Soltau [65], who based their argument on the “Impoverishment
Risks and Reconstruction Model,” if PAs achieve additional degrees of conservation, part of the cost is
paid in the coin of additional impoverishment for the people violently uprooted from their habitat and
not resettled. Thus, operating only within the “ecological and institutional context” [34] would result
in poverty in nearby communities. This is the likely reason why about 50% of the local communities
did not support the concept of PA establishment and would not collaborate in their management.

With regard to socio-economic benefits, a closer look at three out of the four listed benefits that
had scores of at least 40% (i.e., microclimate enhancement, knowledge of wild animals and benefits
from bushmeat), clearly shows that in real terms, two were intangible benefits. More so, benefits
from bushmeat were illegitimate because the activity was illegal, and people caught engaging in
it were criminalized and punished. The issue of high handedness by PA officials on PA offenders,
however, tends to undermine the spirit of collaboration. According to Stern [66], such people who
feel unwanted will do everything to outwit PA officials whom they consider as “police.” Concerning
employment benefits, which scored relatively high, the real situation observed was that most of the
local beneficiaries were only engaged seasonally as casual laborers to clear boundary lines, or to serve
as tour guards, and earned only meager wages. It should be noted that in protected area management
within the Africa context, any small percentage number of people that oppose PA establishment may
have more than proportionate repercussions on PA goals and objectives. For instance, it takes only one
or two people to initiate bush fires in a PA, which generally causes serious havoc to wildlife on an
annual basis. This was the experience of Digya National Park and Gbele Resource Reserve (Table 3),
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where the perpetrators were never identified. Furthermore, in Gbele Resource Reserve, where group
hunting was observed as a serious threat, it takes less than 10% of the population to perpetrate this act,
but the impacts are grievous.

The research suggests that nature conservation, mainly where governance is vested in the state,
does not bring enough economic benefits to local people and may result in conflicts because giving
access to the local people to exploit the economic resources of the PA is seen to compromise the
ecological integrity of the ecosystem being protected. However, since poverty levels are high in the
neighbouring communities as evident in the findings, the communities placed a greater premium on
economic benefits than other benefits and, thus, not appreciative of intangible benefits since these did
not enhance their economic livelihood conditions. As a solution, Meffe et al. [34], suggested meeting the
interest of multiple stakeholders by operating within the converging point of “socio-economic context”
and “institutional context,” which they referred to as “win-win-win” partnerships. This converging
point represents collaborative management in which stakeholders of the economic context, ecological
context and institutional context combine their interests in the management of the protected areas
such that none of the three becomes unduly disadvantaged. Such collaboration would assure the local
communities that their rights are respected and would thus, engender their support for the effective
management of the protected areas.

5. Conclusions

It is obvious from the discussion that the state-managed PA governance regime does not meet
local livelihood needs and is, therefore, perceived by most local communities as an initiative by
governments to conserve nature for the benefit of the state. The governance regime, thus, fails to
address poverty in nearby communities and tends to ignore fundamental problems that confront the
local people such as human-wildlife conflicts. The regime has instead fueled antagonistic relationships
between the communities and PA officials, resulting in highhandedness on the part of officials and
criminalization of livelihood-related offences that are committed by the local people. This implies
that PA officials will continue to regard local community members as intruders rather than partners
because the governance regime does not engender true local collaboration. Promotion of co-managed
protected areas is an option that would enhance community ownership and ensure better collaboration
and greater success in nature conservation. Furthermore, for the state-controlled areas to be effectively
managed, every effort must be made to positively influence local perceptions and attitudes towards
behavioral change by promoting collaborative partnerships among the local people and all other interest
groups. The promotion of village committees such as the Community Resource Management Area
(CREMA) concept, which is an initiative instituted by the Ghana Forestry Commission, provides local
people with an open forum to discuss issues, ask questions, and recommend their own prescriptions.
This initiative has started receiving recognition and, therefore, is being implemented in some of
Ghana’s state-managed PAs. It is further recommended that PA officials need to solicit donor support
or additional funding from their governments to promote local collaboration and alternative livelihood
activities, which comes at a high cost. This study also recommends a new system of compensation that
is oriented towards permanent job creation through development interventions in the neighboring
communities to empower the local people economically to help alleviate poverty in these communities.
There is also the need to consider integrated landscape management as an option where wildlife will
be protected not only in designated reserves but within the entire landscape through multi-stakeholder
engagement. Effective use of the landscape in a manner that optimizes yields such as agricultural
intensification can also reduce pressure on PAs.
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