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Abstract

Empirical evidence confirms the role of local institutions in natural resource manage-
ment in Sub-Saharan Africa (SSA). While their exact actions in this aspect is important,
even more pertinent is the way these institutions can be rekindled in the midst of see-
mingly weak formal structures to support resource management processes. Using empiri-
cal case studies from 8 SSA countries, complemented by field-based experience on local
institutional dynamics, we analyse local institutions with a view to reposition them in
resource management. Our analysis suggests that in repositioning local institutions, at-
tention should be given to local institutional capacity, regulatory frameworks, institu-
tional performance and transplantation.

JEL Codes: D02, Q20

1. Introduction

There is substantial evidence buttressing the fact that sustainable resource
management systems prevailed among indigenous African people before the
arrival of European colonists (Galanter 1981; DeGeorges and Reilly 2009; Tem
2016). Traditional institutions such as kings, chiefs, headmen and healers
played an important role in regulating and monitoring the extraction and use of
natural resources. For instance, the royal hunting preserves of the amaZulu and
amaSwati people, and the kgotla system of land management practiced by the
Batswana people (Ghai 1992; Fabricius 2004). Although natural resources
formed an integral part of African livelihoods, efforts to promote natural re-
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source management as a rural development strategy are still considered to be
fairly recent. Increasing concerns by international development agencies and
governments on natural resource management arose mainly from a widespread
assumption that the rural poor are exerting unsustainable pressure on their natu-
ral environment. It was therefore argued that improved institutions1 and prac-
tices could lead to an improvement in natural resource management thereby
reducing environmental degradation (Fabricius and Koch 2004).

The consistent debate on the topic of decentralization led to a greater rec-
ognition and appreciation of the relevance of local knowledge and institutions
in natural resource management. This recognition was precipitated by a number
of issues to include the increasing realization by governments that they lack the
capacity to single-handedly manage resources, and the romantic belief that lo-
cal communities through their institutions have been able to live in harmony
with their resources prior to colonialism (Ghai 1992; Buchenrieder and Balgah
2013). The application of instruments of decentralization in natural resources
management is seen as a better way to accommodate diverse interests of people
at the local level in the process of making resource management sustainable.
This is largely due to the fact that it guides policy makers in deciding the appro-
priate measures for decentralizing natural resources management in most devel-
oping countries (Agrawal and Gupta 2005; Andersson et al. 2006).

The role that institutions can potentially play in the sustainable governance
and management of natural resources has been widely recognized in the topical
literature for more than half a century now; institutions support sustainable
natural resource management (Hardin 1968; Hayami and Ruttan 1985; Ostrom
1990; Ostrom 2005; Hagedorn 2015), which, in turn, contributes to the devel-
opment process of societies (Silberberger and Koeniger 2016). Institutions are
the rules of the game in a society or, more formally, they are the humanly de-
vised constraints that shape human interaction (North 1990). They are the ‘peo-
ple and the patterns of regular, repetitive interactions among them that trans-
form inputs into outputs’ (Ostrom et al. 1993). Institutions are equally viewed
as the arrangements that structure the political, economic and social interaction
among its members with their main aim being to reduce uncertainties that result
from incomplete information due to information asymmetries and transaction
costs (North 1990; Silberberger and Koeniger 2016). Leach et al. (1997) con-
sider institutions as regularized patterns of behaviour based on rules in use.
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1 Institutions are defined along North (1990) as the formal and informal rules that
facilitate co-ordination among people by helping them form expectations. They function
as constraints that shape human interaction and the enforcement characteristics of these
constraints. Institutions provide a set of working rules determining who is eligible for
decision making in some setting, what actions are allowed or constrained, which aggre-
gation rules and procedures must be followed and what payoffs (and sanctions) will be
assigned to individuals based on their interactions (Ostrom 1990).
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There is no gain saying that building sustainable institutions is a necessary
condition for sustainable natural resource management. Sustainability in this
respect is viewed as societies’ compromise between institutions that integrate
individual actors’ decisions in a wider system, holding them fully responsible
for more or less all of the effects of their choices and those institutions that
partly free individual decision makers from parts of such responsibilities (Ha-
gedorn 2015). This explains why achieving sustainability has become an issue
of institutional change and institutional innovation – a process that will most
likely lead to a higher degree of institutional diversity (Ostrom 2005) and to
more complex governance structures (McGinis 2002). This assertion holds true
because interactions between ecological and social systems (often also includ-
ing technical systems), are complex and to a large extent unknown.

Local institutions have long been perceived as having local legitimacy in
natural resource management, although the extent of their integration with cen-
tralized institutions remain a subject of much debate. Local governance institu-
tions support the maintenance and strengthening of local capacity for dialogue
and negotiation – this represents an essential prerequisite for the sustainability
of resource use practices, rural livelihoods and local peace (Hilhorst 2008).
These institutions used to be effective in exercising authority over access to
and use of natural resources, and in conflict resolution. This scenario is best
presented through perspectives on the community as ‘shared understanding’
and the community as ‘a social organization.’ As shared understanding, local
communities through their institutions are viewed as organic units, in which
members have common ties, interests and beliefs, with a propensity to act col-
lectively that dispels alienation. As a social organization, it refers to a different
set of attributes; a common and stable territorial location, stable membership
and regular interaction over a range of issues (Agrawal 1999; Baumann et al.
2003). Their relevance is argued on the basis that local institutions shape col-
lective interests and so align divergent interests, beliefs and identities based on
caste, class, gender and religion (Agrawal 1999; Baumann et al. 2003). In addi-
tion, livelihood productivity and sustainability in rural communities depend on
the state of the environment and on the institutions that govern access and man-
agement of natural resources (Department Environment and Water 2006). Local
institutions are equally advantageous as they define access and management of
natural resources and in sanctioning trespassers. This is reflected upon key as-
pects of governance such as the quality of decision-making processes, the ex-
ercise of power, and the functioning of accountability mechanisms (Hilhorst
2008). In emphasizing the role of local institutions, Dixon and Wood (2007)
contend that local institutions are dynamic, flexible, and responsive to societal
and environmental change; they are therefore more efficient in promoting sus-
tainability. Local institutions form a store for indigenous knowledge and be-
liefs, and they have the potential to effectively link service providers and local
communities in the natural resource management process. These institutions
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could equally play an effective role in engaging the energies and social rela-
tions of citizens and in increasing the willingness of the citizenry to engage in
natural resource management (Heltberg 2001). Local community members
know each other better and exhibit a good sense of belonging. This provides
opportunities for cooperation and collective action in natural resource manage-
ment on a self-ruling and self-sufficient basis (Meliyo et al. 2006; Ramakrish-
nan 2004).

Despite these advantages, local institutional relevance has been undermined.
The destabilization of these institutions could be traced from colonial times and
this continued after independence. The destabilization is largely a reflection of
the growing power of the central state, the expansion of statutory law, and
changing social relations and new markets. Furthermore, the emergence of new
resource management actors represents a dilemma for local institutions on how
to deal with them. The emergence of new actors perhaps either led to the pro-
motion of corruption in local institutions or ignores local decisions over centra-
lized institutions (Hilhorst 2008). This is conspicuous in cases where centra-
lized institutions portray a lack of transparency (Hilhorst 2008). It is further
argued that local institutions are problematic as they contribute to the multipli-
city of arbitrating authorities in rural areas – this could potentially contribute to
poor coordination and even competition.

Following Garett Hardin’s (1968) article on the tragedy of the commons and
its further expansion into the prisoner’s dilemma, degradation has often been
envisaged as a probable rational outcome whenever individuals use a scarce
natural resource in common (Hardin 1968; Harsanyi and Selten 1988; Ostrom
1990). These models called for a leviathan: a strong personality that should
enforce the management of common property resources. To avoid the tragedy
of the commons, it was suggested to use force, so that the change required to
sustain natural resources might be achieved. This coercive force to be imposed
by a leviathan should be outside individual psyches, and is a precondition to
avoid ruin from an overcrowded world (Hardin 1978; Hobbes 2006). From the
Hagedornian (2008) perspective, this will entail the dominance of rules moni-
tored and implemented within formal governance structures (such as relevant
state ministries). In other words, if resources are to be successfully managed
for present and future generations, they should be overseen by formal govern-
ance structures. Based on self-interested behavior, ruin will be expected on the
commons as individuals irrationally appropriate resource units for personal
gain. In fact, self-interest will not lead to the achievement of common goals,
unless a special device (Leviathan) insures that individuals act towards the
common or group interest (Hardin 1968). This conceptualization probably ex-
plains why the tragedy of the commons and the prisoner models have been
used not only to explain the failure of community based resource management,
but also the evolution from community based resource management to state
imposed protected area management, which was very common in developing
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countries around the 1960s and 70s (Inamdar et al. 1999; Balgah and Buchen-
rieder 2013). Little or no attention was directed towards a possible theory of
self-organization, self-governance and collective action, grounded in the con-
ception that interest in the consistency of economic returns is a key motivation
for effective self-organization for the sustainable management of the commons
(Ostrom 1990).

The large failure of state-based protection of natural resources in Africa sti-
mulated re-thinking. The theory of collective action was then proposed as an
alternative model. The fundamental tenet of this theory is that collective action
does not naturally lead to degradation. In fact, if people will use a resource in
common, and if they believe they will be better off by sustainably managing
the resource base, then they are likely to collectively act in order to reap these
benefits in the longest possible time, even if they are rational and self-interested
(Ostrom 1990). This alternative approach calls for a theory of self-organization
and self-governance (ibid.). The premise is that communities can organize
themselves to supply adequate institutions that regulate and monitor the actions
of members and enforce sanctions, in order to sustain a resource base and avoid
adverse outcomes. This thinking was supported by Coase’s (1960) contention
that bargaining will always lead to a more efficient solution. This clearly devi-
ates from the theories of the firm and state that undermines the logic of the
tragedy of the commons and the prisoner’s dilemma.

The failure of the “Leviathan approach” rekindled interest in the role of com-
munity based institutions in enhancing sustainable natural resource manage-
ment in Africa. This approach did not yield the intended benefits especially for
local communities that depend on natural resources. This article succinctly re-
views the experiences that have emerged in this domain in sub-Saharan Africa.
A special empirical interest is placed on the role that local, community based
institutions in this region have played in enhancing the double goals of sustain-
ing the resource base and the livelihoods of embedded communities.

This paper is organized in five sections. After the introduction which concep-
tualizes institutions and sustainable natural resource management, section two
presents the methodology which largely centered on the careful selection of
relevant literature which provides adequate insights on ways to reposition local
institutions and on previous field experiences gained by the authors as institu-
tional capacity assessment and capacity building consultants with WWF Ca-
meroon and her partner Civil Society organizations in a number of National
park communities between 2012 and 2016. In section three, focus is on empiri-
cal case studies on institutions and natural resource management with focus on
Kenya, Tanzania, Ghana, Uganda, South Africa, Zimbabwe, Ethiopia and Ca-
meroon. The key aspects identified in the empirical case studies provide insight
into the identification of local resource management gaps which represents sec-
tion four of the paper. In section five, we draw conclusions based on the pre-
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vious analysis and also suggest a way forward to reposition local institutions in
resource management.

2. Methodology

This study reviews existing literature on natural resource management using
empirical case studies from some countries in Sub Saharan Africa such as Ken-
ya, Uganda, Ghana, Ethiopia, Tanzania, Zimbabwe, South Africa and Came-
roon. Taking into consideration the diversity of existing literature on institu-
tions and resource management, the review of literature for this paper focused
on scientific works which provide facts that can spur up reflections on the way
forward in repositioning local institutions for sustainable natural resource man-
agement.

The review focuses on the typology and analysis of institutions in natural
resource management, and their experiences in strengthening grassroots institu-
tions. A distinction is made between the terms ‘institution’ and ‘organization.’
While organizations refer to groups of individuals who are bound together by
some common purpose to achieve objectives, institutions form the framework
upon which organizations are based (Hagedorn 2008). Many institutions are
very durable, have inertia and robustness (Putnam 1993). Institutions are
equally embedded in governance structures (such as contracts, bureaucracy,
cooperation or markets) that make them effective. Under this constellation, one
distinguishes formal institutions (such as rules, laws and constitutions) and in-
formal ones (e.g. norms of behavior and self-imposed codes of conduct). In real
life, it is possible to identify interactions and hybrids involving both formal and
informal institutions in the management of resource systems. Institutions and
their governance structures are therefore crucial determinants to the level of
commitment, conformance and therefore sustainability of natural resource sys-
tems (Hagedorn 2008). In his analysis on the special traits of institutions that
bring about sustainability, Hagedorn (2008 and 2015) employed the Institutions
of Sustainability (IoS) framework, which structures sustainability analytically
according to four main categories, namely, transactions, actors, institutions and
governance structures. The author argues that the sustainability question rests
on the need to balance two sorts of costs actors may face while being con-
strained by institutions – (i) costs from the integrative effects of institutions on
individual decision making, and (ii) costs from the segregative effect of institu-
tions. Integrative institutions relate to rules that make decision makers eligible
for the beneficial effects they cause and hold them liable for adverse effects in
resource management decisions. Segregative institutions deviate from this logic
such that decision makers forego some benefits and are exempted from some
adverse effects in resource management decisions. Consequently, the trade-off
between integrative and segregative institutional costs defines the sphere of
sustainability (Hagedorn 2015).
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Perhaps, it is necessary to agree with previous scholars at this juncture that
definitions and distinctions of institutions vary across disciplines and research
experiences. In this study, institutions refer to locally organized social struc-
tures that use complexes of norms and behaviors that persist over time by serv
ing collectively valued purposes and either prohibit or permit specific types of
actions. They are responsive to livelihood opportunities and represent key
channels of local level support in natural resource management. Institutions are
often classified based on functionality and the services they offer such as mar-
ket efficiency, claims / lobbying and pro bono functions (Thorp et al., 2005).

Unprepared and seemingly weak local institutions have the herculean tasks
of engendering local natural resource management which is met with limited
success. This is particularly crucial for local communities that depend on natu-
ral resources for sustenance. Focus therefore remains on how to identify miss-
ing links and seek ways of repositioning local institutions in livelihood suste-
nance and resource management in Africa. Drawing cases from local non-state
institutions such as NGOs, cooperatives, community based organizations and
village forest management committees which remain major actors in natural
resource management, this paper undertakes an analysis of their hitherto local
institutional approaches to achieve these targets, their capacities and levels of
collaboration with other actors. Furthermore, the paper highlights the potentials
to reposition such institutional arrangements for sustainable natural resource
management in sub-Saharan Africa.

The review in this study is narrowed down to articles on forest, water and
land, which are vital resources in Sub-Saharan Africa. Personal field experi-
ences gained by the authors as local institutional capacity assessment and capa-
city building consultants with WWF Cameroon and her partner Civil Society
organizations and conservation cooperatives in a number of national park com-
munities in Cameroon between 2012 and 2016 have been employed to enrich
the paper. During such consultancy exercises, the authors employed Participa-
tory Rural Appraisal (PRA) tools such as focused group discussions and inter-
views with key informants (group leaders, members, other forest stakeholders)
to gather information from over 70 local organizations and their role in forest
resource management. Our field based experience in the technical and institu-
tional capacity assessment of community based organizations and civil society
organizations with respect to their role in resource management are invaluable
in this paper. The reviewed data and field experience provided adequate infor-
mation for analysis. The analysis is content in an approach focusing on key
aspects, such as the nature of local institutions, institutional capacity, the regu-
latory framework and access to information for local institutions, institutional
performance and transplantation. These aspects were judged to be crucial in the
repositioning of local institutions for sustainable natural resource management
within the Sub-Sahara African context.
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3. The Environmental Entitlements Approach

The entitlements approach is the analysis of effective legitimate control over
natural resources, and its various channels and determinants, including atten-
tion to the rules and institutions that control access, and to the distinctive posi-
tions and vulnerabilities of resource users (Gasper 1993). Entitlements are con-
sidered as social, political and economic processes that institutionalize resource
rights, access and distribution in ways that are often path-dependent; this cre-
ates differentiated access and control over resources within communities (Gold-
man and Riosmena 2013). Entitlement examination assists in the provision of
insights on how people gain divergent entitlements from their initial endow-
ments to improve on their well-being. In this regard, multi-level governance
institutions shape household entitlements to natural resources (Gupta et al.
2010). However, the inadequacy of entitlement approaches has been raised
with respect to relationships between individuals and resources which are
mediated by non-market and / or informal institutions. This lacunae suggests
due recognition of the importance of non-informal institutions in determining
entitlements (Devereux 2001). The environmental entitlements framework has
been successfully used to examine gender relations and co-management of
natural resources, land rights and forest resources, institutional empowerment
and forest devolution (Orchard et al. 2015).

The entitlement analysis was first proposed by Amartya Sen (1981) in his
attempt to explain the ironical phenomenon of want in the midst of plenty – a
product of the collapse in their means of command over food. Entitlements are
viewed descriptively in this case. The term does not refer to people’s rights in a
normative sense, but on the range of possibilities that people can have. Sen
considered entitlements to represent the set of alternative commodity bundles
that a person can command in a society using the totality of rights and oppor-
tunities that he or she faces (Sen 1984). Entitlements arise through a process of
mapping, whereby endowments (a person’s initial ownership of land or labor
power for instance), are transformed into a set of entitlements. Entitlement
mapping is “the relation that specifies the set of exchange entitlements for each
ownership bundle’’ (Sen 1981, 3). Such entitlement relations may be based on
processes as production, own-labor, trade, inheritance or transfer. Sen’s concern
was therefore to examine how different people gain entitlements from their en-
dowments and so improve their well-being or capabilities. It represents a de-
scriptive approach which provides an understanding of how, under a given le-
gal setting, people do or do not survive (Sen 1984). The approach has been
further extended by different scholars.

For instance, the framework proposed by Leach et al. (1997) is used to en-
hance a proper understanding of how people gain access to natural resources. It
is considered as a generalized theory of access to natural resources called ‘envi-
ronmental entitlements’ (Figure 1). The theory contends that local people are
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constantly in search of power and control (entitlements) over natural resources
in order to attain other end goals. At any point in time, resource management
initiatives can only claim to work if the main role players have acquired specif-
ic capabilities through effectively using natural resources. Secondly, the un-
tapped ecosystem’s goods and services (populations of plants and animals,
abiotic resources, habitats and ecosystems) in an area become useful through
the impact of transforming structures or institutions (Leach et al. 1997). These
mechanisms (structural and institutional transformation) serve as catalysts that
convert ecosystem goods and services from resources with potential benefits to
resources over which local people have rights and which they can put to use
(called ‘endowments’) (Leach et al. 1997).

Figure 1: The Environmental Entitlements Approach (Leach et al. 1997)
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These transforming structures and institutions are of particular relevance be-
cause they represent the main driving forces that determine whether ecosystems
can become useful to communities as commodities over which they have
rights, and assets of benefits over which they have effective command and con-
trol. At any point in time, the key criterion for success is whether local people
have attained their goals and increased their capabilities (ibid.).

4. Empirical Case Studies

This section discusses some documented case studies on how local institu-
tions have been involved in the sustainable management of natural resources in
Africa. It does not purport to be a comprehensive view. However, the case
studies are examined on the basis of how local institutions have (not) fostered
the process, and to what extent governments were able to support or impair the
functioning of such institutions. These case studies will form the basis for sug-
gestions on the way forward regarding the repositioning of local institutions for
sustainable natural resource management and livelihood sustenance.

4.1 Historical Perspective of Local Resource Management Institutions

Local institutions (norms, belief systems and practices for instance) formed
part of African society. The African population generally appreciated the value
of nature, and incorporated nature into their worldviews, metaphors, folklore
and belief systems, many of which included rules and procedures designed to
regulate the use and management of natural resources and the maintenance of
ecosystem resilience (Folke et al. 1998; Fabricius 2004; DeGeorges and Reilly
2009). Customs that created small-scale disturbances such as pulse hunting
(where animals were heavily hunted during certain months and then left alone
for the rest of the year) and patch burning to enrich grazing for wildlife (Feely
1986; Kepe and Scoones 1999) – and customs to nurture biodiversity stocks to
assist resource renewal after depletion formed part of African society. In addi-
tion, animals such as the python and lion were believed to be the custodians of
important landscapes and resources, often through human spirit mediums that
represented these animals, while sacred forests are scattered all over the African
landscape (Barrow 1996; Fabricius 2004). The stability and durability of local
institutions constitute essential ingredients that make the difference between
communally managed and open-access systems since such institutions make
decisions, formulate rules and enforce them (Ostrom 1990). For instance, tradi-
tional institutions in Lesotho under the administration of chiefs and headmen
regulate livestock movement and proclaim livestock-free ecological areas dedi-
cated to tourism as part of their natural resource management strategy. Local
institutions in parts of Southern Africa do not rely on ‘winner takes all’ democ-
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racy through simple voting; decisions for the interest of the community are
either made through consensus or autocratically by traditional leaders (ibid.).
For example, the inherited right of traditional rulers to receive benefits from
natural resources is institutionalized in most societies. Such an important reality
often conflicts with international development agencies and governments who
insist on proper elections or referendum-type processes in decision-making
(ibid.). In the case of the hunter-gatherer Basarwa community of Botswana, the
people were able to move around in response to ecosystem change and wildlife
dynamics, burn vegetation selectively, and choose a livelihood strategy from a
range of possibilities that would best suit their particular circumstances. This
suggests a situation where local institutional arrangements shaped the processes
of endowment and entitlement mapping, providing avenues for local inhabit-
ants to identify and access a range of resource management possibilities. The
lessons from the Basarwa community could arguably offer a blueprint for the
repositioning of local communities. However, the effectiveness of these prac-
tices is challenged today by high population densities and limited space. In the
Eastern Cape Province of South Africa, a significant decline has been observed
in the condition of indigenous forests after the headman (Ibhodi) system col-
lapsed (primarily due to the corrupting influences of apartheid-era social engi-
neering) (Rhodes University et al. 2001). Homman (2004) illustrates how local
Borana pastoralists depended on community based institutions and indigenous
knowledge to achieve the double objective of improving livelihoods and sus-
tainably managing natural resources in southern Ethiopia. However, full suc-
cess was impeded by emotionalised views on pastoralists’ capability in natural
resource management on the one hand, and the negligence of legal regulatory
framework by pastoralist institutions on the other hand.

The increasing appreciation of local institutions is associated with the chal-
lenges that plague state or centralized management institutions. State effort to
own and control natural resources led to the disenfranchisement of traditional
institutions and local resource users leading to the destruction of existing re-
source management regimes (e.g., forests). These local structures have found it
difficult to survive the super-imposition of economically motivated or market-
driven management practices which have been introduced by the state in its
nominal quest for efficiency. Consequently, local communities and their institu-
tions have had to grapple with a new monetisation of their values and the im-
position of an economic system based on individual material gain (Richards
1997; Carney & Farrington 1998). Furthermore, state intervention has rather
precipitated the transformation of forests into open access resources (where ex-
isting local management regimes have been destroyed and not replaced). In
addition, it has tacitly (or actively) encouraged unsustainable degrees of exploi-
tation (Richards 1997; Carney & Farrington 1998). Considering the fact that
institutional arrangements shape the processes of endowment and entitlement
mapping, a society’s appreciation of institutions and institutional change de-

Repositioning Local Institutions in Natural Resource Management 159

Journal of Contextual Economics 137 (2017) 1–2

OPEN ACCESS | Licensed under CC BY 4.0 | https://creativecommons.org/about/cclicenses/
DOI https://doi.org/10.3790/schm.137.1-2.149 | Generated on 2025-04-23 11:59:45



fines the range of possibilities that its people can have in relation to natural
resource access. The present scenario signifies a virtual neglect of local institu-
tions and processes (and by implication local actors) in favour of centralized
institutions. This lethargy, it should be noted, contributes to the unsustainable
management of natural resources.

4.2 Local Institutional Capacity

Mapfumo et al. (2013) examine how the capacity of local farming commun-
ities in Zimbabwe and Ghana and their institutions influence their response to
the new and emerging challenges in rain fed agriculture due to climate change.
They conclude that the level of participation enhanced adaptive capacity. Insti-
tutional conflicts related to land tenure and sharecropping arrangements be-
tween migrant farmers and native landowners were addressed in Ghana, while
local institutions supporting traditional social safety net mechanisms were revi-
talized in Zimbabwe. In both cases, it was apparent that farmers faced multiple
stresses, at the core of which were poor and declining soil fertility and weaken-
ing local institutions. The authors conclude that participatory rural appraisal
was a suitable mechanism for supporting self-organization and co-learning pro-
cesses among smallholder farmers and their service providers, enabling them to
strengthen their local institutions around natural resource management. In
Uganda and Kenya, Mongoi et al. (2010) emphasized the important role of lo-
cal institutional capacity building for natural resource and climate risk manage-
ment. This view had been expressed earlier by Andersson (2002) who recog-
nizes the delivery of this “possibility of decentralization” depends to a great
extent on the performance of local institutions in place. In this regard, positive
outcomes are associated with the strength of local institutions for downward
accountability (Andersson 2004). The existence of local institutions is, how-
ever, just a necessary starting point but not a solution to successful natural re-
source management (Scherr et al. 2001); they need continuous support for ca-
pacity building and bridging efforts to link up with higher-level decision-mak-
ing processes and the broader markets, before they can be expected to mobilize
groups to transform into resilient communities.

While access to institutions matter, institutional needs assessment and capa-
city building is primordial as in the case of institutional capacity assessment
and building for community-based organizations (CBOs) in Cameroon. For in-
stance, WWF Cameroon sponsored CBO-specific institutional diagnosis and
capacity assessment in 2014 on a number of aspects to include a rights-based
perspective, negotiation skills, social mobilization, gender voicing and promot-
ing the rights–based principles in natural resource management (Green Forest
Foundation 2016). The assessment showed that gaps needs to be filled in these
CBOs with respect to their knowledge on resource mobilization, technical ca-
pacity building, negotiation skills, social mobilization, gender voicing and a
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rights-based approach to support their intervention in protected area manage-
ment. A key limitation to such interventions lies in the fact that they target a
limited number of CBOs, not providing room for extension to linked stake-
holders (rights holders and duty bearers) whose limited technical and institu-
tional capacities distort the process of forest resource management. In addition,
the absence of local institutional policy documents and alliances limits the ex-
tent of intervention.

In an earlier study, Farrington and Boyd (1997) reported how the mobilisa-
tion of community institutions achieved a number of objectives to include sup-
port to strong local groups, committed local staff, and collaboration with other
governmental departments in interdisciplinary planning and implementation,
increased agricultural productivity, enhanced diversification into new enter-
prises, reduced resource degradation and strengthened ties amongst two inde-
pendent neighbouring communities in rural Kenya. These occurred within a
period of two years. The authors ponder, however, to what extent such achieve-
ments will be sustained if biophysical and socio-economic conditions are not
considered, and higher level regulatory frameworks are not fully understood in
the communities. This suggests the need for an effective interplay between cen-
tralized state-oriented institutions and local institutions. Such interplay can only
work should local institutions understand and appreciate their role, and effec-
tively overcome the virtual dominance of state institutions. In a rigorous assess-
ment of governance outcomes of natural resource co-management, Cundill and
Fabricius (2010) report that creating the conditions that facilitate self-organiza-
tion, and particularly cross-scale institutional linkages, is the major challenge
facing attempts to initiate adaptive co-management in South Africa. According
to the authors, aspects requiring greater attention include community percep-
tions of support from outside agencies, access to long-term funding for adap-
tive decision making, and access to reliable information about changes in natu-
ral resources and legal options for the formation of decision-making bodies and
social facilitation.

4.3 Local Institutions and Sustainable Natural Resource Management

In a regionally focused paper, Vanlauwe et al. (2014) reiterate the importance
of local institutions if Sub-Saharan Africa (SSA) has to produce more food,
feed and fiber in order to support its growing population. According to the
authors, sustainable agricultural intensification for enhanced productivity must
go hand in hand with the maintenance of other ecosystem services and in-
creased resilience to shocks. However, because of the great diversity among
smallholders in SSA, there is a need for a specific understanding of socio-tech-
nical conditions, famer typologies, production objectives, and the biophysical
environment. This potentially generates a multitude of pathways from the cur-
rent low productivity. The institutional context needs to be right for delivering
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the necessary goods and services, ensuring inclusiveness across household
types and facilitating local innovation. These conclusions are similar to those
of Hounkonnou et al. (2012) in their study on innovation systems approach to
institutional change, in which they focused on Smallholder development in
West Africa.

Merry et al. (2005) comprehensively analyze the relationship between liveli-
hoods and Integrated Natural Resource Management (INRM) in developing
countries. Referring to a wide range of case studies, they conclude that INRM
can empower poor people, reduce poverty, improve livelihoods, and promote
economic growth. This was clearly visible in an empirical case study of Inte-
grated Water Resource Management (IWRM) in Tanzania. The authors note
that a strict livelihood approach that acknowledges farmers’ priorities and time
frames may only be problematic if it is used as a ritual, does not involve local
institutions or does not bestow social responsibility towards minimizing nega-
tive downstream effects to such local institutions. Since such institutions are
often weak in capacity and other resources, the authors emphasize the need for
a strong supportive link of local institutions to hierarchies in order to enhance
sustainability in multiple fronts.

Institutional capacity building is a step in the right direction towards sustain-
able natural resource management. Kimengsi et al. (2016) observed that con-
servation efforts in the Mount Cameroon National Park (MCNP), which have
been directed towards assisting communities, were largely exercised through
institutional capacity building with income generating activities (IGAs). A ma-
jor setback in this area is the failure to assess the local intervention measures
and to build options for synergy. The absence of synergy implies a lack of con-
certed efforts by local institutions in resource management. In a related dimen-
sion, Kimengsi (2014) examined major local institutional threats to forest re-
source management in the Lake Barombi Mbo Forest Reserve. The situation
was viewed in the light of the lapses in the concerned institutions in success-
fully implementing the provision of alternative sources of livelihood to adja-
cent communities in protected areas. This is mirrored through poorly defined
benefit sharing schemes in forest resource conservation in the area. In a rather
controversial and contemporary contribution, Balgah and Buchenrieder (2013)
question the fallacy that community based management is a sustainable alterna-
tive for failed top-down approaches to natural resource conservation. Contin-
gent on property rights theory, they question the assumption that local partici-
pation in natural resource management results in sustainable structures. They
rather argued that the level of access to the local institutions managing the natu-
ral resource can be crucial for sustainability behavior. To test this contention,
they analyzed households with and without access to management institutions
in communities around the Kilum-Ijim Mountain Forest in Cameroon. Their
analysis revealed a mixed picture of the evolution of species in the community
forests over time, questioning the role of the community in natural resource
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conservation. By emphasizing that access to institutions matter, the authors em-
phasize the need for inclusion of this variable in subsequent analysis in order to
enhance conservation efforts in natural resource hot-spots in sub-Saharan Afri-
ca. Although access to institutions matter, caution must be exercised on the
type of institutions and their complementary roles in natural resource govern-
ance, at least in the Cameroonian context, where ample evidence exists on the
failure of state driven natural resource management and conservation efforts
(see for instance Oyono 2004; Egute 2012; Ngoufo et al. 2014).

5. Local Institutional Resource Management Gaps

Although there are diverse local institutions in Sub-Saharan Africa, a major-
ity of these institutions are classified as status quo institutions2 with a few hy-
brid institutions.3 Status quo institutions are often ‘weak,’ characterized by low
capacity and poor leadership, governance and elite capture (Stroud et al. 2006;
Battista and Baas 2004). There are however, very few hybrid institutions hav-
ing some level of capacity in their effort to build the resilience of local commu-
nities. They (hybrid institutions) are an improved version of the status quo in-
stitutions which have built on some lessons and experiences, while utilizing
indigenous knowledge in natural resource management. Most of the hybrid in-
stitutions represent local perspectives in policy making for more participation
in policy dialogue, promote communication channels between higher and local
policy levels for sustainable resource management (Mongoi et al. 2010). In
sum however, both status quo and hybrid institutions are largely classified as
embryonic based on the WWF institutional capacity tool since they fall short in
most institutional governance aspects. Institutions are considered embryonic
when they lack the key institutional strength to effectively contribute to natural
resource management through IGA support, advocacy, partnership building, al-
liance and fund raising among others. In recognition of this situation, a series
of technical and institutional capacity building interventions have been intro-
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2 “Status quo” institutions fail to exploit collective capital, knowledge sharing and
access to information and are characterized by poor communication networks, poor lin-
kages between grassroots institutions and higher level institutions and lack institutional
coordination to respond to resource management issues (Mongoi et al. 2010).

3 We define “hybrid” institutions along Anne and Keeler (2010) as an institutional
arrangement governing the interdependencies among discrete property holders and re-
gimes, whether defined by structure (linkage among entities with jurisdiction over dis-
crete property regimes) or mode of governance (balance between self-organization and
formal regulation as complementary instruments of governance). This usage is similar to
the definition employed by Sikor et al. (2008), who observe the emergence of hybrid
institutions connecting public and private actors, actions, resources and property rights
in natural resource governance. They are considered as … an improved version of the
status quo institutions which have built on some lessons and experiences, while utilizing
indigenous knowledge in natural resource management (Mongoi et al. 2010).
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duced across SSA. In the case of forest resource management in Cameroon for
instance, institutional diagnosis revealed that local institutions do not have a
well developed manual of procedures, tailor-made documents and systems to
institutionalize best practices on rights-based resource management. This has
formed the basis for the participatory development of specific institutional ca-
pacity strengthening plans for a number of local institutions for communities
around a number of protected areas to include the Mount Cameroon National
Park, the Bakossi National Park and the Bayang-Mbo Wildlife Sanctuary. Ef-
forts began with community mobilization and sensitization through a series of
technical and financial capacity building programmes. These efforts need to be
complemented with capacity building efforts on partnership and alliance build-
ing, and advocacy.

Access to information could potentially contribute to conflicting views
among local institutions and to institutional unpredictability. The increasing un-
predictability of local people and their organizations even with the existence of
local “rules of the game” represents a major frustration especially to external
actors in natural resource management. This is applicable is cases where ‘com-
munities’ constantly define and redefine themselves. This is caused by factors
such as internal conflict over access to revenues and benefits, and the divergent
views of local people and outside ‘experts’ on natural resources. Such conflict-
ing views tend to compromise sustainability (Koch 2004). In rural South Afri-
ca, sharecropping and labour tenancy institutions have persisted for more than
a century since the earliest efforts by the state to eradicate them. The legacy of
apartheid lies not only in deep inequalities in access to land, capital and skills,
but also in access to information, to the state’s welfare resources, to law en-
forcement measures and mechanisms for equitable dispute settlement (Putnam
1993). Therefore access to information in itself represents an important re-
source management institutional gap.

Resource management gaps are equally linked to the failure to analyse the
performance of local institutions – be they segregative or integrative. Accord-
ing to Hagedorn (2015), the performance of segregative and integrative institu-
tion introduces transaction and opportunity costs. Transaction costs are the
costs of information, coordination, negotiation and monitoring of natural re-
source management activities for instance. Integrating and segregating the ef-
fects of a transaction causes transaction costs (ibid.). In the case of integration,
it can apply in cases where roundtables are organized to solve conflicts between
nature conservation and agriculture or for discussing agri-environmental pro-
grams to be adjusted to the local specificities of ecosystems and farm struc-
tures. This cost tends to increase when the demand for integration comes from
institutions that require considerable implementation efforts. In the case of seg-
regation, transaction cost will arise, for example, when politicians have to pro-
duce plausible justifications for laws allowing excessive resource extraction
and usage. This cost will increase when segregation is increasingly admitted by
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the existing institutions, because it represents a burden to agents with unre-
solved conflicts. These costs are not equal in all cases, but depend on the
properties of the transactions and the interdependence of actors involved. Op-
portunity costs, on the other hand, are the benefits of transactions from addi-
tional integration (and less segregation) forgone if the sets of rules and gov-
ernance structures are segregative (rather than integrative), and vice versa
(ibid.). By and large, these costs are a reflection of centralized institutional
actions. If such actions are met with resistance from active local institutions
(which are largely absent at the moment), a revision of the laws relating to
access and management of natural resources will be unavoidable. Another is-
sue that needs to be addressed relates to the process of institutional transplan-
tation which is common for local institutions in SSA. Institutional transplanta-
tion is viewed as the adoption of institutions that have been successfully de-
veloped in other institutional environments (Polterovich 2001). This process
has its own danger in that it produces different “reaction rates” with a high
degree of incompatibility and failure rates registered. For instance, in the pro-
cess of promoting sustainable natural resource management, development or-
ganizations tried to replicate the formation of local institutions and their sup-
port process without taking into consideration the dynamics that characterize
them. This could be observed for some conservation projects in Cameroon
such as the Ngoyla-Mintom project, the Green Business Initiatives in the Ba-
kossi National park and the Bayang-mbo Wildlife sanctuary where conserva-
tion cooperatives and community based organizations were created. These ac-
tions failed to yield significant benefits in some communities due to their di-
versity. This corroborates Zweynert and Goldschmidt (2005) who contend that
there are inherent difficulties connected with institutional transplantation.
They argue that caution must therefore be applied in its application especially
in developing or emerging countries where it is difficult to have a clear bor-
derline between the polity and the economy. The results arising from the
transfer of institutions mainly depends on the right selection of institutions to
be transplanted, their adaptation to domestic conditions, and the political ac-
tors’ ability to ‘sell’ reform concepts in a way that makes them appear as
fitting and familiar. This calls for a broad co-operation between the social
sciences (Zweynert 2007; Zweynert and Goldschmidt 2005).

6. Conclusion and Way Forward

With a rainbow of status quo (formal) institutions championing natural re-
source management in Sub Saharan Africa, there is seemingly overwhelming
evidence that it will be difficult for such institutions to cope with the demands
of resource management, without involving local (informal) institutions. This
is not easy as the latter institutions are very diverse. In order to rekindle a logi-
cal and systematic involvement of local institutions in natural resource manage-

Repositioning Local Institutions in Natural Resource Management 165

Journal of Contextual Economics 137 (2017) 1–2

OPEN ACCESS | Licensed under CC BY 4.0 | https://creativecommons.org/about/cclicenses/
DOI https://doi.org/10.3790/schm.137.1-2.149 | Generated on 2025-04-23 11:59:45



ment in Sub-Saharan Africa, it seems primordial to classify and appropriately
(re)group them, in order to synergize their interventions and potential contribu-
tions to sustainable natural resource management. Furthermore, local institu-
tions need to be strengthened, for instance through capacity building and in-
creased access to financial and other resources needed to enhance their contri-
bution towards sustainable use of natural resources.

Assuming that local institutional sustainability is sine qua non for sustainable
natural resource management, analysing the performance of segregative and in-
tegrative institutions and the opportunity costs of integration and / or segrega-
tion could provide a logical way forward to repositioning local institutions for
sustainable natural resource management in SSA. This could be done bearing
in mind that opportunity costs might increase in the process of integration. The
current segregative approach however is sustained at the expense of long term
natural resource sustainability.

The multiplicity of institutions, often with conflicting goals and overlapping
competencies raises an important issue for concern. Restructuring local institu-
tions to make them more service delivery oriented and increasing their colla-
boration and co-operation with formal structures responsible for local liveli-
hood sustenance and resource management in Sub-Saharan Africa remains a
daunting task. While the capacities of these institutions need to be developed to
incorporate rights-based approaches, social mobilization, gender mainstream-
ing and advocacy to ensure more effective service delivery, the multiplicity of
forms and the diversity of natural resources warrants caution in the integration
process. In fact, including local institutions may not automatically lead to sus-
tainable natural resource management. Efforts are therefore needed to identify
the contexts within which the involvement of local institutions will meaning-
fully promote resource management. Research and experience over time will
then provide the basis of broad based policy prescriptions to the actual level to
which different local institutions could be integrated with existing formal insti-
tutions to enhance the sustainable management of natural resources in Sub-Sa-
haran Africa.

Integrating local institutional perspectives in macro-level policy nevertheless
offers an interesting possibility to some of the lapses observed in the formal
institutional interference in resource management predominant in SSA at the
moment. It is therefore essential to develop networks, partnerships and alli-
ances between grassroots organizations and other civil society organizations,
NGOs and key decision-makers in government line agencies and / or the private
sector. Development organizations need to collaborate in the process of provid-
ing support interventions for local institutions. More frequent interventions are
needed in this respect to yield consistent success. Social networking and part-
nership building among these groups could support the building of strong local
institutions that can negotiate and cooperate with centralized institutions to sup-
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port resource management. This suggests a repositioning which can redefine
aspects of the environmental entitlements framework by providing avenues for
local inhabitants to identify and access a range of resource management possi-
bilities. Caution should however be applied as the integration process is likely
to stimulate the emergence of several institutions with conflicting interests, as
was observed for Marantaceae leaves in southern Ghana (Leach et al. 1999).
From a policy perspective, there is an urgent need to develop institutional poli-
cies to shape and guide local institution-friendly interventions in resource man-
agement in Sub-Saharan Africa. The success depends, however, on the extent
to which such policy packages integrate important factors such as organization-
al set up, roles, and responsibilities, coordination and rights-based negotiation.
A unifying policy for SSA should best emerge for isolated individual country
experiences. A starting point could focus on environmental entitlements.
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