
Master’s thesis
Geography, 30 Credits

Department of Physical Geography

Fuelwood on the Fringes

An analysis of conflict surrounding fuelwood 
access on the southern boundary of Borjomi-

Kharagauli Protected Areas, Georgia

Anders E. Sjöstrand

GA 31
2016



 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 
 



  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Preface 
 

 

This Master’s thesis is Anders E. Sjöstrand’s degree project in Geography at the Department 

of Physical Geography, Stockholm University. The Master’s thesis comprises 30 credits (one 

term of full-time studies). 

 

Supervisor has been Annika Dahlberg at the Department of Physical Geography, Stockholm 

University. Examiner has been Lars-Ove Westerberg at the Department of Physical 

Geography, Stockholm University.  

 

The author is responsible for the contents of this thesis.  

 

 

 

Stockholm, 11 April 2016 

 

 
 

Steffen Holzkämper 

Director of studies 



 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 
 



1 
 

Abstract  
 
Sjöstrand, Anders (2016). Fuelwood on the Fringes: an analysis of conflict surrounding fuelwood 

access on the southern boundary of Borjomi-Kharagauli Protected Areas, Georgia.  
 
Physical Geography, advanced level, Master thesis for Master Exam in Physical Geography, 30 ECTS 
credits.  
Supervisor: Annika Dahlberg  
Language: English  
 
 
This thesis analyzes the contested struggles for fuelwood extraction and protection around the 

Borjomi-Kharagauli Protected Areas (BKPA) of central Georgia in light of wider debates over the 

reconciliation of biodiversity conservation and livelihood security in the developing world. Particular 

focus is given to conflicts over local peoples’ struggles in accessing fuelwood and the ways and extent 

to which these struggles are influenced by broader forces. In endeavoring to answer these questions, 

interviews were conducted with local people living on the margin of BKPA as well as with conservation 

authorities involved in the development and ongoing management of the park. The results of the 

research suggest that considerable obstacles to fuelwood access remain despite BKPA policies 

permitting fuelwood extraction in several of the studied villages. Furthermore, the association of non-

state actors in the development of BKPA coupled with the lack of participation of local people in 

ongoing management provoke questions of legitimacy and governance. The study underscores that in 

contexts of widespread poverty and highly subsistence-based livelihoods, participatory management 

embodies the most effective and socially just approach to conservation.  

 

Key words:  Georgia, fuelwood, dependency, resource access, protected areas, local livelihoods, 

political ecology.  
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1. Introduction  
In travelling between two of Georgia’s largest cities, Tbilisi and Batumi, one will almost certainly notice 

and admire the deep fertile canyons and vast forests of the Borjomi valley along the way, and may not 

be surprised to learn that these landscapes have attracted attention from conservationists both 

domestically and globally for decades. Indeed, Borjomi-Kharagauli Protected Areas (BKPA) was legally 

established in 1995 in recognition of the region’s impressive biodiversity and unique ecology, 

becoming one of Europe’s largest protected areas (PAs) in the process (MoE 2003). What may be less 

noticeable is the succession of small villages adjacent to the road, villages whose residents are, and 

have long been, dependent on forest resources sourced from the adjacent forests. The regulations 

and policies instated and enforced by BKPA intend to preserve the lauded biodiversity, but have led 

to emergent conflicts between resource-dependent populations and BKPA management. The nature 

and complexity of conflict is aptly demonstrated in struggles over access to fuelwood, which this study 

seeks to address.  

In light of the current extinction crisis, few would object to the importance of protecting Georgia’s 

exceptional landscapes and the biodiversity they shelter, especially considering the recognition of the 

Caucasus as one of the world’s 25 biodiversity ‘hotspots’ (Myers et al. 2000). The challenge is 

succeeding in such protection while also providing for the needs of local peoples’ livelihoods and 

socio-economic development, chiefly in countries like Georgia which feature high-levels of rural 

poverty and widespread subsistence lifestyles. Debate is ongoing on how to reconcile human needs 

and concerns of nature protection, manifested in the breadth of conservation practices and strategies 

currently being implemented (Brechin et al. 2003). Approaches to conservation vary from 

protectionist models of exclusion to people-oriented, participatory models, the latter distinguished by 

its compromise between strict biodiversity conservation and concerns for development (Adams & 

Hulme 2001). One important facet of the debate on reconciliation in conservation centers on resource 

access. Designing management schemes that promote sustainable use and meet local needs in 

complex ecological, political, and economic environments has proven to be a formidable task 

(Zimmerer 2006).  

The aim of this thesis is to explore conflicts of fuelwood access between BKPA management and local 

people. It is important to understand the extent of local people’s dependency on fuelwood, and 

examine the ways these people attend to meeting their needs of fuelwood. Furthermore, the 

mediating role of BKPA will be assessed in an attempt to develop a more meaningful understanding 

of how they reconcile their stated dual concerns of biodiversity conservation and development of local 

communities. Ostensibly, BKPA resembles a more people-oriented approach, due to the presence of 

a Traditional Use Zone (TUZ) that permits limited resource extraction of fuelwood for the sustenance 

of local peoples’ livelihoods. But it is important to be wary of the potential disparity between policy 

and practice, which remains imperceptible without research into the mutual relationship between 

park and people. It must be recognized that PAs often prioritize biodiversity conservation at the 

expense of local communities (Adams & Hutton 2007). Furthermore, the rapid expansion of Georgia’s 

protected area network has been scarcely researched within social science, and warrants attention 

due to the potential impacts that this expansion could have on the substantial population of rural poor 

throughout the country. The study will additionally contribute to the abundant conservation 

literature, providing constructive insight into another unique context previously unexplored.  

Following this introductory chapter, the specific aims and research questions of this thesis will be 

presented, expounding on the motivations for their exploration as well as their relevance and 

contribution to the broader literature. Chapter three will then outline and justify the methods 

employed to answer the proposed research questions, detailing how the fieldwork was conducted and 
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the overall design of the study. A presentation of the theoretical framework will ensue, sketching out 

the broader critical approach, as well as the specific theories that will later be employed in analysis to 

provide further clarity to the interpretation of results. Chapter five accounts for the dominant 

paradigms in conservation, describing predominant features of different approaches to conservation 

and a review of prevalent criticisms.  

The subsequent chapter will advance into narrower focus, elaborating on ideas and concepts more 

central to this study of access, with explicit analytic focus on fuelwood dependency and buffer zones. 

Chapter seven lays out the details of this study, providing an account of Georgia’s history of 

conservation, BKPA’s establishment, and the characteristics of BKPA as well as the socio-economic 

features of the surrounding area. Chapter eight will then present the results of the interviews 

conducted in the villages, detailing individual struggles to access fuelwood and the nature and extent 

of those struggles. The results will then be contextualized and interpreted through the operational 

theory, and compared to studies within the relevant broader literature, while also offering possible 

solutions to the fuelwood conflict around BKPA. Finally, the principal conclusions of the study will be 

outlined and presented, discussing their implications and significance to wider debates in the 

literature.  

2. Aims and research questions  
This case study will contribute to the breadth of literature exploring the interface between 

conservation and development and the continued debate on how to reconcile, if at all, these 

seemingly antithetical concerns. It has particular relevance in the literature that seeks to identify  and 

characterize conflicts that emerge between local people, political actors, and protected area 

management, all of whom contest and negotiate for access over natural resources in various arenas 

(Brogden & Greenberg 2003). More specifically, the study is seemingly one of the first extensive 

studies of resource conflict in the recently established and expanding network of PAs in the Caucasus, 

and seeks to offer a valuable contribution to this conspicuous gap on resource conflict surrounding PA 

establishment in this region of the world. Georgia Environmental Outlook (GEO), an NGO active in 

Georgia, was working to identify all conflicts between local people and BKPA at the same time as the 

fieldwork portion of this study, and offered important baseline information to draw from. Importantly, 

however, their attempts to identify all present conflicts neglected due attention to conflicts involving 

fuelwood. This case study will offer more nuanced and developed research into the fuelwood conflict 

between BKPA management and local people, drawing from a broad pool of interviews and previous 

academic research to advance a more comprehensive understanding.  

The objective of this thesis is to examine the local use of fuelwood within BKPA’s traditional use zone 

(TUZ), exploring the presence of possible conflict relating to fuelwood access between park 

management and local people, as well as the sources of that conflict. BKPA’s management plan 

recognizes the widespread incidence of fuelwood use and dependency in the area surrounding the 

park, and permits limited use of fuelwood from the TUZ, but this may not reflect resource user’s ability 

to fully benefit from it. Protected areas define space and establish new administrative regulations that 

affect how resources are managed and accessed, often leading to competing claims between local 

resource-users and the management interests of PAs (Brogden & Greenberg 2003). It is therefore 

salient to assess the extent of dependency as well as the degree of fuelwood access that people 

surrounding BKPA hold, as well as the sources of conflict that are possibly present.  

Understanding dependency is an important initial step before addressing the issue of access, since the 

consequences of limited access are more severe for individuals when dependency on a resource is 

higher (Arnold et al. 2003). Conversely, when dependency is low and ability to access resources is 
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unproblematic, the impacts on livelihoods is of lesser consequence. Thus, the exploration of the 

primary question of dependency holds implications for the conclusions of the second question of 

ability. Of course, the intent of these simplifications of the relationship between resource dependence 

and ability to benefit from resources is to merely illustrate and lend relevance to their mutual 

relationship, and does not reflect an assumption that the relationship is categorically applicable. This 

study seeks understand the interface of the policy of BKPA and resource users’ practices of utilizing 

fuelwood. In order to do so, it endeavors to answer the following questions:  

1.) To what extent are the studied villages along the southern boundary of BKPA dependent on 

locally collected fuelwood?  

 

2.) What factors affect the ability of these villagers to access fuelwood?  

 

3.) What role does BKPA hold in mediating access to fuelwood? 

 

4.) Do conflicts exist between local people and BKPA? If so, what are the nature and extent of 

those conflicts?  

 

5.) If conflicts do exist, what are some potential solutions? 

3. Methodology  
This study employed observation of meetings that different stakeholders attended, semi-structured 

interviews with both villagers and other stakeholders, as well as content analysis of relevant archival 

material to answer the research questions. This section will first present the research design of the 

study, subsequently outlining the selection of participants as well as the methods of data collection. 

It will then move into a critique of this methodology, identifying potential shortcomings of the adopted 

approach, before exploring the ethical considerations that are important to any form of fieldwork.  

3.1 Research Design  
Whilst the literature has identified common problems with many approaches to conservation, which 

will be discussed later, it is nonetheless important to pursue more place-based studies capable of 

accurately assessing a singular context, with particular emphasis on the local people who are often 

cited as the victims of conservation efforts (Neumann 1992). Case-studies are typically utilized by 

social and natural scientists in specific contexts to “contribute to our knowledge of individual, group, 

organizational, social, political, and related phenomena”, as well as biological or ecological 

phenomena in specific environments (Yin 2003, p.1). As Eisenhardt (1989, p.535) notes, case-studies 

can be used “to provide description, test theory, or generate theory”, demonstrating the various ways 

in which they are conducted.  Yet, case-studies have been criticized for not meaningfully contributing 

to broader scientific development, as they often cannot be generalized or comparative due to their 

highly contextual nature (Flyvbjerg 2006). However, Flyvbjerg (2006, p.227) argues that this neglects 

to account for the importance of case studies as essential elements to understanding broader 

phenomena since they contribute to the “collective process of knowledge accumulation”, as well as 

the necessity of place-based research to meaningfully understanding individual contexts. In light of 

this study’s focus on a spatially bounded landscape and the people present within that landscape, a 

case-study research strategy is the most appropriate manner of answering the research questions.  
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Figure 1 Map of Georgia (Open source) 

3.2 Methods and participant selection  
The fieldwork was conducted over the course of 10 weeks between July and September 2015. It began, 

however, with an extremely limited understanding of the study area, mostly due to the lack of 

previous research on the effects of BKPA’s development on surrounding people. Due to this, the 

fieldwork began with a meeting with a consultant for the Caucasus Nature Fund (CNF), a conservation 

trust fund whose mission is to “contribute to the improved management and sustainable development 

of the Caucasus’ natural and cultural heritage by providing effective long-term funding support to the 

protected areas of Armenia, Azerbaijan, and Georgia” (CNF 2016), which includes involvement in the 

development of BKPA. In these meetings, several resource conflicts between locals and BKPA were 

identified and discussed, fuelwood being the most pressing and acute of these, therefore becoming 

the subject of this study. As Figure 1 shows, Georgia lies between Russia, Turkey, Armenia, and 

Azerbaijan.  

After the meeting, a correspondence with GEO was established. In order to gain preliminary insight 

into the nature of conflict surrounding fuelwood, I observed a series of meetings between small 

groups of village leaders and GEO staff within five different villages that were identified as ‘conflict 

hotspots’ along the southern boundary of BKPA, which were translated by a member of GEO. The 

three villages marked in green in Figure 2 correspond to these villages. The issues raised in these 

meetings provided the basis for this study.  
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Figure 2-Map of the study area. Locations of each village of this study are presented in relation to BKPA. 

In order to explore the research questions, seven villages along the southern boundary of BKPA were 

selected; two based on their recognition from GEO as being ‘hotspots’ of resource conflict, and the 

others were chosen for their geographic proximity to BKPA’s boundary. As seen in Figure 2, these 

villages were Akhala Ubani, Akhaldaba, Baniskhevi, Chitakhevi, Dviri, Kvabiskhevi, and Kvibisi. The 

study focused on a qualitative approach by conducting 54 semi-structured interviews1 to garner an 

understanding of their relationship to BKPA and their utilization of fuelwood. The interviews remained 

anonymous and were conducted in the villages by approaching individuals that were randomly 

encountered, and were interpreted by a young Georgian who was fluent in Georgian and 

conversationally fluent in English, and who had a long family legacy in the Borjomi area. The interviews 

varied between 15 minutes and three hours, depending on how willing respondents were in divulging 

details of their experiences. The interviews with villagers were not taped due to the discomfort that 

recorders often evoke in respondents, as well as the tendency to withhold sensitive information that 

could be beneficial to this study (Flowerdew & Martin 2005).  

Only 11 villagers declined to be interviewed, resulting in a response rate of 83%. Whilst a common set 

of questions were used to guide the interviews, a conversational style was pursued as to make the 

interviewees more willing to express their unique experiences. This technique helps the researcher 

“understand how individuals experience and make sense of their own lives” (Flowerdew & Martin 

2005, p.111), allowing them to address issues that might not have surfaced in more rigid techniques 

such as questionnaires or structured interviews. This was important considering the potential conflicts 

of opinion between villagers and BKPA managers and possible illegal use of the respondents, all of 

which are highly individualized experiences. Field notes on village surroundings and interview 

circumstances were taken during the interviews, noting how the villages differed from one another as 

well as what they had in common. As Eisenhardt (1989) notes, this allows the researcher to keep an 

                                                           
1 Enumeration of the number of interviews in each village is presented in Table 1 in the Results chapter.  
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active engagement with the research, drawing comparisons and recognizing patterns that could be 

useful in analysis.  

After fieldwork was completed in the villages, interviews were conducted with three people involved 

with the management and development of BKPA. Interviews were conducted on two occasions with 

the director of BKPA. Interviews were also conducted with one representative from WWF-Caucasus 

and one from Kreditanstalt für Wiederaufbau’s (KfW) regional development office in Tbilisi. The 

interviews with these three representatives lasted about one hour each, and were taped so the 

information could be subsequently examined in more detail. The aim of the interviews was to gain an 

understanding of what the primary goals and ambitions of the institutions that the respondents 

represented consisted of, especially in relation to the ongoing development and management of 

BKPA. Understanding WWF, KfW, and BKPA’s involvement in the development of BKPA is important, 

in that they uphold and promote certain ideals that could influence how BKPA is managed, thus 

translating into how it interacts with local people, with possible implications on fuelwood access.  

The last stage of the study involved analyzing development reports and official documents from the 

BKPA and other involved organizations in order to explore possible differences between agendas and 

outcomes. This stage also sought to bring attention to the values and aims expressed in these 

documents to better understand the intentions of the different institution’s involvement.  

3.3 Potential Problems: A critique of the methodology  
In their call for more rigorous methods in social science research analyzing the influence of park 

establishment on the welfare of local people, Wilkie et al. (2006) emphasize the importance of 

conducting temporally appropriate studies that include data on both the household and village level 

before and after parks are established. Furthermore, they recognize the importance of ‘control’ 

villages that are not dependent on parks’ resources, as to control for factors that may otherwise be 

viewed as the result of BKPA’s establishment, but are in fact preexisting and therefore extraneous to 

the results. This type of research requires a substantial commitment of time and resources which were 

not available for this study. Instead, the study sought to gain insight into the current situation at BKPA, 

drawing from participant responses to try to craft an understanding of historical circumstances while 

also choosing a range of villages as to not be overly dependent on a solitary context.  

There are discernible problems with case studies that are researched during only one time period and 

with limited interviews to draw from, in that the accounts that respondents express may not 

accurately reflect what is actually happening, both contemporarily and historically. Answers from 

interviews may contain biases, limited information, or preconceived judgements that are difficult to 

account for while interpreting results. Indeed, protected areas are often established in remote regions 

of developing countries where “resources may be less abundant or productive and where households 

rarely have access to markets and are the last to be provided with social services” (Wilkie et al. 2006, 

p.247), so studies of these PAs’ effects on local people’s welfare could be a reflection of the 

socioeconomic conditions preexisting BKPA’s establishment. Furthermore, it has been shown that 

local participants involved in studies often exaggerate negative aspects of conservation and ignore the 

benefits, necessitating reflexivity from the researcher in order to control for this potential imbalance 

in that empirical data (Heinen & Mehta 2000).  

Some other considerations are worth mentioning here. The interviews were conducted during the 

daytime, so people who were employed, and thus likely absent from the villages, were also absent 

from the study. These people would ostensibly be more likely able to afford alternative energy 

sources, and thus may have had different perceptions of access, dependency, and BKPA’s presence in 

the area. Another consideration is the interpreter’s family, who have had a long legacy in the study 
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area, as evidenced by the almost unanimous recognition of his family name among respondents. It is 

difficult to know how this might have affected interview responses, but it seems that their knowing 

his family made them more open and responsive during interviews. Furthermore, the interpreter had 

no experience interpreting before, which was addressed by discussions on the importance of objective 

interpretation as well as reviews after each interview to reassess and summarize responses.  

3.4 Ethical Considerations  
When interviewing individuals about the vulnerability of their livelihoods and the ways that they 

maintain their livelihoods, a discussion of ethics is relevant and necessary. During the fieldwork, every 

participant was made aware of the objectives of the research, the institution overseeing the research, 

and the limitations of the research as an instrument of change. All of these exercises are argued by 

Flowerdew & Martin (2005) to be important, in that they let the respondents know exactly the nature 

of the interaction between researcher and the researched, and mitigate the inherent power relations 

between the two groups. Despite these practices, many respondents saw hope in the presence of an 

outside concern, and perceived the answering of interview questions as a way to institute change, 

even if to marginal effect.  

Due to lack of resources, compensation for interview time was never offered. Respondents were made 

aware, however, that compensation would not be provided before interviews were initiated. 

Respondents were also ensured that their identities would remain anonymous, which was important 

to many of them. They often expressed that they did not want BKPA managers to know their identities. 

In interviews that were not anonymous, respondents were asked if taping the interviews was 

acceptable before interviews were conducted. In general, the ethical considerations of research 

outlined in Flowerdew & Martin (2005) were followed as closely as possible.  

4. Theoretical Framework  
As discussed previously, the fieldwork portion of this study began without a priori knowledge of the 

context surrounding BKPA, apart from basic information regarding its general development. Due to 

this, the study utilized an inductive approach, aiming to identify patterns and themes during the 

fieldwork in order to formulate theoretical arguments (Flowerdew & Martin 2005). This meant that 

the fieldwork was conducted without constant engagement to an operational theory, but instead 

guided and informed by the framework of political ecology. The data gathered from the fieldwork was 

analyzed with influence from a specific theory of access that arose through the political ecology school 

of thought, emphasizing the multiple factors that mediate access to resources (Ribot & Peluso 2003).  

This chapter will first outline the fundamental aspects of political ecology relevant to this study. 

Subsequently, it will outline the various interpretations of access, as well as the relationship between 

access and environmental justice. It will then turn to a detailed discussion of Ribot & Peluso’s (2003) 

theory of access.  

4.1 Political ecology as an instructive framework  
Conservation, by its very nature, changes the political and social structures that control access to 

natural resources by introducing new property rights that are governed by different institutions, and 

is thus a highly political process (Brown 1998). When people are dependent on the resources that 

newly established protected areas enclose, the implications for resource users can be severe, often 

leading to conflicts between different interest groups, such as conservation managers and resource 

users (Robbins 2012).  
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The research on the political ecology of conservation has exposed the variegated consequences of 

conservation interventions on nearby people in a variety of contexts (Adams & Hulme 2001; Robbins 

2012). When the establishment of protected areas occurs, the predilection of conservation managers 

towards biological and ecological outcomes often neglects concern for the socioeconomic, political, 

and cultural contexts of PA development and the repercussions of that development, negligence that 

often worsens the predicaments of already marginalized populations (Adams & Hutton 2007).  The 

field of political ecology has placed these concerns central to their analyses of conservation, 

maintaining that “local land use practices and environmental conflicts are increasingly linked to 

national and global economies and policies” (Nygren 2004, p.191). Implicit in this assessment, and 

fundamental to political ecology, is the recognition that “social and environmental conditions are 

deeply and inextricably linked” (Adams & Hutton 2007, p.149). When researching resource use then, 

it follows that one must not only pay research attention to the behavior of resource users, but also to 

the larger processes that shape the social and material environments that they operate in (Peluso 

1992b). 

Despite having spatially bounded limits, however, the study follows the rationale of political ecology, 

recognizing that social and environmental circumstances in a certain environment can be influenced 

by variables on a multitude of scales, always interacting and mediated by political and social processes 

both current and historical (Robbins 2012). Political ecologists “accept the idea that costs and benefits 

associated with environmental change are for the most part distributed unequally” (Bryant & Bailey 

1997, pp.28–29), with distinct research attention on the marginalization of poor subsistence 

communities. In attempting to understand factors that influence access to fuelwood then, it is taken 

here as an a priori assumption that some of these factors may be influenced by processes not within 

the spatial limitations of the study, but rather from larger social and political influences that affect the 

ebb and flow of fuelwood access in the local environment. 

Neumann’s (1992) constructive analysis helps clarify the fundamental perspectives of political ecology 
related to conservation. He proposes that analysis must begin with local resource users and an 
investigation of their social milieu, before “tracing the linkages of these local relations to wider 
geographical and social settings” (Neumann 1992, p.87). This analysis must then be placed into a 
historical context as to better understand the contemporary circumstances. Clearly, political ecology 
does not offer a singular theory, but rather encourages investigation “upward and outward” from the 
resource user, “allowing the salient and social and economic factors to emerge ‘organically’ within 
particular situations” (Neumann 1992, p.88). This has been demonstrated in the breadth of 
investigations into conservation which approach analysis in varied ways, all guided by the framework 
of political ecology. 

 Political ecology has been criticized for being overly reliant on biased a priori judgements on the 
importance of broader forces, letting them guide the empirical work too heavily while ignoring 
variables that might be of equal or greater importance, thus arriving at dubious conclusions (Vayda & 
Walters 1999). It is worth mentioning here that this study does not presume larger political-economic 
factors as being predominant influences, but rather treats them as potential influences that must be 
considered, a consideration that is oft-ignored. As discussed earlier, debate is ongoing on how to 
reconcile concerns of development and conservation. It is essential, however, to acknowledge that 
conservation and development are highly political processes contested at local, regional, and global 
scales, a process whose consequences can translate into the restricted ability of local people to benefit 
from the resources that they rely on for their livelihoods. Using political ecology as an overarching 
framework will accommodate broader influences as potentially important factors in facilitating or 
hindering access to resources for people living on the periphery of BKPA, and are thus important to 
our analysis of access.  
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4.2 An Investigation of access  
The literature on resource access liberally employs the term ‘access rights’ as something pivotal to the 

livelihood maintenance of the rural poor. Indeed, conflicts over access to natural resources is one of 

the central inquiries of political ecology, which often explores the relationship between “access rights, 

local struggle, and ecological transformation” (Bryant 1992, p.21). As Johnson & Forsyth (2002) argue, 

individual self-determination in the form of rights and freedoms strongly correlate to equitable 

development, in that these rights and freedoms provide an asset to people that are societally and 

economically marginalized and are also legitimized by an institutional authority, such as the state. 

These rights can provide the basis from which political and social discourse can be leveraged, making 

marginalized population’s position more relevant in political negotiations. But what are access rights? 

How can access be conceptualized as an operational term in analysis? Access, defined simply, is the 

ability to make use of something, which in the case of a resource would describe the ability of a 

resource user to make use of a particular resource (Ribot 1998). An access right, then, suggests that 

there is an enforceable claim to make use of something, which, in the case of a resource user, is a 

societally-supported acknowledgement through law or convention that they can make use of, or 

benefit from, the said resource (Ribot 1998).  

The distinction between the terms right and ability is important here, in that the de jure implications 

of a right do not encompass mechanisms governing use that influence that right, such as, for example, 

social identity, capital wealth, or geographic location (Bebbington & Perreault 1999; Ribot 1998). In 

short, a right to access a resource does not guarantee the ability to benefit from that resource. Thus, 

an analysis focusing merely on rights may overlook possible impediments that emerge between the 

granting of a resource right and the ability to actually benefit from the resource for which the right is 

granted.  In cases of protected area development, where new political structures are introduced that 

control access to natural resources, failure to consider these impediments can be especially 

consequential to the credibility of access analyses focusing solely on de jure considerations (Brown 

1998). Broad analyses of access deliberating both de jure and de facto factors will provide a more 

accurate assessment of how parks are accommodating the resource needs of local people, important 

in instances where parks may provide access rights to resources without aiding the peoples’ abilities 

to benefit from those rights.  

4.3 The interface of access and environmental justice  
Protected areas will “almost by definition …result in resource restriction to local communities” (Coad 

et al. 2008, p.14). Restriction can be especially harmful in instances where communities are highly 

dependent on protected resources, which is often the case in the rural contexts of developing 

countries (Agrawal & Redford 2009; Cernea 2005). Environmental justice, as it relates to conservation, 

has emerged as an important field which seeks to integrate “social values and human activities into 

management strategies that have hitherto dealt mainly with bio-physical variables and processes” 

(Dahlberg et al. 2010, p.210). In doing so, it has helped articulate the social injustices which underline 

criticisms of protected area management, particularly those consonant with the protectionist 

ideology, which will be discussed in more detail later. Environmental justice is treated rather broadly 

in the literature, applied in various ways to environmental, political, and cultural contexts. As Walker 

& Bulkeley (2006, p.657) articulate, however, one common element is the presence of a perceived 

injustice, “as judged through observations of unreasonable inequality in outcome and lack of ‘fair 

treatment’ for, in particular, people and social groups that are already marginalized and 

disadvantaged". Environmental justice has traditionally come to understand these injustices by 

analyzing the distribution of environmental benefits and ills between social or cultural groups, 

focusing primarily on race, ethnicity or class (Dahlberg et al. 2010). But, as Schlosberg (2004, p.534) 
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notes,  the sole focus on distributional equity neglects underlying processes such as “power structures, 

social relations, institutional configurations, discourses, and belief systems”, which are integral to 

understanding justice in a more comprehensive sense. It is therefore imperative to situate localized 

investigations of environmental justice in a broader socio-political landscape, especially when 

researching protected areas which are incorporated into the complex spatial dynamics of globalization 

(West et al. 2006). As Dahlberg et al. (2010, p.209) suggests, access rights can be seen as a “critical 

indicator of the extent to which conservation policies and legislation realize the aims of environmental 

justice in practice”. Although this study is not an explicit investigation of environmental justice, it is 

important to consider the importance that access to resources often has on the livelihoods of local 

people.  

4.4 Theorizing access  
Ribot & Peluso’s (2003, p.153) conceptualization of access focuses on the ability to benefit from things, 

which include “material objects, persons, institutions, and symbols”. They present a method of access 

analysis that enables researchers to assess to what degree people are able to benefit from resources 

as well as the processes through which they are able to do so, aspects which are very important and 

not always included in studies of access within the literature. Rights compose only one part of the 

larger question of access, addressing also other mechanisms and processes that influence the ability 

of actors to benefit from resources, which will be detailed subsequently. Importantly, and conducive 

to political ecology’s analytical approach, they also recognize that “some people and institutions 

control resource access while others must maintain their access through those who have control” 

(Ribot & Peluso 2003, p.154). This is especially relevant to protected area development, in that the 

ability of certain actors to benefit from resources is often mediated through the protected area 

management.  

Ribot & Peluso (2003) use two terms, control and maintenance, to describe the different bundles of 

powers actors possess to secure access to resources. Those who control access have the power to 

determine the ability of other actors’ use of a resource, often monopolizing “access rights to land, 

natural resources and forums for management decisions” (Dahlberg et al. 2010, p.210). Maintenance 

refers to situations when actors must gain and/or maintain access through those who have control of 

a resource, often requiring forfeitures of power or resources in order to do so. Those who want to 

benefit from a resource, but do not control it, must maintain access by continued negotiations of 

transactions with those who have control of the resource. The relational bundles of power that these 

terms constitute, which will be discussed in detail subsequently, are composed of specific ‘strands’ of 

power, or mechanisms, whose interaction comprise the control or maintenance of access. Using these 

concepts, Ribot & Peluso’s (2003) theory of access analysis involves 1) understanding how the benefits 

of a resource flow between different actors in the context of interest, 2) determining the mechanisms 

employed by different actors to maintain or control access, and 3) analyzing the relations of power 

that undergird the mechanisms of power involved in access.  

4.5 Outlining mechanisms of access  
The mechanisms of access are elaborated here as denominational categories to deconstruct the 

bundles of power in Ribot & Peluso’s (2003) theory of access. These are divided into two broad 

categories, rights-based access, describing activities legitimized through law or convention, such as 

customary rights, and structural and relational access mechanisms, which describe additional factors 

that determine and influence access. It is important to note that these mechanisms are neither 

comprehensive nor exclusive of one another, but rather complementary and dynamic, constantly in 

flux and interacting to form evolving bundles of power in different instances in time. Here we will 

briefly examine each category and the mechanisms that comprise them.  
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4.5.1 Rights-Based Access   
What Ribot & Peluso (2003) call ‘legal access’ implies an acknowledgement from law, convention, or 

social acceptance through which access is granted to a particular resource, essentially an ‘access right’. 

The flow of benefits is often dependent on who holds the ability to grant access to the resources, and 

to whom those benefits are granted, often involving an exchange fee of some sort. Perceptions of 

legitimacy to access resources, however, can often conflict and coexist within individual contexts, 

leading to contradictory or overlapping claims that cause ambiguity of what ‘legality’ designates, 

dependent on what institution individuals regard as legitimate. In this sense, ‘illegal’ is a value-laden 

term that merely describes one’s relationship to the law or convention present. What one might deem 

illegal, another might deem as a socially accepted activity that has been traditionally performed for 

long periods of time. Oftentimes, allocation of rights more resemble privileges, in that the overlapping 

legal and customary claims to resources lead to insecure arrangements that are subject to change, 

and require bureaucratic leveraging on behalf of the resource user to better secure access. This 

mechanism is essentially how rights are defined in law (or laws) and how actors who control and 

maintain access relate to those laws.  

4.5.2 Structural and Relational Mechanisms of Access  
As Ribot & Peluso (2003, p.164) theorize, the ability of resource users to benefit from resources “is 

mediated by the specific political-economic and cultural frames within which access to resources is 

sought”. It is important to deconstruct the structural and relational mechanisms defined in these 

frames in order to isolate the ways they individually mediate access.  

Capital and technology are important mechanisms for both control and maintenance of access. 

Exchanges between those who control and maintain access often involve financial transactions, 

meaning that more affluent actors are often able to secure more resources more regularly. 

Furthermore, if those who control access possess capital wealth they are often able to use an array of 

technologies to restrict access, including fences, cameras, gates, and other technologies that either 

physically restrict resources, or convey the intention to do so, which can be equally effective. People 

also use, and often require, technology to extract and benefit from resources, such as tube-wells to 

access groundwater, or boats for fishermen. Another important technological mechanism, albeit less 

direct, is roads. Depending on the quality, roads often determine the number of people and the type 

of vehicles that can access a resource. Peluso’s (1992a) study of ironwood access in West Kalimantan, 

Indonesia, demonstrates the importance of roads for facilitating access to previously remote tracts of 

tropical forest, while also allowing the villagers to access markets to sell ironwood, both of which had 

profound effects on the villager’s management of wood resources. The availability of capital and 

technologies and the manners that they are utilized hold relevant implications for how access is 

mediated.  

As mentioned above, another important mechanism is access to markets. Oftentimes, resource users 

want to benefit from resources commercially in order to earn additional income. In instances such as 

these, individuals need to be able to gain and maintain entry into appropriate markets to sell their 

goods, which is often difficult in rural areas, especially for the poor and marginalized who lack 

transportation or means of contact. Furthermore, the prices for which they can sell their goods are 

often determined by broader market forces of supply and demand, which can affect the degree to 

which they benefit from selling the resource. Similarly, access to labor is an important mechanism 

affecting the ability of individuals to benefit from resources. When a good requires labor for its 

production, the ones who control access to labor can benefit whenever labor is required. Individuals 

who attempt to maintain access to resources benefit from investing in social relations with the 

controller of access in order to continue benefitting from it. The result of these social relations can 
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often lead to corruption around protected areas, in that those with the closest relationships to park 

managers can be granted greater privilege (Ribot & Peluso 2003).  

Access to knowledge plays a significant role in who does and does not benefit from resources. As Ribot 

& Peluso (2003, p.169) assert, access is not only articulated by “economics or moral claims to 

subsistence rights; it serves social political, and ritual purposes as well, representing kinship, power 

relations, or ritual harmony”. As we will discuss later, conservation interventions often legitimate 

themselves through scientific narratives that call for protected areas as essential bulwarks against 

ecologically damaging human activities.2 Conservation ‘experts’ are often trained in natural sciences, 

whose status is attained through privileged access to “information, higher education, and specialized 

training or apprenticeship” (Ribot & Peluso 2003, p.169). They also bear authority to dictate the 

‘appropriate’ means of access and the extent of resource use, while often enjoying exclusive access to 

certain strict nature reserves that only offer access to scientists and specialists. This authority often 

results in dominant roles in planning and decision-making for protected area management, as 

opposed to the local communities that are often claimed by managers to be engaging in 

environmentally destructive behavior. Whilst access to knowledge can clearly be used to control 

access to resources, it can also be used to maintain access. Local people often know where certain 

forest resources lie, or are familiar with the technical information or skills to extract the resources, 

thereby maintaining their ability to benefit from the resources. Access to knowledge can therefore be 

used to maintain labor opportunities, such as a local guide, or utilize their knowledge for extra income.   

Social identity often affects one’s ability to gain access to resources. This can encompass “membership 

in a community or group, including groupings by age, gender, ethnicity, religion, status, profession, 

place of birth, common education, or other attributes that constitute social identity” (Ribot & Peluso 

2003, p.171). Those who control access to resources often grant access to certain resources based on 

social identity, such as indigenous groups in certain protected areas or, as mentioned before, scientists 

in strict nature reserves. It can also be the case that ‘local people’ near protected areas are granted 

access, but the definition of what constitutes ‘local’ is nonetheless articulated by those controlling 

access to resources.  

5. The Ideological Divide in Conservation  
The establishment of Yellowstone National Park in 1872 captured the imaginations of Americans, 

serving as a source of national pride towards America’s commitment to preserving natural and cultural 

heritage (Keiter 2010). The idea of a national park subsequently proliferated both within the United 

States and the world at-large (Schelhas 2001). As the environmental movement began to permeate 

the global consciousness in the second half of the 20th century, due largely to the widespread 

recognition of the alarming rates of species loss and environmental degradation, the number of 

protected areas (PAs)3 began to rise rapidly, especially in the global South (Brechin et al. 2003; Adams 

& Hutton 2007). Due mainly to this trend, the International Union for the Conservation of Nature 

(IUCN), along with the General Assembly of the United Nations, developed a classification system for 

the various models of protected areas emerging from Europe, the United States, and elsewhere, which 

catalogues protected areas into six categories (Adams & Hutton 2007). These categories encompass 

varying degrees of engagement with human activity, ranging from highly exclusionary models such as 

                                                           
2 Escobar (1996)’s seminal paper offers an instructive analysis on the connections between discursive 
practices, power, and nature.   
3 Drawing on Brockington et al. (2008, p.1), protected areas are defined here as “all national parks, game 
reserves, national monuments, forest reserves and myriad other places and spaces for which states provide 
special protection from human interference”.  
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national parks, which mostly restrict extractive practices, to participatory models, which hold human 

activity intrinsic to conservation practice. These categories aptly reflect the scope of conservation 

philosophy and practice. 

Igoe (2004, p.10) refers to conservation as “using natural resources in ways that ensure they will be 

available to future generations”, a statement whose clarity and brevity would seem to indicate a 

convergence of thought, deed, and practice within conservation circles, in that the meaning of 

resource use and the implication of who ‘future generations’ encompass is treated as self-evident. 

This, however, disguises the immense debate that continues to characterize conservation discourse. 

There is a general consensus that the conservation of biodiversity is indeed of cardinal importance, so 

the locus of the debate tends to revolve around how biodiversity can be preserved in varying social 

and ecological settings, relating directly to who has access to resources, the powers that mediate that 

access, and the parties that benefit from resource use. This chapter will survey the two dominant 

approaches to conservation, the ‘protectionist paradigm’ and ‘people-oriented conservation’, each 

with their unique rhetoric and stated practices and their concomitant criticisms. In doing so, it will 

clarify the fundamental discords that underpin discussions of conservation, and also lend broader 

relevance to this study’s position in the literature.  

5.1 The Protectionist Paradigm  
Arguably the most mainstream conservation approach, the protectionist model, views nature 

preservation as a moral imperative. This view has origins in the conception of nature that arose from 

the ‘Yellowstone Model’, which perceived nature as something “pristine that could be distinguished 

and physically separated from human-transformed lands” (Adams & Hutton 2007, p.153). Today, 

biodiversity loss, species extinction, and deterioration of ecosystem services are seen as immense 

threats to these same conceptions of ‘pristine’ nature that emerged much earlier. Kramer et al. (1997) 

argue that protected areas offer the last bastion of hope against the increasing threat of growing 

human populations, advocating the imperative of both expanding networks of PAs and the strength 

of their protection. In recognizing these threats, Myers et al. (2000) identify 25 biodiversity ‘hotspots’, 

the Caucasus being one of them, that represent the highest proportions of endemic species on the 

planet, calling for conservation support to be focused on these areas to maximize conservation 

effectiveness. In a similar vein, authors such as Woodroffe & Ginsberg (1998) argue that the best way 

to curb the increasing threat of carnivore persecution is to maximize the size of existing protected 

areas through expansion. Of primary concern is the alarming rate of deterioration of the natural world, 

and the central importance of protected areas in protecting what we have left. Prendergast et al. 

(1999, p.485) aptly encapsulate this ethos by declaring “Most conservation of threatened wildlife is 

achieved via networks of protected areas in the form of national parks, wilderness areas, and nature 

reserves”.  

Notably, the types of PAs that are mentioned, namely national parks, wilderness areas, and nature 

reserves, are the three categories of the IUCN classification system that employ the strictest control 

and protection (IUCN 2014). Indeed, in viewing nature preservation as a moral imperative, human 

activity and population growth are treated as paramount threats to conservation (Ceballos & Ehrlich 

2002), thus necessitating strict protected area management. Consequently, human settlement and 

most consumptive uses are viewed as threats to safeguarding wilderness, thus their eviction or 

restriction remain the only feasible means to preserve the natural order (Rolston 1998). The 

protectionist’s view holds the notion that any harmonious relationship between local people and the 

surrounding ecology is a myth – that sustainable usage, in such an environment of swift social change 

and population growth, is entirely impossible, universally threatening biodiversity and natural 

processes.  
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Furthermore, the integration of development concerns, such as poverty reduction for residents living 

in the proximity of protected areas, would be perceived as a misallocation of resources that could 

otherwise be used for conservation. Terbourgh (2004, p.619) echoes these sentiments in his 

observation of the World’s Parks Congress, where he laments the politicization of the conference, 

arguing that “social injustice, indigenous peoples’ rights, community management of protected areas, 

and gender equity in conservation” were drowning out the foremost aim of the conference, that of 

preserving non-human nature. The popularity and widespread implementation of the protectionist 

ideology has resulted in myriad protected areas that follow a common set of practices and principles. 

These generally employ top-down, state-led management schemes whose fundamental goal is to 

preserve biodiversity, largely closing the protected areas off to local people by drawing superimposed 

borders, opening primarily for the purpose of recreation and tourism production (Dilsaver & Wyckoff 

2005). 

5.2 A flawed philosophy: criticisms of the protectionist paradigm  
As evidenced by the previous discussion, the protectionist ideology is concerned with global ecological 

values that are becoming increasingly compromised, and the importance of protecting those values 

through conservation. Whilst these are clearly pressing issues, many of the seminal papers that call 

for conservation have a singular focus on biological and ecological variables, relying almost entirely on 

supposedly apolitical aspects to assess the degree to which conservation interventions are needed 

(Ceballos & Ehrlich 2002; Myers et al. 2000). Critics of protectionist approaches to conservation stress 

that these appeals often ignore contextual complexity, arguing that landscapes are politically 

constituted and the product of sustained interactions between nature and society (Robbins 2003; 

Watts 2000). Importantly, they also seek to understand the processual mechanisms that give 

conservationists power when instituting PAs, using broad temporal and spatial scales that offer more 

clarity to their arguments (Robbins 2003; Zimmerer 2006).  ‘Pristine’ wilderness has proved a seductive 

social construct advanced by conservationists, which accentuates ideas of non-human nature, and in 

doing so provides narratives that “write human communities… out of the environmental history of a 

place” (Robbins 2012, p.180). Neumann (2004) expands on this by arguing that the idea of the 

‘pristine’ has been an integral part of the state modernization projects of conservation as a mechanism 

and vindication for rational state ordering, defying in a sense the traditionally romanticized semantics 

of ‘pristine’ reminiscent of naturalists like Muir and Thoreau. Additionally, the “scientific discourse of 

detachment and separation” secures legitimacy and authenticity, and in doing so acquires the political 

power to create and manage parks through top-down regimes (Dahlberg et al. 2010, p.211). The 

supposedly apolitical focus of the protectionist ideology, and its preoccupation with preserving 

perceived wilderness devoid of humans, has been criticized for being overly reliant on natural science, 

ignoring the umbilical relationship between nature and society.  

Because of the moral imperative to preserve tracts of land in their ‘natural state’, the protectionist 

ideology has traditionally vilified local communities as potential threats to conservation, which has 

provoked extensive criticism in the literature for its seemingly misanthropic approach to conservation 

(Siurua 2006). Fortwangler (2003) puts forward four violations to social justice that are characteristic 

of PAs: removals, fear and torture, restricted access to resources, and denied participation. Removals 

occur when the establishment of a PA results in the eviction of local people from their lands, often 

without compensation, and regularly resulting in soured relationships between the PA and local 

people (Fortwangler 2003). Fear and torture refers to incidences of abuse that occur at the hands of 

PA personnel towards local people in order to uphold conservation policies. Restricted access to 

resources, although sometimes effective in preserving biodiversity, compromise the livelihoods of 

local people, often exacerbating their already strained socio-economic predicaments.  Oftentimes, PAs 
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are established where local people perform low-intensive agriculture or livestock production, leading 

not only to local rejection of the conservation authority due to loss of livelihood, but also to loss of 

biological value (Adams & Hutton 2007). Lastly, participation of local people in the management and 

implementation of PAs is largely absent in the protectionist model of conservation, relying instead on 

the state to perform such tasks. As Scott (1986) theorized, and Holmes (2007) later elaborated, the 

disenfranchisement that communities and individuals experience from PA intervention often lead to 

direct resistance to the conditions that are imposed on them, thus compromising the very ambitions 

that the conservation managers seek to achieve. This presents a more pragmatic criticism of 

protectionist practices, in that restrictive policies meant to preserve biodiversity can ironically 

compromise preservation (Holmes 2007).  

Criticism of the protectionist ideology has also come from more technical premises. Adams and Hulme 

(2001) contend that the fundamental problems of traditional protected areas stems from three 

primary factors: the high economic costs of maintaining and managing protected areas, the low 

economic returns relative to other land uses, and also the strength of political voices that object to 

protectionist ideas based on moral grounds, which were discussed previously, and will be further 

subsequently. In Kenya, for example, 10 % of the total land area is under PA status, an area which 

could support “4.2 million people and agricultural and livestock production with a net return of $203 

million”, compared to the $42 million of net revenues of the existing PA system (Inamdar et al. 1999, 

p.1865).4 This substantial opportunity cost is often absorbed by local people who subsequently oppose 

protected areas, likely resulting in conflict. It is also evident that many governments lack the 

institutional capacity or financial capital to adequately manage such large tracts of land. In cases 

where resources are scarce and land area too large, means will be spread too sparsely to adequately 

protect biodiversity, especially under the ‘fortress’ models that demand substantial amounts of 

resources (Leader-Williams & Albon 1988). As Neumann (2004, p.212) states, "The idea of bounding 

and managing a landscape the size of several mid-sized European countries has all the hubris and faith 

in science and progress as any high modernist project". Such cases where protected areas are 

ineffective and local people are discontent have given conservation practitioners impetus to design 

new models of protected areas. 

5.3 Moving forward: People- Oriented Conservation  
The increased pressure by practitioners and academics to include local and indigenous peoples’ 

concerns into conservation planning resulted in its recognition as a foremost concern at the 1982 

World Parks Congress in Bali (Adams & Hutton 2007). This triggered the ‘Third Wave’ of conservation 

during the 1990s which promoted the importance of access rights to land and resources in PA 

management, understanding the effects of the power of institutions such as NGOs and the state, as 

well as interpreting the scientific understandings of nature that accompany these institutions as 

mechanisms of power (Adams & Hutton 2007). This led to increased academic attention to ‘people-

oriented conservation’, an emerging idea advocating the notion that generally conservation should 

not be attempted against the wishes and interests local people, on both moral and pragmatic grounds 

(Adams & Hulme 2001). The predominant logic of people-oriented strategies is that if conservation 

affects local peoples’ livelihoods in some way, and they occupy an active role in management, then 

they will assist and consent to the regulations of PAs given that their livelihoods are not compromised 

(Brechin et al. 2003). The promotion of socio-economic benefits to local people, including 

compensation for denied access to livelihood resources, integrating local enterprise into markets, park 

employment, and other benefits, has sought to internalize development concerns into protected area 

                                                           
4 It is worth noting here that this figure is derived from a study which was conducted in 1999, and may have 
since changed.  
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management, aiming to improve the efficacy of conservation objectives through a more holistic 

approach (Brechin et al. 2003; Brooks et al. 2013). This was largely due to the recognition that 

conservation is not only often responsible for the impoverishment of people, but also the realization 

that poverty often drives environmentally damaging behavior (Brockington et al. 2008).  

People-oriented conservation is an ideal or philosophy of conservation, not commensurate with a 

defined and unified approach, but rather encompassing a variety of models including, among others, 

integrated conservation and development projects (ICDPs), community based natural resources 

management, and co-management (West et al. 2006). The models that result from the people-

oriented approach can be interpreted as varying compromises between concerns of development and 

conservation in protected area establishment, conceptualized by Salafsky & Wollenberg (2000) in 

three categories. The first, where no linkage between livelihoods and conservation is pursued, refers 

to the strict protected areas already described. The second, where livelihoods and conservation are 

indirectly linked via economic substitution, exemplified in the biosphere reserve model, enables local 

people to continue using resources from a buffer zone, while maintaining strict protection in certain 

spatial zones. Key to this theory is that the economic activities in the buffer zone, such as agricultural 

production, will relieve pressure and thereby substitute livelihood activities that may damage local 

biodiversity (Wells et al. 1992). Wells and Brandon (1992) point to two advantages of this approach 

compared to protectionist PAs, the first being that there is a unified authority for both the fully 

protected and the multiple-use zones, easing the coordination of the conservation and development 

objectives. Secondly, the development of multiple-use zones results in more positive relations with 

local people from the outset, which strengthens the management’s credibility as well as the ease of 

pursuing conservation and development objectives.  

The third conceptual category describes a dependency between livelihoods and biodiversity (Salafsky 

& Wollenberg 2000). These ICDPs seek to give rural people “a direct economic interest in the survival 

of species, thus literally harnessing conservation success to the issue of secure livelihoods” (Adams & 

Hutton 2007, p.151). This approach essentially puts the onus of maintaining conservation goals and 

livelihoods on local people, but provides opportunities for conservation managers to help develop 

ecotourism or sustainable timber industries that local people can manage (Salafsky & Wollenberg 

2000). 

The different ideas presented here barely scratch the surface of the breadth of approaches that 

characterize people-oriented conservation. Disparate ideas and procedures coalesce and evolve into 

a diversity of approaches, rendering discussion and debate of people-oriented conservation confusing, 

even among researchers of the field (Adams & Hulme 2001). Salafsky & Wollenberg’s (2000) 

conceptualization helps to clarify and simplify this diversity, but it is worth noting that each individual 

case involves a unique compromise between preserving nature and satisfying development concerns, 

based on contextual and technical factors, as well as between the various interested parties and 

stakeholders (Dilsaver & Wyckoff 2005). As Chan et al. (2007, p.59) note, however, “conservationists’ 

true motivations may differ from the justifications they offer for their activities”, alluding to cases 

where economic benefits are promised by conservation managers in order to corral local support for 

protected areas, only to be abandoned once the areas are established. It is important then to position 

analyses of conservation models within context, and seek to understand the potential trade-offs 

between conservation and livelihoods, as well as the potential gaps between a protected area’s stated 

ambitions and the reality in practice. Critics of people- oriented conservation have been quick to 

emphasize the shortcomings, and what it means for both conservation and development. 
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5.4 A solution unresolved: criticisms of people-oriented conservation  
Fox et al.’s (1996) study of Langtang National Park in Nepal, in which conservation planners have 

attempted to balance biodiversity conservation of the Red Panda with the needs of local people, is 

illustrative of one failed example. Their study concludes that the attempts to design a resource 

management system to “minimize resource depletion, environmental degradation, and social 

instability” was ineffective, necessitating a choice between farmers livelihoods or biodiversity 

preservation (Fox et al. 1996, p.569). In this case, the farmers willfully accepted and followed park 

regulations, but the common property management of the grazing lands was oriented only towards 

the returns from grazing activities, and the farmers did not consider, or were even aware, of what 

impact these activities had on the panda’s well-being. Cases like this are increasingly common, and 

reflect a broader trend of people-oriented conservation interventions failing to succeed on either 

development or conservation goals, resulting in widespread criticism in the literature (Blaikie 2006; 

Neumann 1997). 

Blaikie (2006) argues that the policy process of applying people-oriented conservation projects, the 

manner that the theory is approached in practice, and the relationship between the state and civil 

society in a certain context must all be recognized in order for projects to be successful, and negligence 

of accounting for the complexity of this triumvirate are generally the cause of their failure. He points 

to the example of Malawi, where many such projects have been implemented, arguing that despite 

their theoretical suitability, inherent problems of institutional corruption, as well as the presence of 

contradictory industries such as trophy hunting and safaris, have led to minimal development of local 

skills and marginal distributional benefits to local communities (Blaikie 2006). Berkes (2004) further 

argues that oftentimes the benefits that conservation managers believe to be propitious to local 

development in people-oriented conservation are often in contrast to those that community 

stakeholders view as beneficial. One example of this could be the distribution of financial benefits 

from ecotourism to communities that do not have access to markets, and thus have little practical use 

for money (Berkes 2004). 

As Adams & Hulme (2001, p.197)  assert, however, “Any debate about whether community 

approaches to conservation ‘work’ depends on the frame of reference used”, a statement that aptly 

reflects the crux of the conservation debate, in that some advocate biodiversity conservation as a 

foremost priority, while others argue that human needs cannot be ignored, reflecting the diversity of 

ethical reference frames behind conservation approaches. Adams et al. (2004) point to two normative 

stances that characterize this debate. The first is that the policy realms of conservation and poverty 

reduction should remain separate, focusing specifically on the measurement of the success of 

conservation by its impacts on species or the landscape. The second is that poverty reduction should 

not be impeded by conservation efforts. In this sense, conservation should not compromise the 

livelihoods of local people. 

Rolston (1998) argues that the ‘win-win’ solutions of preserving nature and supporting local 

livelihoods that people-oriented conservation interventions strive for are idealistic, referring to the 

importance of a less anthropocentric worldview, the ethical commitment to saving wild nature, as well 

as the failure of development policies in general to illustrate his point that combining ambitions of 

development and conservation is misguided and impractical. Terbourgh (2004) further argues that the 

work of conservation science up to now is being compromised by the increased attention towards 

development, calling for a separation of issues of the ‘global agenda’ of economic progress and the 

imperative of conservation. Much of the literature arguing against people-oriented conservation does 

not ignore the importance of poverty alleviation, but rather laments the perceived relegation of 

biodiversity conservation as a secondary concern (Sanderson & Redford 2004). As Sanderson & 
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Redford (2004) contend, conservationists possess neither the means nor the power to adequately 

address preexisting development problems. Arguments such as these typify many protectionist’s 

assertive position that development and conservation should be disassociated and pursued 

independently.   

Others offer more nuanced critiques of people-oriented conservation. Belsky (2003, p.91) argues that 

the obstacles encountered in ICPD projects are not necessarily inherent in the models themselves, but 

in the socio-political backdrops that they are embedded in, which “continue to deny the poorest and 

most vulnerable peoples access and control over resources to secure their livelihood and craft their 

own futures”. In their view, many ICDPs fail to succeed in both conservation and development goals 

due to the continued burden of conservation costs absorbed by local people, as well as the unequal 

benefits distribution from conservation. Berkes (2007, p.15193) further suggests that the multilevel 

linkages in nature and the multiple actors needed in managing PAs necessitate “vertical and horizontal 

institutional interplay” rather than one-dimensional community management, encouraging 

constructive dialogue and shared resources required in addressing multiple objectives in complex 

social and political contexts. Oftentimes, people-oriented conservation operates under a controversial 

notion of ‘community’, which assumes “a degree of integration, shared values and interests, 

geographical distinctness, and stability over time”, an assumption that obscures the dynamism and 

heterogeneity of the reality in different contexts (Siurua 2006, p.77).  

The development of protected areas is a complex process with equally complex outcomes. Chan et al. 

(2007, p.59) insist that conservation research needs to integrate the social sciences more meaningfully 

and be cognizant of the “spatial, temporal, and social distributions of costs and benefits of 

conservation”, while also recognizing that per se biodiversity conservation is sometimes necessary. 

What is needed is research into how individual parks are attempting to balance development and 

conservation concerns, which is a hefty undertaking. Until then, the reconciliation of addressing 

human needs and achieving conservation objectives will continue to falter.  

6. Narrowing the lens  
In this chapter, the discussion of conservation will be advanced into narrower focus, elaborating on 

central concepts and variables relevant to this case study of BKPA. First, the discussion will explore 

the implications of fuelwood dependency on both people and the environment, expounding on why 

conservation managers worry about fuelwood dependent resource-user’s impact on forest ecology 

and the factors that drive this dependency, as well as the possibilities for sustainable use. Due to the 

lack of literature addressing these issues in the Caucasus, this chapter will mostly draw on research 

from within the African context, which features similar high-levels of forest dependency and poor 

socio-economic conditions as rural Georgia, thus providing a relevant research context. The discussion 

will then turn to a brief analysis of buffer zones, outlining why they have become a common 

alternative to purely protectionist approaches to conservation, while also elaborating on why they 

cannot be considered a panacea to adequately meeting local people’s needs.  

6.1 Understanding fuelwood dependency in the rural context  
Many people in industrialized countries have throughout the last century replaced fuelwood with 

alternative sources of fuel that are more convenient and efficient, including charcoal, gas, and 

electricity. However, millions of people are still dependent on fuelwood from nearby forests (Arnold 

et al. 2003). Coad et al. (2008) conceptualize forest products as both a ‘daily net’ and a ‘safety net’. 

‘Daily net’ refers to resources of everyday use, which are instrumental to the daily livelihood concerns 

of the users. ‘Safety net’ refers to forest products that are needed when alternative income activities 

fail to meet demand, such as when crop failures result in the need to forage in the forest for 



23 
 

sustenance. Fuelwood often functions as both of these types of products in the developing world, i.e. 

as a vital source of energy and also a potential source of auxiliary income (Coad et al. 2008). Research 

on fuelwood use in the developing world experienced a swell of interest during the 1970s. This interest 

initially focused on the heavy dependency by subsistence users on fuelwood, and the increasing threat 

that this presented to surrounding ecology as well as the threat to future livelihoods that the potential 

overexploitation of the forests might result in (Arnold et al. 2003). The nexus between dependence, 

fuelwood-extraction, and ecological change has led to research into how forest ecology is affected by 

forest-dependent populations that regularly extract fuelwood from surrounding forests (Shaanker et 

al. 2004). 

Two studies, which aggregated data collected from an array of case-studies throughout Africa, 

concluded that fuelwood dependency and extraction are key factors contributing to deforestation 

(Geist & Lambin 2002; Kaimowitz & Angelsen 1998). In a case study from Uganda, Sassen et al. (2015) 

argue that extraction of fuelwood affects forest structure, function, and biodiversity, asserting that 

forests most affected were consistently located near densely populated areas. They however further 

these findings by proposing that the effects of extraction on ecology can be heavily influenced by the 

social and cultural contexts to which the extraction belongs, arguing that the volume of extraction is 

an outgrowth of these practices, moving outside of singular apolitical explanations relying solely on 

ecological considerations to develop a more holistic understanding. Shackleton (1993) builds on this 

insight in his comparison of two similar forest plots, one with fuelwood harvesting and one without, 

concluding that the plot with an adjacent village experienced more loss of species richness relative to 

the other forest, but that heavy dependency, pervasive poverty, and lack of available substitutes 

contributed greatly to over-extraction. The study concludes, however, that sustainable usage would 

be attainable if extraction expanded into unharvested areas, spreading extraction to a greater area 

and thus alleviating intensive usage on smaller areas. Additionally, sustainable usage would be 

attainable if alternative energy sources were made available to the forest-dependent populations, as 

this would significantly reduce extraction (Shackleton 1993).  

In their study of the relationship between ecological costs such as deforestation and dependence, 

Shaanker et al. (2004, p.244) argues that ecological costs are “driven by the extent of dependence, by 

the indigenous ecological knowledge of the harvesting communities, and the market organization and 

institutions”. They hypothesize that ecological costs will rise under conditions of high dependency, 

low ecological knowledge, and weak institutions, but will be more favorable if those conditions are 

reversed. Logically, if ecological knowledge is high and users act rationally, the users will be more 

aware of their current extraction’s effect on future use, accordingly adopting more sustainable 

practices if their livelihood situation makes it possible. Otherwise local people will knowingly over-

extract in situations where there is no other option. The study also demonstrated that when forest 

laws are weakly enforced around protected areas in situations of high fuelwood dependence by locals, 

compliance from locals is much less likely (Shaanker et al. 2004). Others have demonstrated that 

community management of forest resources can have favorable ecological outcomes, given that there 

are appropriate conditions of collective interests, ecological knowledge, limited population growth, 

and effective enforcement and monitoring (Pagdee et al. 2006). As Straede & Treue (2006, p.252) 

observe, cases must be treated individually, with attention to social drivers but also to “the volumes 

extracted, the productive capacity of the area, and the general disturbance of flora and fauna that the 

utilization of certain species causes”.  By this it is meant that there is no inherent causality between 

fuelwood dependence and ecological degradation, but instead a range of interacting variables that 

must be accounted for in assessments of sustainable use, including socio-economic factors as well as 

ecological ones (Pagdee et al. 2006) 
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The variables described above, such as collective interests of communal welfare, ecological 

knowledge, population growth, rate of extraction, and enforcement interact in complex ways, and 

require careful analysis in order to interpret the particular influence of each factor, undoubtedly an 

onerous task for management. When forest resource use serves as a symbol of local people’s self-

determination over their own livelihoods, managers must be careful in treating these resources as 

merely an ecological or technical issue, since they are bound up in social and cultural traditions of 

collective identity (Neumann 1996). The aforementioned research into fuelwood use suggests that 

sustainable use can occur under certain conditions, and research provides insight into how several 

effective approaches can be employed by conservation managers to help curb ecological damage.  

The concept of the ‘energy ladder’ hypothesizes that as income rises, users will abandon more 

traditional energy sources and progress to more modern fuels (Arnold et al. 2006). In a study of 

fuelwood elasticities conducted mostly in South Asia and Africa, fuelwood was demonstrated in 

several multivariate economic analyses as being own-price inelastic, meaning that increases in the 

price of fuelwood often result in substantial decreases in consumption, indicating a lack of available 

substitutes and a pricing out of fuelwood, a common situation in many poor rural households 

throughout these regions (Cooke et al. 2008). Importantly though, they suggested that if alternatives 

are available and affordable, resource users will often use them if they save labor and money, 

corroborating the ‘energy ladder’ hypothesis. Implicit in this assertion is the preference of modern 

fuels, but when these substitutes are not available or affordable, as in much of the developing world, 

scarcity of fuelwood can lead to desperate predicaments, sometimes resulting in overexploitation of 

the forest (Arnold et al. 2006; Cooke et al. 2008). The literature shows that when access to alternatives 

to fuelwood is restricted, people often reluctantly reduce their consumption in able to economize 

usage, or rather step down the ‘energy ladder’ to things like animal dung, which can be of serious 

detriment to health (Arnold et al. 2006). Viable technical solutions to forest degradation can include 

subsidized substitute energy sources, or increased efficiency of existing technologies, such as 

woodstoves (Cooke et al. 2008). These are solutions that can be pursued within people-oriented 

conservation models, in that they address both ecological and development concerns, while easing 

the demand on forest resources and decreasing dependency in the process.  

 It is important to recognize that many rural people in the global south are dependent on fuelwood 

from surrounding forests for the maintenance of their livelihoods (Arnold et al. 2003). Dependency, 

therefore, undergirds what it means to be socio-economically vulnerable, in that fluctuations or 

shocks in the flow of the resource can have drastic consequences for resource dependent people. In 

the case of fuelwood, these consequences could include cold houses, inability to cook food, lack of 

warm water, and other forfeitures of household welfare. Whilst it is clear that fuelwood extraction 

affects forest ecology under certain conditions, the context in which the resource users belong is 

imperative to a more holistic understanding of drivers and possible solutions. The manners and extent 

to which state-controlled protected areas address the needs of highly fuelwood-dependent local 

populations can therefore hold critical implications for both the livelihoods of local people and the 

surrounding ecology.   

6.2 Buffer zones as instruments of conservation  
Buffer zones emerged out the conservation literature as a feasible solution by meeting the dual 

objectives of conservation and development in instances where protected areas are in close proximity 

to human populations (Stræde & Treue 2006). The intention behind buffer zones was to create an 

area where local people could extract protected resources to meet their livelihood needs, while also 

“form(ing) the best possible ecological boundaries between protected areas and other lands as the 

biological integrity of protected areas will be heavily influenced by the management of the land 
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surrounding them” (Stræde & Treue 2006, p.252). Buffer zones belong to what Zimmerer (2006) calls 

‘utilized environments’, a term that also includes managed reserves and extractive reserves, which he 

argues provide a viable solution to the urgent need of integrating human needs into PA management. 

Others value buffer zones more for their contribution to protecting threatened ecological reserves, 

arguing that these areas provide a much needed fortification between resource users and priority 

conservation zones, and that any increase in the area of a PA helps curb ecological damage (Woodroffe 

& Ginsberg 1998). Buffer zones, along with other management components incorporating land use, 

rose to 58% of the global total of protected areas by 1997, reflecting the popularity of viewing land 

use areas as effective conservation instruments (Zimmerer 2006). At first glance it would seem that 

buffer zones provide a vital panacea concerning how to balance conservation and development, in 

that they allow resource extraction to maintain livelihoods while also providing a bulwark for more 

ecologically critical conservation areas. However, buffer zones have encountered problems in 

application and have received considerable criticisms.  

Wells & Brandon (1993, p.160) argue that PA managements have a tendency to overlook practical 

problems when attempting to establish buffer zones, to the extent that “the utility of the concept has 

been jeopardized”. In their view, buffer zones tend only to increase ecological damage within PA 

boundaries, calling for a shift in buffer zone management to prioritize park protection and relegate 

economic benefits to local people as a secondary concern, while also focusing strictly on areas that 

border with human settlements (Wells & Brandon 1993). Other criticisms have come from a more 

socio-economic and cultural basis: primarily, many argue that granting resource rights in areas where 

people have long legacies of resource-use is suspect, in that, essentially, the resources are being seized 

and redistributed under the guise of an ‘added benefit’ of PA establishment (Heinen & Mehta 2000). 

Neumann (1997, p.560) furthers this criticism by arguing that buffer zones represent a new form of 

political intervention that “represents(s) a continuity with rather than a cleavage from past practices”, 

referring to protectionist practices that tend to extend state authority and monitoring into rural areas 

through the establishment of PAs. He points to instances of “forced relocations, curtailment of 

resource access, abuses of power by conservation authorities, and increased government 

surveillance” (Neumann 1997, p.564) as common occurrences in studies of buffer zones, contradictory 

to the ambitions of local participation and socio-economic benefit that are the ostensible ambitions 

of their establishment. Instead, it is argued that their actual intent is to diffuse local resistance to PA 

establishment - which is often guided by international NGOs such as WWF and Conservation 

International (CI) (Neumann 1997). These criticisms are important to consider, in that they recognize 

that buffer zones often fail to realize either one or both of their aims of effectively protecting ecology 

and providing much-needed resource access for poor rural communities. Furthermore, it is essential 

to understand the ways buffer zones affect the politics of the land, as well as the nature and intent of 

the institutions that manage and control that land.  

7. Contextualizing the Case Study  
 This chapter will first outline a brief history of forestry reform throughout the last century in Georgia 

in order to give insight into the institutional changes of the country’s forest management. It will then 

discuss the recent expansion of Georgia’s protected area network, before elaborating on the ecology, 

establishment, and socio-economic profile of both BKPA and its surrounding area. The chapter will 

conclude with a brief description of the villages of this study area, as well as BKPA’s management of 

fuelwood within its boundaries.  
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7.1 A brief overview of forestry reform in Soviet and Post- Soviet Georgia  
Over the past centuries, Georgia has experienced substantial institutional reform in the management 

of their vast forests, which today cover approximately 43% of land area (Global Forest Coalition 2008). 

Prior to the Soviet period in the 19th century, proprietors of these forests included the state, private 

landowners, churches, and villages, allowing private purchases of forested lands for productive use 

(Metreveli 2002). In 1921, when Georgia was subjected to Soviet rule, the agricultural public 

commissariat was granted responsibility of forest management and protection, essentially granting 

ownership of the forests to the state, which led to two forest classifications of either major state 

forests or local forest, the former which accommodated intensive industrial foresting, and the latter 

mostly serving as a source for local subsistence users. As a result of these industrial forests, and the 

high export demand to other Soviet countries, forests in Georgia experienced widespread intensive 

logging throughout the Soviet period, leading to the destruction of many old growth forests (Metreveli 

2002).  

After the fall of the Soviet Union in 1991, the arduous transition to a democratic and market-based 

system ensued, marked by “political and socio-economic crises, rampant crime, and widespread 

corruption” (Macharashvili 2009, p.2). Despite the Soviet forest management policies still being in 

place, the period from 1991 to 1998 experienced unprecedented deforestation, largely due to the 

absence of any substantive management or enforcement. The awareness of widespread environment 

damage subsequently led to the emergence of environmentalism in the Georgian political sphere, 

reflected in their participation in Convention on Biological Diversity and ratification of United Nations 

Convention on Climate Change in 1994 (Global Forest Coalition 2008; IUCN 2012). From 1999 to 2005, 

the Forest Code of Georgia was adopted, withdrawing the ability of state-run forestry services to 

pursue commercial activities, instead privatizing forest use through the auctioning of forest 

management licenses to local governments, timber and forest production companies, and several 

other license- types, decentralizing forest management to these smaller entities (Macharashvili 2009). 

Despite the attempts to curb environmental damage, this period was riddled with large-scale forest 

degradation due to weak regulatory mechanisms of private industrial activity and widespread 

corruption of management institutions.  

In 2004, the State Forestry Department was subsumed by the Ministry of Environment Protection and 

Natural Resources, a more centralized body that the Agency of Protected Areas also belongs to. 

Despite having improved mitigation of the large-scale forest degradation of the Soviet-era and the 

transition period, the Georgian forests still faced complex problems due to “flaws of legislation, 

mismanagement, lack of a professionally trained cadre in the forestry services, conflict of interests, 

corruption, and weak control” (Macharashvili 2009, p.4). During interviews, the director of BKPA 

described the transition period after the fall of the Soviet Union as one of little to no institutional 

enforcement of Georgia’s forests (Tabunidze, pers. comm.). During interviews with the villages, many 

respondents corroborated these statements by the director by saying that before the park was 

established and patrolled, they had been extracting wood from the BKPA’s area for as long as they 

could remember.  Today, forests are under state control, and forest management is guided by the 

National Forest Concept, which recognizes that Georgian forests “have a vital importance for safety 

and well-being of the population, for poverty alleviation, and development for industries” (Adeishvili 

2015, p.19). Assessing the central importance of forests to Georgians throughout the last century, as 

well as the constantly evolving institutions managing them, helps us understand the circumstances of 

forest use and governance surrounding the recent increase of protected areas throughout the 

country.  
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7.2 The proliferation and management of protected areas in Georgia  
By the end of the 1980s, the Soviet Union had established 15 strict nature reserves covering 2.4% of 

Georgia’s territory, functioning solely for the purpose of biodiversity conservation and scientific 

research (Nakhutsrishvili 2012). The institutions managing them, however, had many overlapping 

responsibilities and jurisdictions, which resulted in negligence to actively uphold the regulatory 

policies protecting the reserves, thus rendering many of them virtually open forests, free from any 

kind of enforcement or regulation (Arabidze 2008). After Georgia gained independence from the 

Soviet Union in 1989, the Georgian government developed an interest in establishing a large network 

of protected areas to protect the ecology of the country. In 1996, the “Law on the System of Protected 

Areas” established the legal authority of the Georgian government to develop and manage PAs 

throughout the country (IUCN 2012). Between 2010 and 2014, three national parks, 7 nature reserves, 

and 27 natural monuments were established in Georgia, an increase of 104, 643 hectares, while 

visitors to these areas also increased 54 times between 2007 and 2014 (MoE 2015). Today, 7.35% of 

the country’s territory is covered by PAs, composed of 14 strict nature reserves, 10 national parks, 24 

natural monuments, 18 managed reserves, 2 protected landscapes, and 1 multiple use landscape (APA 

2012). This rapid expansion of the protected area system was largely made possible and encouraged 

by donor organizations, including the Global Environment Facility (GEF)/ World Bank, the German, 

American, and Norwegian governments, and the United Nations Development Program (UNDP), as 

well as technical support from several international organizations, most notably WWF (Meladze 2014; 

Nakhutsrishvili 2012). One example of this is demonstrated by the GEF/World Bank grant of 8.1 million 

dollars in 2001 to the Georgian government to “conserve Georgian biodiversity through the creation 

of three ecologically and socially sustainable protected areas”, which financed the management of 

Tusheti, Lagodekhi, Vashlovani protected areas (Global Forest Coalition 2008, p.18) .  

The network of PAs in Georgia is managed today by The Agency of Protected Areas (APA), a 

department  within the larger Ministry of Environment Protection and Natural Resources (Metreveli 

2002). The agency is separated into 22 smaller extension administrations that operate at a local level 

(APA 2012). The primary purpose of the APA, as proclaimed in their brochure, is to “protect and 

conserve this unique biodiversity and the ecosystems” in a “close to untouched state” (APA 2012, p.1). 

The Georgian government recognizes in these documents that maintaining effective relationships 

between local stakeholders and the growing network of protected areas is integral to reducing conflict 

and to thus establish a successful PA system (IUCN 2012). This is evidenced by the recently drafted 

Biodiversity Strategy and Action Plan of Georgia (2014-2020), which mentions economic development 

and stakeholder involvement as primary concerns moving forward (NBSAP 2014). Despite policy 

intentions to reduce conflict, however, problems persist due to “high dependence of the communities 

on natural resources within the Protected Areas, uncertainties relating to land ownership, limited 

involvement of local population in planning and management” and negative perceptions of parks 

resulting from these problems (GEO 2015, p.8). There have been several studies5 on the ecological 

health of several Red-list species within Georgia, but, thus far, there has been scarce research into the 

social ramifications of the protected area network, which is perhaps unsurprising considering its 

recent development, but is nonetheless vital considering the spatial expansion of the PA network and 

the substantial rural populations throughout Georgia.  

                                                           
5 See Zazanashvili & Mallon 2009.  



28 
 

7.3 Profiling Borjomi-Kharagauli Protected Areas  

7.3.1 Establishment and Management  
Borjomi municipality, and the surrounding area, has for a long time been seen as a premier tourist 

destination for both nationals and foreigners due to both its distinct landscape, its mineral baths, and 

the famous Borjomi Mineral Water that is exported from the region (Chitadze 2013). During the 19th 

century, Russian tsar Nikoloz Romanov demarcated an area north of Borjomi as a hunting reserve for 

nobles of the Russian Empire (APA 2012). Later, in 1935, Borjomi Reserve was established by the 

Soviets as a healthful resort, mostly serving the elite classes of Soviet Russia (Chitadze 2013). This 

reserve constitutes one component of what is today’s Borjomi-Kharagauli Protected Areas (BKPA), 

which was legally established in post-Soviet Georgia in 1995 and lies in the central part of the country 

at the eastern edge of the lesser Caucasus mountain range, consisting of four conjoined territories: 

Borjomi- Kharagauli National Park, Borjomi Strict Nature Reserve, Nedzvi Managed Reserve, and 

Goderzi Petrified Forest National Monument (APA 2012). Occupying 85,083 hectares it is one of 

Europe’s largest protected areas, and accounts for over 1 % of the nation’s territory, sprawling 6 

administrative districts: Borjomi, Kharagauli, Akhaltsikhe, Adigeni, Khashuri and Baghdati.  

The idea to establish BKPA originated from WWF- Caucasus Program office, which, through continued 

negotiations with the Georgian government, led to the initial steps to legally establish the PA in 1995 

(Gamkrelidze, pers. comm.). Despite the BKPA being formally recognized under law, the development 

of infrastructure to manage it did not begin until 2001, when KfW agreed to finance development 

through a bilateral agreement called ‘Environment and Protection of Natural Resources in Borjomi-

Kharagauli Protected Area’, signaling the official inauguration of BKPA (Flores & Adeishvili 2011). 

Between the years 1999 and 2003, KfW provided 3.44 million Euro to provide financial assistance for 

zoning and demarcation of BKPA, development of the management plan, development of tourist 

infrastructure, and communication training (Flores & Adeishvili 2011). The WWF- Caucasus Program 

office was “commissioned as implementation and management consultant for both the 

implementation and training and communications program” (Flores & Adeishvili 2011, p.25), receiving 

most of the grant money to carry out these plans (Global Forest Coalition 2008). KfW continued to 

provide additional financial assistance between 2005 and 2009 to cover operational expenses, 

amounting to approximately 400,000 Euro (Tsitskishvili, pers. comm.). In 2008, the Caucasus Nature 

Fund (CNF) was established with the cooperation of WWF, Conservation International, and KfW to 

help fund the operational expenses of PAs throughout the Caucasus, subsequently providing 50% of 

the operational expenses for BKPA every year, matching the financial commitments of the Georgian 

government (KfW 2014). The total operational budget of BKPA in 2010 amounted to 444,746 GEL6, 

which includes the salaries for the 73 employees of BKPA.  

CNF still plays an active role in financing BKPA, providing a grant of 700,000 Euro between 2010 and 

2015 for “major refurbishment of the visitor’s center and administrative building, biodiversity 

monitoring equipment such as camera traps, binoculars, and mobile communication services”, and 

patrolling vehicles (CNF 2016). Despite continued funding, Flores and Adeishvili (2011) argue that 

BKPA is still exceedingly underfinanced to protect the resources its boundaries, financing that could 

be allocated to more patrols and better regulation of the PA’s resources. As evidenced by the BKPA 

director’s statement and the management plan, the primary goal of the PA is to protect biodiversity, 

but concerns of local involvement and livelihoods were also stated as cardinal goals (Tabunidze, pers. 

comm.). It was unclear the exact extent to which these various institutions actively participated in 

management, but their involvement was ostensibly considerable. 

                                                           
6 Approximately 163,792 Euro (2015).  
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The regulations of BKPA completely forbid resource use within the Borjomi Strict Nature Reserve 

(BKPA 2012). The land and resources within Borjomi-Kharagauli National Park are state-owned and 

restricted from use, with the exception of certain villages that lie adjacent to the protected area. These 

people are allowed to utilize specified resources within a ‘Traditional Use Zone’(TUZ), which allows 

limited use of plants with medicinal properties, fruits, nuts, and fungi for eating, as well as use of 

fuelwood for heating homes (BKPA 2012). This TUZ is strategically designated near populated areas, 

but is limited to just inside BKPA’s boundary, rarely reaching more than a few kilometers inside the 

borders (Tabunidze, pers. comm.). Grazing on pastures within the TUZ and the interior of the park is 

permitted only during certain times of the year. Activities such as hunting, fishing, or extraction of 

timber are strictly forbidden, and punishable by a fine (BKPA 2012). The Nedzvi Managed Reserve, one 

of the component areas of the larger BKPA, which lies on the southeast corner of the network, allows 

extraction of 800 cubic meters of timber for residents of bordering Akhaldaba (BKPA 2012). The 

reserve is otherwise subject to the same regulations as the TUZ, including the use of fuelwood. For 

this reason, the TUZ in this case study will also refer to the Nedzvi Managed Reserve to facilitate eased 

analysis. 

7.3.2 Ecology  
Myers et al. (2000)’ seminal study identified the Caucasus as one of 25 biodiversity hotspots, 

characterized by exceptionally high rates of endemic species as well as significant threats to the 

habitats they belong to. It is also listed by WWF as one of their 35 ‘priority places’, while also 

“identified by Conservation International as being simultaneously the richest and most threatened 

reservoirs of plant and animal life” (MoE 2015, p.3).  

BKPA is considered one of most ecologically diverse areas in the Caucasus region, home to endangered 

species such as the colchic oak, the golden eagle, brown bear, and lynx , as well as 21 additional species 

on IUCN’s ‘Red List’ (APA 2012). It is covered by mixed forests, with large tracts of pine and spruce 

bordering alpine and subalpine meadows that cover one quarter of its territory (Zazanashvili & Mallon 

2009). The area has long been recognized for its high concentrations of productive hardwood trees, 

such as oak, walnut, chestnut, and boxwood, all of which are valuable as both fuelwood and timber, 

demonstrated by their importance as timber exports during the 19th century (Metreveli 2002). 

According to Flores and Adeishvili (2011), the 85,000 hectares of native spruce forest in BKPA store 

approximately 771,000 tons of CO2, amounting to a market value of US$ 6,010, 000 a year. Ranging 

from 1400 to 1800 meters above sea level, there are a variety of microclimates within BKPA, which 

contribute to its distinguished biodiversity. Despite BKPA’s development, conservation authorities still 

believe that its ecology is threatened by continued unsustainable logging, overgrazing, land 

encroachment, poaching, and other activities deemed illegal by the state, all of which have alleged 

consequences including the degradation of vegetation and loss of habitat, leading also to losses in 

biodiversity (BKPA 2012; Zazanashvili & Mallon 2009). In 2014, for instance, “damage caused to the 

protected areas (of BKPA) from illegal cuts amounted to 26, 879 GEL and in 2010-2014 85,000 GEL” 

(GEO 2015, p.18).  

7.3.3 Demographic and socio-economic overview  
Today, Georgia is considered to be a developing country, with high rates of rural poverty and 

marginalized populations (WB 2015). The area surrounding BKPA is composed of the six districts of 

Akhaltsikhe, Bagdati, Kharagauli, Adigeni, Khasuri, and Borjomi, which, as of 2003, which is the latest 

year statistics were available, held a population of 225, 700 people (MoE 2003). These people reside 

in 264 villages7, with an average population of 430 people per village. The larger municipalities of 

                                                           
7 Village corresponds to a population less than 500 people  
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Borjomi, Khasuri, Akhaltsikhe, and Adigeni represent the largest populations in the area (BKPA 2012). 

The Borjomi district, which is part of the larger Samtskhe-Javakheti region that encompasses the entire 

southern boundary of BKPA, has experienced fairly static rural population growth from 2011-2014, 

remaining at around 31,000 (Geostat 2016). Reports suggest considerable outmigration during the 

last decade, which also corroborates information gathered during interviews (BKPA 2012). This could 

be attributed to various economic and social factors in individual villages which may incentivize 

outmigration, such as high unemployment rates.  

Samtskhe- Javakheti’s population is heavily reliant on agriculture, forestry, fishing, and hunting to 

sustain their livelihoods. Approximately 22% of the income in the region is generated from selling 

home-grown agricultural products, the highest rate in Georgia. Yet, pensions and remittances remain 

the largest source of income (Metreveli 2002). Despite Georgia’s marked economic growth following 

the Rose Revolution of 2003, the large majority of the rural population in the Borjomi district lead 

subsistence lifestyles (Gabechav et al. 2009). Furthermore, the unemployment rate of the district is 

estimated to be 39%, with the poverty rate approaching 60%. The region experienced employment 

declines of 33% between 2005 and 2008, which “is believed to be due to emigration of workers and 

in some cases their families” (Gabechav et al. 2009, p.100).  It proved rather difficult to find specific 

socio-economic statistics for the area, especially for individual villages, but it is widely accepted by 

conservation authorities and in other development reports that the rural areas of the Samtskhe-

Javakheti region are characterized by widespread poverty and extremely limited socio-economic 

opportunity (Gabechav et al. 2009; Gamkrelidze, pers. comm.). One illustrative observation suggests 

that approximately 80% of rural households in Georgia use fuelwood from surrounding forests for 

heating and cooking, a rate that reflects the meager access and unaffordability of alternative energy 

sources (Adeishvili 2015). It is clear that Borjomi-Kharagauli Protected area was developed in a context 

of widespread poverty, high unemployment, and subsistence lifestyles.  

7.3.4 The Study Area and fuelwood management  
The fieldwork for this case study was conducted in seven villages along the southern boundary of 

BKPA, all of which lie within the Samtskhe-Javakheti region. These villages were Akhaldaba, 

Baniskhevi, Dviri, Chitakhevi, Kvibisi, Akhali Ubani, and Kvabiskhevi. Presumably due to the modest 

populations of these villages, statistical data was not found detailing population numbers, 

demographics, or socio-economic statistics. It was clear through interviews that the respondent’s 

households had different levels of incomes, dependent on employment or the number of unemployed 

members of their families. Indeed, it was clear during the fieldwork that the villages were quite small, 

as evidenced by their limited physical size, with the exception of Akhaldaba, which was noticeably 

larger than the others. Furthermore, the villages seemed to resemble the acknowledged socio-

economic characteristics of the larger Samtskhe-Javakheti region that they are a part of, in that 

poverty, subsistence lifestyles, and unemployment seemed predominant. Most of the people that 

were interviewed seemed frustrated by the lack of options that the region and the Georgian economy 

were affording them. More detailed socio-economic observations will be detailed in the subsequent 

results chapter.  

There has been a long legacy of fuelwood use in the area that is now BKPA, which, according to a 

representative at the WWF-Caucasus office, was one reason why a buffer zone (or TUZ) was 

established (Gamkrelidze, pers. comm). The national law stipulates that every household in the 

country is permitted to extract seven cubic meters of fuelwood/year (BKPA 2012). People near the 

BKPA are subject to the same limits, although according to the BKPA director this was different before 

2013, when park management held discretionary power to allocate up to ten cubic meters/year 

(Tabunidze, pers. comm). Importantly though, the BKPA director, the management plan, and the 
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WWF-Caucasus representative made clear that there have not been any forest inventory studies 

before or after the park was established (BKPA 2012; Gamkrelidze, pers. comm.; Tabunidze, pers. 

comm.).  

In the villages that have TUZ access along the boundary of BKPA, the BKPA director stated that cutting 

areas are chosen by conservation managers using various criteria, such as forest conditions, 

availability of access roads, demand from local population, and previous years’ statistics on fuelwood 

use (Tabunidze, pers. comm). The areas marked for extraction are therefore dependent on the village 

of question, and change on a year by year basis in order to mitigate intensive use in limited areas. In 

order for the residents of these villages to acquire wood from BKPA’s territory, they must first register 

themselves in an electronic database through the municipal government (Tabunidze, pers. comm.). 

They must then pay for a fee for each cubic meter of fuelwood they intend to extract, which amounts 

to three GEL8 for deciduous trees and two GEL for conifers, before paying an additional service fee of 

three GEL for each cubic meter as well (Tabunidze, pers. comm.). After this, a permit is issued to the 

resource user, after which a ranger will mark the trees corresponding to individual permits. The 

resource user is then personally responsible for the extraction of fuelwood, leading most villagers to 

hire cars or oxen to retrieve the wood (GEO 2015). The average cost of seven cubic meters was 

estimated by GEO to be 400 GEL, including transport, permits, and fees (GEO 2015).  

8. Results  
As explained in the preceding methodology chapter, interviews were conducted in seven different 

villages on the southern boundary of BKPA. These were chosen due to their geographical location, 

with the exception of two villages that were mentioned in the meetings with GEO as particularly acute 

conflict areas. The details of each village’s fuelwood extraction were not known before the study was 

conducted. It was only during the fieldwork that four of the seven villages were identified as being 

restricted from extracting fuelwood from the BKPA’s Traditional Use Zone (TUZ). This was cited by the 

director of BKPA to be due to their geographic location (Tabunidze, pers. comm.). These villages 

instead extracted wood from an area managed by the National Forestry Agency, not BKPA, which was 

called the ‘free territory’9. In Table 1, the villages of the study are enumerated as having TUZ access 

or being forbidden from the TUZ. Whilst these villages may seem extraneous to the interests of the 

study, in that BKPA does not manage their use of fuelwood, their historical use of fuelwood was found 

to have been altered by the BKPA’s establishment, proving them relevant to the study, which will be 

discussed in more detail later. Additionally, they provide insight into the dependencies of local people 

on forest resources for the maintenance of their livelihoods. Nevertheless, the central importance of 

the villages with TUZ access will be reflected in slightly more attention to results from those villages.  

      

  

                                                           
8 1 Georgian Lari (GEL) is equivalent to 0.37 Euros (2015) 
9 This area was colloquially referred to as the ‘free territory’, which will be used as the term throughout this 
thesis referring to the forests administered by the National Forestry Agency. 
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Table 8.1: Study villages, areas of access, number of interviews conducted, and average stated 
fuelwood needs (cubic meters/year) 

Villages with TUZ access Number of interviews conducted Average fuelwood needs 
Akhaldaba 13 8.5 
Baniskhevi 9 12.1 
Kvabiskhevi 7 11.6 
Villages with  forbidden TUZ access    
Akhali Ubani 7 8.3 
Kvibisi 5 7 
Dviri 6 12.5 
Chitakhevi 7 10.3 

 

Before continuing with presenting the results, it is helpful to explain the forest area management that 

the two different groups of villages of this study are subject to. The first group are those villages 

permitted to take fuelwood from the TUZ, while the second represents villages that, before BKPA was 

established, extracted fuelwood from the area that is now BKPA territory, but now take fuelwood from 

the free territory, administered by the National Forestry Agency. 

This chapter will outline the results of the interviews conducted in the villages and those with other 

stakeholders, while also drawing on the limited available information from other sources, primarily 

GEO’s report on resource conflict. Each section of the results will be separated into three parts, first 

summarizing results from other sources of information, then addressing those villages permitted to 

extract fuelwood from the TUZ, and lastly addressing villages restricted from extracting fuelwood from 

the TUZ. The partitioning of these sections will ease analysis, as the results for each group hold distinct 

implications for our subsequent discussion. 

8.1 Dependency on fuelwood 
As stated earlier, the operational definition of dependency in this study is quite broad, exploring the 

extent to which fuelwood is integral to the livelihoods of local people, but also the factors shaping and 

driving reliance on fuelwood. Due to the relative affordability of fuelwood, most villagers in GEO’s 

study were found to be dependent on fuelwood for heating and cooking. These conclusions were 

corroborated by information provided by the director of BKPA, who emphasized the poor socio-

economic conditions in villages bordering BKPA and this being a primary determinant of high fuelwood 

dependency in the area (Tabunidze, pers. comm). 

As outlined earlier, the BKPA management plan recognizes that “before the national park (BKPA) was 

established, the more accessible forest territories had been a source of fuel wood for many years”  for 

people living adjacent to the park, and remain an important resource for heating and cooking for many 

families today (BKPA 2012, p.5). The management plan further states that around 2000 families 

around BKPA use fuelwood from the TUZ, amounting to around 7,000 cubic meters/year used out of 

the 9,000 allowed by contemporary Georgian legislation (BKPA 2012). The decision to allow 7,000 

cubic meters/year is based on BKPA’s assessment of sustainable use (Tabunidze, pers. comm.). 
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Figure 3- A wood stockpile in Chitakhevi. (Photo by author; September 2015) 

8.1.1 Dependency in villages with TUZ access  
In the villages of Akhaldaba, Baniskhevi, and Kvabiskhevi, 27 of the 29 respondents used fuelwood to 

heat their homes, while two heated their homes with gas. Twenty-two of the 29 respondents used 

wood to cook as well, with the remaining seven using gas canisters. Notably, the two respondents that 

both heated their homes and cooked with gas were employed as local school teachers, and thus had 

a steady income that afforded them the ability to buy gas.  

The socio-economic situation in these villages seemed meager. The majority of respondents were 

either unemployed or pensioners, many of whom sold chacha10 or shoti11 in an attempt to supplement 

their income. Indeed, a community leader in Kvabiskhevi estimated the unemployment rate to be 

90%, clearly angry that neither his friends nor his family had much of an opportunity apart from 

agriculture and subsistence. The villages themselves were in visible disrepair, with broken fences, 

deteriorated roads, and houses that lacked roofing or siding. Many of the respondents had small 

gardens that they maintained both for subsistence and for the opportunity for extra income, as well 

as livestock raising that several of the respondents undertook. One common refrain was reference to 

the more favorable economic situations of the past. In Akhaldaba, for example, a community leader 

explained that there used to be a furniture factory that employed almost 500 families from the 

surrounding area, which was open for the larger part of the Soviet period. The factory brought a 

significant amount of extra income to the village, but when it closed, in 1995, many people became 

                                                           
10 Chacha is a type of homebrewed Georgian brandy produced throughout the country.  
11 Shoti is a traditional Georgian bread.  
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unemployed. Since then, he said, there has been outmigration from Akhaldaba, due to the lack of job 

opportunities and pervasive poverty. In Kvabiskhevi, another man reflected fondly on the Soviet times, 

saying that they had everything they needed, and that if they did not, they could apply for help and 

better their situations. Now, he believed, things were much worse for the people in the village, saying 

that even fuelwood cannot be taken for granted due to persistent poverty and the regulations of BKPA.  

Indeed, many respondents in all three villages alluded to poor socio-economic standing as an obstacle 

for the clearly preferred alternative energy sources of gas and electricity. One man in Akhaldaba, who 

was unemployed, stated “My family is completely dependent on firewood. Gas is too expensive and 

there are no other options”. Similar sentiments were echoed in Baniskhevi and Kvabiskhevi as well, 

where certain respondents were angry that their lack of income would never allow them to afford gas 

or electricity. Furthermore, Kvabishevi lacked even the infrastructure to use gas for heating, which 

meant that even if one could afford gas, it was not available. The lack of substitutes were reflected in 

respondents’ answers to questions of how they adapted when they could not procure fuelwood. One 

man in Akhaldaba, for instance, did not think he would be able to afford fuelwood the following 

winter, and when asked what he would do, replied “I will pray”, reflecting the limited options to 

adaptation. Others referred to “wearing more clothes” and “going cold” as the only available options, 

as well as using as little wood as possible so that it would last through the long winter. Two men from 

Baniskhevi and Akhaldaba spoke openly about how they were forced to steal, but did not like being 

seen as law-breaking men, but ones who were merely forced to provide for their families. Others 

alluded to stealing without explicitly saying so, probably due to the illegality of the activity.  

Low incomes and the consequent pricing out of available substitutes, as well as the lack of options of 

substitutes, were all factors resulting in a high level of fuelwood dependency among respondents 

within the villages of Akhaldaba, Baniskhevi, and Kvabiskhevi, villages that are dependent on fuelwood 

that is sourced from the TUZ of BKPA.  

8.1.2 Dependency in villages forbidden TUZ access 
The villages of the study that were forbidden access from the TUZ, namely Dviri, Akhali Ubani, Kvibisi, 

and Chitakhevi, had a similar profile of dependency as the villages previously discussed. Of the 25 

respondents, 16 used wood for both heating their homes and cooking. The others used a combination 

of gas and wood, with the exception of three individuals in Akhali Ubani that used gas for both heating 

and cooking.  

It seemed that these villages also experienced socio-economic hardship similar to the villages 

discussed previously that have access to the TUZ. Figure 3 typifies a back yard of houses in these 

villages. Akhala-Ubani, which lies in close proximity to Borjomi, the main town near BKPA, seemed to 

have a relatively better situation, probably due to the spillovers of the bourgeoning tourist industry in 

Borjomi.  This was evidenced by four of the seven respondents using either gas for both cooking and 

heating or for one of these functions, which was a higher rate than the average of respondents from 

the other villages. Despite having a higher rate of gas usage, people still referred to the prevalence of 

joblessness and poverty, reflected when one man commented that the “economic situation is terrible 

here, nobody has jobs”. Responses from other villages reflected similar circumstances, bringing 

attention to unemployment, subsistence livelihoods, and limited options for alternative lifestyles.  

In large part, people attributed their fuelwood dependency to their meager socio-economic 

predicaments. One man, in Chitakhevi, who had been unemployed for 15 years, said, “Cheaper gas is 

the preferred option for everyone, and the park made it sound like we would get cheap gas, but this 

never happened. Everyone uses wood here”. Another man in Dviri, when asked why he used fuelwood, 
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exclaimed “We have no other options!” It seemed that gas and electricity were available in all four 

villages, but that most people could not afford it, and therefore were highly reliant on fuelwood.  

Some, however, expressed frustration that extracting fuelwood from the free territory was becoming 

increasingly expensive, and that they did not have many options if they could not afford enough wood 

for the winter. One man in Dviri, who was also unemployed, was exasperated with the ‘fuelwood 

situation’, saying that “If we do not have enough wood, we freeze. So it is important that we get enough 

wood for the long winter”. Another man in Kvibisi, said that he steals wood regularly from BKPA, even 

though it is illegal, because he cannot afford the market price for wood. The BKPA was evidently the 

preferred area of illegal extraction for many of the respondents due to its proximity. Another man in 

Chitakhevi said that due to his large family size, he often has to buy wood from outside vendors to 

make up for the difference between the amount of wood he is allowed to take from the free territory, 

and the amount that his family requires throughout the year, which is often more expensive.  

The respondents that were restricted access from the TUZ were still highly dependent on fuelwood 

for heating and cooking. Despite generally having marginally better socio-economic conditions than 

villagers with TUZ access, dependency on fuelwood was still driven by low incomes and the 

consequential inability to afford alternative sources of energy.  

8.2 Factors affecting the ability of villagers to meet their demands for fuelwood  
As previously discussed, interview within the villagers indicated a high level of dependency in both 

groups of villages, largely the result of no alternative substitutes or the lack of affordability of 

substitutes due to meager socio-economic conditions. It is thus important to seek an understanding 

of the factors that are contributing to or hindering the ability of these individuals to access and meet 

their demands for fuelwood.  

In their investigation of conflicts regarding resource use between BKPA and surrounding communities, 

GEO documented complaints of non-availability of alternative income, inaccessibility of alternative 

energy sources, deteriorating access roads, short extraction periods, and extraction limits (GEO 2015). 

The results of this study corroborated these conclusions, but provide a more individualized 

examination of their struggles.  

8.2.1 Issues raised in villages with TUZ access 
The latest BKPA management plan, published in 2012, states that up to 10 cubic meters/year are 

allocated to each household within the villages that are permitted to take wood from the TUZ (BKPA 

2012). According to the BKPA director, however, new national legislation in 2013 approved an upper 

limit of seven cubic meters/year, meaning that all villages were subject to this upper limit. Many 

respondents were upset about this limit, claiming that is was not sufficient in meeting their demands 

for the characteristically harsh winters of the area. Indeed, as shown in Table 1, the average amount 

that respondents claimed they needed was higher than the seven cubic meter/year limit. Others were 

angry about a rule that stipulates that one cannot exit the TUZ with sections of wood greater than 1 

meter in length. This was instated by BKPA management to prevent resource users from using the 

wood for purposes other than fuelwood, such as construction timber. A truck driver in Akhaldaba 

explained, however, that his truck could not accommodate the seven cubic meters in such short 

sections, and that this often led to people extracting less than seven cubic meters after already paying 

for a permit for this amount, only able to acquire the difference by buying another permit. The 

regulation instated by BKPA management to prevent other uses of wood was affecting respondent’s 

ability to extract the fuelwood that they paid for and needed. Despite these frustrations, a large 

portion of the villagers did not explicitly state that seven cubic meters was not enough to heat their 

homes during the winter, but seemed irritated about the idea of a limit, arguing that their houses 
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being heated should not be contingent on outside forces. One man, in Akhadaba, exclaimed “How are 

these numbers even decided on?”, reflecting the frustration of many of the villagers. Also, it must be 

noted that the homes varied in size and composition, some of which supported up to 10 people, likely 

resulting in higher demand for fuelwood. Furthermore, when villagers were asked what BKPA’s 

regulations on fuelwood usage were, many villagers were misguided, often stating that the limits were 

higher than the stipulated seven cubic meters/year per household. This could be due to negligible 

communication between BKPA management and rural people, leading to limited information on active 

regulations by the rural villages. What is clear is that most respondents were upset about the limits to 

fuelwood extraction that were being imposed on them by BKPA’s management.  

Another issue that was frequently raised by respondents was the increasing distances required to 

reach trees marked for fuelwood extraction, and the deteriorating roads that led to them. Due to the 

people’s responsibility of acquiring their own fuelwood, whether by themselves or hiring somebody 

else, prices of acquiring fuelwood were also increasing due to the increased labor, increased fuel costs, 

and the necessity to often hire oxen to access areas that vehicles could not. According to the director 

of BKPA, the responsibility of maintaining roads to access fuelwood lies with the local municipality, 

but, due to insufficient finances and equipment, this rarely happens, which was reflected in the 

respondents’ grievances. One man in Baniskhevi remarked, “It is much harder to get wood now, 

because the wood we are allowed to take comes from further away than it used to. Now, it comes from 

between five and 16 km away. If it’s five km away, it will only be accessible by ox, up steep terrain that 

is very difficult to access.” Two other villagers in Baniskhevi varied greatly in their estimates of 

distance, one claiming 25 km and the other five km, but they were both angered by the increasing 

difficulty to reach the marked trees. They also expressed discontent at the necessity to hire oxen, 

which were argued to be a needless extra cost when there were other trees that were accessible using 

only trucks. An example of one such truck can be seen in Figure 4, which was taken in Akhaldaba. 

Another man, in Akhaldaba, said “When the park first came, trees that were allowed to be cut were 

close and easy to access, and now it’s really hard to get up to the trees that we are allowed to take”. 

As mentioned before, the trees that are marked for extraction are chosen depending on multiple 

factors, one of which is the condition of the surrounding forest. The director of BKPA explained that 

the reason the marked trees were getting further and further from the villages was due to the 

importance of spreading extraction out throughout the TUZ to avoid intensive use in concentrated 

areas, which was important for protecting habitats for species and averting biodiversity loss 

(Tabunidze, pers. comm.).   

Respondents were further irritated by the one month validity period of their extraction permits. This 

was cited as helping the park regulate use, while also allowing time throughout the summer to enable 

park rangers to mark trees for extraction (Tabunidze, pers. comm.). Respondents in Akhaldaba, 

Baniskhevi, and Kvabiskhevi all complained that the brevity of time allowed to extract fuelwood was 

stressful and cumbersome, especially with the limited amount of equipment available. Furthermore, 

the respondents were upset that the cutting period was in September, arguing that such a late period 

in the year does not allow sufficient time to properly dry the wood, and also often does not allow time 

to navigate the roads that often worsen during the summer rains. 
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Figure 4- A truck used for fuelwood extraction in Akhaldaba (Photo by author; September 2015) 

8.2.2 Issues raised in villages forbidden access 
Georgian national legislation of 2013 stipulates a seven cubic meter/year upper limit for every 

household in the country, which, for Dviri, Chitakhevi, Akhali Ubani and Kvibisi, comes from the free 

territory administered by the National Forestry Agency.  

The respondents from these villages expressed similar discontent towards the seven cubic meter/year 

limit to those that extract wood from the TUZ. As shown in Table 1, the average stated needs of 

fuelwood by respondents was higher than the seven cubic meter/year limit. One man, in Dviri, said, 

"Before the national park was here, we could take as much wood as we needed, and good quality wood 

also”, in reference to the period before BKPA was established when residents of Dviri extracted wood 

from what is now the protected forest. Now, he said, the restrictions on wood use did not meet his 

demands throughout the year. Another man in Dviri claimed that since the fuelwood permit rarely 

sufficed for the whole winter, he was forced to buy more expensive wood from distant vendors in 

order to make up for the shortages. Despite frustrations from many of the respondents on the seven 

cubic/year limit, frustrations did not seem as common or emotional as those from villages that had 

legal rights to the TUZ.  

Respondents expressed similar complaints towards distances and deteriorating roads. These villages, 

however, extract wood from the free territory, whose management has a similar allocation method 

for fuelwood permits. Despite this, many of the villagers were upset by the fact that their historical 

use of the nearby BKPA’s forests was now forbidden, and often blamed the increasing distances and 

poor roads to the BKPA’s establishment. One man in Akhali Ubani, who owns two trucks that he uses 

to retrieve fuelwood for local people, said that he often drives up to 40 km to get fuelwood, and that 
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it is getting further and further away every year, costing him and his customers more money. 

Furthermore, the roads are in poor condition for much of the summer and fall due to rainfall and 

erosion that the time period to actually get the wood is sometimes very short, putting pressure on 

him and the entire village. Another man in Dviri described the anger that he and his fellow villagers 

had towards BKPA. He said that they used to take wood from the ‘park side’ of the river, but now they 

have to take it from increasingly distant areas within the free territory, changing their lifestyles in 

unwelcome ways. Other respondents in Chitakhevi and Kvibisi had similar complaints, angered by the 

increasing distance to retrieve wood and the increasing prices that often resulted.  

8.3 Other existing conflicts between local people and BKPA management 
The preceding issues outline the various factors affected the ability of respondents to acquire 

fuelwood to meet their demands, both in villages with TUZ access and those without. These were 

clearly sources of conflict between respondents, BKPA management, and the Georgian government, 

but other sources of conflict also arose in the interviews with villagers. This section will briefly outline 

the nature of these conflicts for both groups of villages.  

8.3.1 Conflicts in villages with TUZ access 
In the villages of Akhaldaba, Baniskhevi, and Kvabishevi, many of the respondents were very critical of 

the BKPA’s management of the land when asked about their perceptions of BKPA’s role in mediating 

their access to fuelwood. Respondents argued that nature was being prioritized over the people’s 

wellbeing, and that BKPA did not recognize the villager’s inherent interest in balancing resource use 

with conservation. Respondents also emphasized BKPA management’s distrust of the local people’s 

ability to manage the resources of the forest. One man in Akhaldaba said “What, then, is the purpose 

of the forest, if for no benefit to the people.” He continued by saying that the government is leaving 

resources in the forest that could, and have in the past, provided great benefits to the people of his 

village. Another man in Kvabishevi described the village’s long-held relationship with the surrounding 

land by saying “The people here have cared for the forest like their own gardens. When there was a 

fire the whole village would help put it out. We know how to manage the forest! We have done so for 

almost 200 years.” The respondent’s frustration with management were largely in reference to BKPA’s 

refusal to allow villagers to take fallen trees or limbs from the forest floor. The respondents felt that 

taking the wood from the forest floor, which they had done for many years, was good for the forest, 

and that BKPA management’s refusal to allow them to do so was both detrimental to the forest’s 

ecology and harmed the people that relied on the fuelwood that it provided. Furthermore, many of 

the respondents were upset by the obvious mistrust of the villagers that BKPA exhibited through forest 

cameras, construction of gates, and the increasing presence of park rangers patrolling the forests. 

These measures were qualified by the BKPA director as necessary to protect the land’s resources and 

its biodiversity.  

 In Kvabishevi, frustrations with management were particularly acute. Villagers there are only 

permitted by BKPA to take trees from within a three km radius stipulated by the BKPA management, 

and have been extracting fuelwood from the same area for eight years. These trees, like the trees in 

other areas, are marked by park rangers for extraction, but the difference is the extremely limited 

area of extraction. Many of the respondents found this to be a senseless way to manage the forest, 

claiming that it was not only extremely detrimental to the forests, but also that the short time periods 

combined with limited area resulted in frequent injury in recent years. One man in Kvabishevi said 

“The rules are making it so that we are enemies of the forest, and we are not! We are friends of the 

forest. Nature depends on the villagers.” It was clear that the respondents felt that BKPA was 

mismanaging the resources of the forest, and that strict protection of certain parts of the forest was 
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only leading to further detriment of other parts. They also viewed their own traditional methods of 

management as better practices, reflecting their utilitarian view of the forest’s resources.  

The respondents’ problems related to extraction, as well as their irritation towards BKPA management 

policies, were further evidenced when asked whether they felt involved in the decision-making of 

BKPA. There was a general consensus among the respondents that they did not at all feel involved in 

the process of BKPA’s establishment or ongoing management. Some argued that BKPA might have 

been less controversial if villagers had been consulted beforehand, as it might have been more 

inclusive of the peoples’ needs. Instead, as one man stated in Akhaldaba, “They take people’s pride 

from under their feet!” Many people attributed the negative repercussions of BKPA’s establishment 

on their lack of participation in management. Respondents felt that if the concerns of local people 

were integrated into BKPA management, the policies would recognize local needs more. Another man, 

irritated by BKPA’s lack of concern for local people, said “The village and the park have nothing in 

common”.  

However, some of the respondents mentioned that they had been consulted by park officials before 

BKPA opened. One woman in Akhaldaba said that she had filled in a questionnaire, but had not heard 

anything afterwards. Another man in Baniskhevi said that he had spoken to a ranger before BKPA 

opened about his concerns and opinions of its establishment, but felt that it was in vain, as he had 

also not heard anything since then. In Kvabiskhevi, several of the villagers mentioned that there had 

been meetings a few times early in BKPA’s development, which involved promises that “never came 

true”. Things such as cheaper gas, cheaper food for cows, and easier access to water were mentioned 

by respondents as promises that came out of these meetings, but allegedly never materialized. One 

man claimed that “It’s that German organization putting animals in front of people”, alluding to KfW’s 

involvement in BKPA’s development. Another man mentioned WWF as being one of the organizations 

that made unfulfilled promises during the early meetings. Some of these respondents felt that BKPA 

was not only out of their realm of influence but also out of the Georgian government’s ability to 

control. One man in Akhaldaba quipped “It’s all European bullshit. Europe is teasing us with these 

parks, finding new ways to keep the people poor”. Another man in Kvabiskhevi echoed these views by 

saying that the Georgian government cannot do anything about the development of BKPA and how it 

is affecting the people, because “whatever is going on is stronger than our government”.  

These accounts reflect the lack of participation in BKPA management that many respondents 

perceived, as well as alternative views of management that many respondents held. Furthermore, 

these accounts are at odds with BKPA aims, which advance notions of local participation, and claims 

by the BKPA director who insisted that the ongoing negotiation and participation of local people in 

crafting ongoing management policies.   

8.3.2 Conflicts in villages forbidden TUZ access  
In Dviri, Chitakhevi, Akhali Ubani and Kvibisi, villages that extract their fuelwood from the free 

territory, the nature of conflict with BKPA deviated from the villages with TUZ access, in that there it 

was less to do with the ongoing management of BKPA, but more oriented towards the total exclusion 

of these villages from BKPA’s land. Respondents from all these villages stated that before BKPA was 

effectively established in the early 2000s, they would take wood from both BKPA territory and the free 

territory. Many of them preferred to take wood from the BKPA area, as it was often closer to the 

villages, reducing costs and labor. One man in Dviri said “Before, the people cut wood from both sides 

of the river, and now they only cut from one side, making it worse for the forest.” As seen in the Figure 

1, the river stands between the lands of BKPA and the village of Dviri. Another man in Akhali Ubani 

shared similar views, saying “The park is beautiful, but only good for the government, and they won’t 
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even let the people clean up the forest like they always have, which is good for us and the forest.” The 

views of respondents from these villages were insistent that cleaning up branches from the forest 

floor has been long practiced, and did not harm the forest in any way.  

Furthermore, these respondents also did not at all feel involved in the process of BKPA’s 

establishment, and were upset about this due to their long dependence on the resources that are now 

within BKPA’s control. One man in Chitakhevi said “The park didn’t listen to anyone before they came 

here!”, elaborating on the fact that it seemed like one day they were extracting fuelwood from the 

nearby forest, and the next it was protected and people were being fined for what they had done for 

so long. Another man in Dviri expressed similar frustrations, saying “If you even get caught with a 

branch from the park you will get caught, and they will fine you!” It seemed that respondents from 

these villages forbidden access were equally upset about BKPA’s establishment as those who did have 

access, but were more upset about BKPA’s negligence in not taking into account their legacy of use in 

the lands that now belong to BKPA. Whilst it is clear that the respondents were upset about their 

exclusion from BKPA’s lands, the locus of the frustrations seemed to be mostly oriented towards the 

nuisance of having to travel extra distances to acquire wood that could otherwise be acquired in 

nearby areas, areas that had been utilized before BKPA’s establishment.  

8.4 Summary of results  
Both groups of villages – those that were permitted to extract wood from the TUZ, and those that 

were not – shared a high level of dependency on fuelwood for their livelihoods. This dependency was 

largely driven by poor social and economic conditions, characterized by high unemployment, reliance 

on subsistence lifestyles, and lack of economic opportunity and mobility. This made the affordability 

of substitutes unattainable, even when those substitutes were available, which was sometimes not 

the case. Factors that impeded the ability of respondents to meet their demands of fuelwood were 

also similar between the two groups of villages, although respondents in villages with TUZ access 

seemed to express more frustration and slightly more severe circumstances. These factors were 

deteriorating access roads, short extraction periods, and limits to extraction. In villages with TUZ 

access, lack of participation and disagreements on the management of the forests contributed to 

conflicts between respondents and BKPA management. In villages forbidden TUZ access, conflicts 

were mostly related to their exclusion from BKPA’s fuelwood resources, which was traditionally a 

resource area utilized by these villages. Furthermore, their inability to extract wood from the nearby 

park resulted in longer distances to acquire wood from the more distant free territory.  

9. Discussion  

9.1 Contestations for fuelwood at the local level  
The two primary actors involved in contestations over fuelwood around BKPA were the BKPA 

management, who controlled access to the fuelwood, and local people, who maintained access 

through BKPA management. People granted access to the TUZ had to claim their rights to fuelwood 

through BKPA management in the form of a permit, and thereby maintain their access to fuelwood. 

As demonstrated previously, Ribot & Peluso (2003) identify various mechanisms that different actors 

employ to maintain or control access, coalescing into bundles of power that dictate the flow of a 

particular resource. The mechanisms employed by the involved actors in this case study will be 

discussed here in relation to Ribot & Peluso’s (2003) theory of access. In doing so, it will elucidate the 

obstacles villagers encountered in their efforts to benefit from fuelwood, an exploration that has not 

yet been considered in this context. Much of the literature examining the interface of access and PAs 

retains an empirical focus on who benefits or is restricted from certain resources, sometimes 

neglecting to adequately address the means through which they attain those resources. Furthermore, 
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certain processes both interior and exterior to the context of interest enable certain actors to sustain 

access, or alternatively deny them actual access to what they formally have access to (Ribot & Peluso 

2003).  

Studies in political ecology, such as Peluso’s (1992a) study of ironwood use in Indonesia or Robbins et 

al.’s (2009) study of noncompliance in a wildlife reserve in India, have aptly demonstrated how 

resource use is embedded in, and influenced by, wider political, economic and ecological relationships, 

and how resource users respond to those influences. In focusing on the institutional and larger-scale 

processes, these studies have the locus of analysis falling on the relationship between management 

systems, the government, and political-economic forces. Other studies such as Bebbington et al.’s 

(1999) study in Ecuador focuses on the role of social capital formation in facilitating access to 

resources. These studies are argued to not give due attention to local struggles of access. This study 

will instead examine individual resource users’ struggles for access, moving upward and out from their 

localized struggles and contextualizing them in the larger processes that might affect the abilities of 

villagers to benefit from resources.  

In three of the seven villages of this case study, a right was granted to residents that permitted them 

to extract seven cubic meters/year from specified areas within the TUZ. This right was upheld and 

acknowledged by the BKPA administration, and by extension the Georgian state, as legitimate. This 

form of what Ribot & Peluso (2003) would call ‘legal access’, however, did not guarantee the ability of 

fuelwood users to benefit from the right and what these users required, which was a sufficient and 

consistent source of fuelwood, described by the respondents as a vital component of their livelihood 

security. Other mechanisms were instead required and utilized to realize legal rights to fuelwood, one 

being access to capital. Even the procurement of a permit required a financial transaction between 

fuelwood-users and the BKPA management. Although this case study did not directly address the way 

incomes affected the ability to gain access to fuelwood, household incomes were undoubtedly 

heterogeneous, so the purchase of a permit would have varying impacts on each household’s budget. 

As Coat et al. (2008) note, more affluent members of forest communities often consume more non-

local resources, and are less dependent on the collection of local resources, especially those that must 

be harvested by the resource users themselves. This was reflected in the ability of certain individuals 

in this case study to afford either wood sourced from external vendors, or substitute wood with an 

alternative energy source such as gas or electricity. Conversely, poorer members are more dependent 

on local resources, which makes the implementation of a nearby PA, and the costs of acquiring permits 

to use resources, disproportionately felt by the poorest members of the community (Coad et al. 2008; 

Robbins et al. 2009).  

Furthermore, the necessitation of individuals to extract fuelwood themselves, or hire somebody else, 

required financial capital as well as access to labor. Due to the deteriorating roads and increasing 

distances to fuelwood sources that many of the respondents referred to, hiring somebody with what 

Ribot & Peluso (2003) call access to technology or mode of extraction, such as a large truck or oxen, 

was obligatory. As Peluso’s (1992a) study concluded, roads can facilitate resource access and ease 

resource users’ claims to their access rights. Importantly, however, the deterioration of roads can, as 

this study demonstrated, have the opposite effect, placing increased burdens on resource users. In 

such an environment of pervasive poverty, people who possessed trucks and oxen were in short 

supply, often leading to higher costs due to the increased demand during the short extraction periods. 

This short supply exacerbated difficulties for those villagers whose families were less affluent, as well 

as those that did not have somebody able-bodied enough to perform such hard labor. 

 Others had to employ their access to knowledge of the surrounding forests to extract wood ‘illegally’, 

which they felt was their only option when access to alternative mechanisms was lacking. As Ribot & 
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Peluso (2003) point out, however, illegality is relative to an individual’s relationship to law or 

conventional practice. Although few respondents of this study admitted to theft, those that did viewed 

their actions as necessary and legitimate. Furthermore, the BKPA has documented that for the past 

eight years, illegal logging for fuelwood and timber has constituted the largest portion of violations 

against BKPA regulations by a large margin. As Robbins et al. (2009) assert, conflicts often occur when 

institutions managing resources have been established over a very short period of time within 

contexts that have developed customary management practices over much longer temporal scales. 

Thus, PAs regulations may be in direct conflict with preexisting management practices. Furthermore, 

Holmes (2007) recognizes that ‘violations’ are often a form of active resistance by local people to PA 

regulations, common in situations where conservation authorities neglect to consider and integrate 

concerns of local resource users. The villagers of this case study who admitted to violating BKPA 

regulations were potentially not only doing so to secure livelihood security, but also partaking in a 

form of resistance to BKPA’s unwelcome role in their livelihoods.  

Before BKPA rangers started patrolling and enforcing regulations, all the villages of the study freely 

extracted wood from what is now BKPA territory. Today, the BKPA management employs mechanisms 

to control use of the resources within its boundaries. The BKPA management is an institution 

legitimized by the Georgian state, meaning that all regulations enforced in their management plan are 

effectively Georgian law, and, if violated, are punishable as such. This access to authority lends BKPAs’ 

decisions considerable power. As Sikor & Lund (2009, p.1) assert, even the process of one institution 

granting claims to property “works to imbue the institution that provides such recognition with the 

recognition of its authority to do so”. The necessitation of resource users around BKPA to legitimize 

their claim to fuelwood through BKPA management legitimizes BKPA’s relative position of power, 

simultaneously demoting other customary institutions of management present before BKPA’s 

establishment as illegitimate (Sikor & Lund 2009).  Access to this authority allowed BKPA to define 

who had access to the TUZ and those who did not, as evidenced by the four villages of this study that 

were forbidden access to the TUZ based on being residents of villages in certain geographic locations, 

an element of what Ribot & Peluso (2003) call social identity. Individual status in a community, or 

social identity, can often influence the ability of resource users to access resources. The importance 

of social identity in affecting resource politics is demonstrated in studies such as Li’s (2000), where 

disagreements over what constituted indigenous people was found to have led to conflicts over who 

was to be granted resource rights in rural Indonesia. Other scholars, such as Agrawal & Gibson (1999), 

problematize the notion of ‘community’ in community-oriented conservation, arguing that defining 

what constitutes local, and what does not, is a political process, and has implications for the residents 

of communities that are restricted access due to their categorization of being ‘non-local’. This has 

particular relevance to this case study, in that BKPA management’s decision to forbid access in the 

TUZ for certain villages due to their geographic location was an explicit exercise in politicizing the 

definition of local, with repercussions on how residents in those villages were to access fuelwood. 

Furthermore, the institution of BKPA holds abundant access to capital and technology, both which 

Ribot & Peluso (2003) argue are pivotal to the control of resources. This was illustrated in their ability 

to install forest cameras, construct gates, and employ a large cadre of park rangers to patrol and 

enforce policies the forest. 

It is self-evident that the ability of villagers to access fuelwood was contingent on several of the 

mechanisms described above also before BKPA was established. Importantly, however, it is argued 

here that once BKPA was established, the nature and necessary extent of access to those mechanisms 

was altered. This alteration could be seen in the increasing distances needed to access fuelwood, the 

deterioration of the roads, the permits required to access the TUZ, and also the disallowance of 

resource use in certain forest areas for some villages. These changes were largely seen by respondents 
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from all villages as unwelcome and cumbersome, and respondents felt mostly helpless to change the 

status quo due to their perceived lack of agency in the creation and ongoing management of the 

protected area. Although the director of BKPA was insistent that seven cubic meters/year was 

sufficient, the respondents almost unanimously disagreed.  

BKPA’s management plan stipulates as an objective that BKPA “…support(s) the well-being of people 

living in the surroundings of the protected area”, a statement that is admittedly vague, but certainly 

puts forward the notion that BKPA management recognizes local livelihoods as important (BKPA 2012, 

p.8). Considering the importance that fuelwood was found to have for the large majority of peoples’ 

livelihoods surrounding BKPA, and respondents’ assertions that procuring fuelwood had become more 

difficult since BKPA’s establishment, BKPA’s insistence that local livelihoods are of central concern are 

questionable. Indeed, the TUZ does allow certain villages to extract much-needed resources, but 

considering the widespread resource use in these same areas before the establishment of BKPA, this 

seems to be consistent with Heinen & Mehta’s (2000) study that concluded that buffer zones are often 

used mostly to deflect conflict, rather than to address actual development concerns. By this, it is 

meant that seizing natural resources with a long legacy of use often leads to conflict, and that these 

same resources are redistributed by PA management as an ‘added benefit’ to local people in order to 

reduce that conflict (Heinen & Mehta 2000). One would assume that if the central aim of the TUZ in 

BKPA was to provide an essential asset to local people’s livelihood security, as it is recognized by BKPA 

management to be, more would be offered to integrate the concerns of local people into its design 

and ongoing management (Tabunidze, pers. comm.). Instead, it is the source of considerable conflict, 

perhaps harming livelihoods more than providing security to them. It follows that the implementation 

of the TUZ may have been merely a result of the conservation authorities following the dominant 

paradigm of conservation, one that recognized development concerns, but had only nominal 

commitment to addressing these concerns in practice. As Neumann (1997) adds, buffer zones often 

curtail resource access, lack mechanisms for local participation in decisions and implementation , and 

increase government surveillance, all of which are present in this case study of BKPA, further indicating 

a lack of substantial commitment from BKPA management towards livelihood concerns. The intention 

here is not to make a prescriptive judgement of BKPA’s concern of local people, but rather to point to 

the conspicuous disparity between stated objectives, and the ostensible incompetence or 

unwillingness of BKPA to address local hardships in acquiring fuelwood.  

9.2 Conflicting symbolic and material perceptions of the forest  
A fundamental divergence that distinguished BKPA management and local people were their different 

‘interpretations of reality’, or the varying ways each group perceived their local environment and the 

ways they interacted with that environment (Dahlberg 2005). Brochures released by the APA extoll 

the virtues of Georgia’s national parks as places “distinguished by their natural beauty” and important 

“treasures” to keep nature in a “close to untouched state” (APA 2012, p.1). Similar refrains were made 

by the director of BKPA and representatives from both KfW and WWF. Additionally, they viewed past 

and present use of natural resources within these areas as threats to this natural value, which, if left 

unregulated, would eventually destroy the biodiversity. This distrust of local people was further 

evidenced by BKPA’s continued use of technologies to regulate and actively monitor the forests’ 

resources. Essentially, the land’s value was derived solely from the abundance of biodiversity, the lack 

of human presence, and the ensured integrity of natural and ecological processes. 

 Conversely, the local people perceived the forest in a more utilitarian way, stressing the importance 

of the forest to the maintenance of their livelihood security, particularly as a vital source of fuelwood. 

They viewed themselves as stewards of the forest, arguing that their long legacy of use had not 

presented any threat to the forests ecology. They perceived certain activities that they engaged in as 
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good for the forest’s ecology, especially the practice of collecting fallen limbs to use as fuelwood, 

which BKPA now disallows. As Schuck et al. (2005) affirm, however, the decomposition of fallen twigs, 

branches, and roots is a predominant feature and influential factor of biodiversity. In their review of 

several studies, Schuck et al. (2005) conclude that up to 20-25% of forest species rely on decomposing 

wood, with considerable importance to a wide-range of insect species, as well as a variety of fungi. 

However, as Schuck et al. (2005) also state, many scientists have reached differing conclusions on the 

relationship between dead wood and biodiversity, due to the difficulties in designing methods to 

accurately assess such a relationship. Furthermore, no studies were found have been conducted in 

BKPA documenting the effects of dead wood collection on biodiversity, thus negating the possibility 

to make any definitive conclusions on the relationship in the context of BKPA. Conducting one such 

study would be helpful to assessing the merits of BKPA’s management of dead wood, and the 

conflicting opinions on responsible management stressed by villagers. Villagers also felt that the 

limited areas from which they were obligated to extract wood due to BKPA regulations was bad 

management practices, and more detrimental than their past practices of fuelwood extraction. Many 

respondents did not even understand who BKPA benefitted, reflecting their view that a landscape 

forbidding resource use is one of no value. In Nygren’s (2004) study of forest perceptions of local land 

settlers and conservation authorities in Nicaragua, many local people felt that conservation policies 

were favoring the values of flora  and fauna over their own livelihoods. Villagers in this case study 

expressed similar grievances, questioning who the establishment of BKPA was benefitting and how 

those benefits were realized.  

These two groups, the BKPA management and local resource-users, held divergent perceptions of the 

forests of BKPA, “resulting in multiple views on how particular resources should be valued, used and 

managed” (Dahlberg 2005, p.48). These views, however, hold dramatically different implications when 

considering these two different stakeholders’ relative positions of power. As Adams & Hutton (2007) 

put forward, understandings and ideas of nature are political, and the implementation of PAs carry 

ideological understandings of nature that often conflict with those of local people. Escobar (1996) 

adds that idea of nature inherent in Western conservation view nature as something conceptually 

differentiated from culture, and that this view is often forcefully implemented into contexts which 

hold different understandings of nature. As explored previously, BKPA management controls access 

to resources, while local resource users are effectively forced to comply and mediate their access 

through BKPA management (Ribot & Peluso 2003). This redefined the way that local people interacted 

with their environment, with few alternative options due to their marginal role in decision making. 

They were therefore obliged to comply with the socially constructed ideas of nature that BKPA applied 

to their environment. The power of BKPA was clear in a material sense, with park rangers and 

substantial capital being the most explicit examples. These material assets helped highlight and 

enforce the values of nature that the boundaries of BKPA represented and protected, one of ‘pristine’ 

nature, free from human activity, and the view that biodiversity preservation is a moral imperative 

(Brechin et al. 2003). The divergent perceptions of the forest seemed to be one of the underlying 

sources of conflict between local people and BKPA management, as also found in several other studies 

(see e.g. Nygren 2004; Pagdee et al. 2006; Peluso 1992b).  

9.3 Conflicting historical interpretations of fuelwood use  
The results also unveiled certain divergences between how local people perceived the time period 

before BKPA’s establishment, and how people working for KfW, WWF, and BKPA perceived this time 

period. As Dahlberg (2015) argues, it is important to attempt to understand not only resource use 

practices in one particular time and place, but also both ecological and social practices over larger 

spatial and temporal scales. Integrating concerns of environmental history, she argues, can augment 
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researchers’ understandings of current resource use in terms of this being sustainable or not (Dahlberg 

2015). Although this is outside of this study’s scope, certain divergent understanding emerged from 

the fieldwork which lend insight into perceptions of resource use in a wider temporal lens.  

Most villagers clearly resented the presence of the Soviet Union, and were proud of Georgia’s 

independence. Yet several respondents fondly reminisced on the Soviet period due to the energy 

security that it granted the people. They also viewed the immediate post-Soviet period as one when 

they could use their forests freely, extracting fuelwood from forested areas that were convenient. 

Conversely, the conservation managers viewed this time as an eco-disaster, characterized by 

unregulated use of fuelwood resulting in large-scale environmental damage. As one WWF 

representative noted, despite there being no “specific study assessing actual wood cutting volumes” 

during this time, “illegal and unsustainable logging was widely recognized in Georgia”, which he cited 

as one of the main reasons for establishing BKPA (Gamkrelidze, pers. comm.). It has been documented 

that the transition period following the collapse of the Soviet Union resulted in economic collapse and 

the weakening of institutions regulating forest use (Bragina et al. 2015). Conducted in the Western 

Caucasus, Bragina et al.’s (2015) study of the change of forest canopy cover from 1985-2010 indicated 

very low removal rates both inside and outside existing protected areas despite the institutional and 

economic turmoil. Although the area of BKPA was not part of their study, the cause and effect 

relationship between the turmoil of the transition period and forest degradation that conservation 

managers reiterated is dubious.  

The conflicting historical representations of the forest of BKPA managers and local people are 

complementary to the different groups’ perceptions of the forest discussed previously. These 

disparate historical interpretations were justifying the respective actions of each group, and were 

clearly a source of conflict between BKPA management and local people. It would be helpful to 

conduct a similar study to that of Bragina et al. (2015) in the BKPA area in order to better understand 

the extent of forest-cover before, during, and after, the transition period. Until then, it is difficult to 

say whether or not the forests of BKPA were being sustainably managed in the past two decades. Yet, 

the justifications for forest use or protection advanced by both groups must be put to further scrutiny.  

9.4 Tangential influences- Examining nonlocal sources of power  
Many scholars throughout the conservation literature have discussed the variety of organizations and 

institutions dedicated to the promotion of biodiversity conservation around the world (Adams & 

Hutton 2007; Brechin et al. 2003). These organizations and institutions include international 

development agencies, NGOs, and community associations that involve themselves in conservation 

activities to “formulate and pursue formal goals” in different contexts, thus creating a complex matrix 

of objectives, values, and practices (Brechin et al. 2003, p.161). The involvement of KfW, CNF, and 

WWF in the development of BKPA must be considered as potential sources of influence, in that the 

cultures and structures of these institutions hold implications on Georgia’s, and thus BKPAs, approach 

to conservation, and thus on our discussion of access to fuelwood.  

It is indeed difficult to accurately trace the complexity of negotiation and power relations between 

APA, WWF, KfW, and CNF. What is clear from the interviews, however, is that WWF’s role in crafting 

management policies was substantial. Understanding NGOs and other non-state actors’ involvement 

in PA implementation is argued by Adams & Hutton (2007) to be of utmost importance, in that these 

institutions often carry external perceptions of biodiversity that are not fit to the local environment. 

As Zimmerer (2006) adds, the discursive and rhetorical understandings of the environment that these 

international NGOs possess and advocate are increasingly important considering their appreciable 

role in the implementation of PAs worldwide, raising intricate questions of ownership, rights, 
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governance, and legitimacy.  The management policies of BKPA dictated which villages were to be 

allowed access to the TUZ, and which were not, as well as recommendations on the use of other 

natural resources and the extent of that usage. This raises interesting questions on transnational 

governance, insofar as the involvement of NGOs and international donors in BKPA’s  development 

“challenges common notions of state territorialization as a state controlled process” (Corson 2011, 

p.704). It is important to explore the extent to which these institutions advance their ideals, possibly 

expanding their authority and control into Georgia’s PA lands by deciding on policy (Corson 2011). In 

light of the marginal role that local people perceived in crafting BKPA policy, the influence of non-state 

actors raises interesting questions of agency and inequitable balances of power. Furthermore, certain 

respondents alluded to these foreign institutions as being “stronger than our government”, and 

lamented the fact that even after independence was gained from the Soviet Union, foreign influences 

still seemed to dictate their lifestyles. Considering the expansion of Georgia’s PA network, research 

into the nexus of power between local people surrounding PAs and the presence of non-state actors 

is relevant and imperative.  

9.5 Fuelwood access and BKPA’s approach to conservation   
For this case study on fuelwood conflict, it is clear that attempts to fluidly reconcile concerns of 

development and conservation remains problematic in the context of BKPA. It is perhaps admissible 

here to refer again to the central importance that fuelwood had in the livelihood security of many of 

the people surrounding BKPA. Indeed, the reason that fuelwood became the focus of this study was 

due to the heightened sense of animosity surrounding fuelwood use compared to other resources 

during the meetings between GEO and local stakeholders. The pursuit of conservation in an area such 

as BKPA with its high rates of endemism and biodiversity is clearly a laudable one, especially 

considering the relative scarcity of PAs existing in the Caucasus less than 20 years ago (Myers et al. 

2000). The area neighboring BKPA, however, is also home to a conglomerate of villages with residents 

that are socio-economically marginalized, featuring pervasive poverty and substantial dependency on 

natural resources from the surrounding environment. As discussed previously, PAs are often 

established in areas populated by similarly impoverished , landless, or otherwise disenfranchised 

people, perhaps due to the tendency of PAs to be implemented in rural areas of developing countries 

(Adams & Hutton 2007; Brechin et al. 2002). The question remains on how to conduct biodiversity 

conservation in contexts of varying social and ecological processes, while still maintaining a 

commitment to social justice, a question that seems to remain unanswered in regards to BKPA (Igoe 

2004).  

Dahlberg (2010) argues that access rights can lend valuable insight into how PA policies and legislation 

address the aims of environmental justice. Judged solely on the basis of legal rights to fuelwood, BKPA 

would ostensibly qualify as a protected area that realizes its aims of incorporating environmental 

justice in regards to fuelwood access. Ribot & Peluso’s (2003) theory of access, however, assimilates 

the variegated ways that access is attained outside of the right itself, highlighting the gap between 

rights to resources and the difficulties in actually claiming those rights. A departure from narrowly 

defined access rights as only legal rights to resources, as both Dahlberg (2010) and Ribot & Peluso’s 

(2003) do, improves our understanding and ability to assess the extent to which BKPA’s practices are 

meeting concerns of environmental justice. If access is conceptualized in this way, BKPA regulations 

would better adhere to principles of environmental justice if they did more to mitigate the gap 

between legal permissions to access fuelwood, and the difficulties of resource users to claim those 

rights to fuelwood demonstrated in this case study.  
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9.6 Moving forward: Proposing feasible solutions to the fuelwood quandary  
The amelioration of these difficulties could be pursued a number of ways. Despite Georgia still being 

a developing country, it has experienced economic growth for the past five years (World Bank 2015). 

The benefits of economic growth could eventually lead to job growth and the improvement of the 

currently vulnerable socio-economic predicaments of many of the rural populations in rural Georgia. 

If these benefits reach the populations in the vicinity of BKPA, increased incomes could result in a 

substitution of fuelwood for an energy source higher on the ‘energy ladder’, such as electricity or gas 

(Coad et al. 2008). It is argued here, however, that if BKPA is to meet their objectives of aiding local 

livelihoods, they must actively engage to either ease demand for fuelwood by providing alternative 

sources of energy, or alleviate the difficulties of villagers in realizing their legal rights to fuelwood. As 

Arnold et al. (2006) suggest, easing demand can be achieved through the subsidization of more 

efficient woodstoves. Alternatively, BKPA could establish more wood stocks by cultivating tree lots 

solely for the purpose of fuelwood outside the area of its borders, thus alleviating use within park 

boundaries while providing a consistent source of fuelwood. As Arnold et al. (2006) maintain, this has 

been a proven method of addressing fuelwood needs around PAs. If these options are not feasible, 

initiatives to decrease distances to marked trees and improving the conditions of roads leading to 

those trees would ease access. As some villagers noted, another desired solution would be to hire an 

outside agent to harvest and collect fuelwood and redistribute it within the villages. This would leave 

BKPA in control of extraction in the forest while also alleviating the responsibility of villagers to extract 

wood themselves. Most importantly, however, it is argued that BKPA management must integrate a 

more participatory management of fuelwood. They must also recognize fuelwood’s central role in 

local peoples’ livelihoods and the implications that the difficulties of access. In doing so, BKPA 

management will realize its aims of integrating local livelihood concerns, decrease conflict, and likely 

reduce ‘illicit’ extraction of fuelwood, bolstering biodiversity protection in the process. 

10. Conclusion  
This study has sought to analyze conflicts of fuelwood access between local people and BKPA policies 

and management, with particular focus on individual struggles for access and the ways and extent to 

which these struggles are influenced by broader forces. These individuals’ socio-economic hardships 

and rural locations necessitated the utilization of nearby forest resources and heightened dependency 

on fuelwood. This was exemplified in the long- held tradition of fuelwood extraction and use by people 

in the area. However, attempts to continue their traditional-use practices of fuelwood were affected 

by the imposition of BKPA, and the attending policies and regulations enforced by BKPA management. 

Whilst BKPA’s objectives and practices acknowledge and incorporate fuelwood use by local people, 

discontent was widespread among the villagers due to fuelwood limits and struggles of acquiring it. 

The discretionary power of BKPA management to decide which villages were afforded access rights 

and which were not also led to local dissatisfaction. The rights afforded to villagers with access to 

BKPA’s fuelwood did not guarantee the ability of those individuals to realize those rights. The cost of 

access permits, long distances to access marked trees, deteriorating roads, and limited modes of 

extraction were all cited as primary hindrances to realizing legal rights to fuelwood. 

It is suggested that conservation must be seen as a political process, one that results in certain winners 

and losers. It is advocated here, as by Brechin et al. (2003), that in order for nature protection to be 

effective and free of conflict, all involved stakeholders must be involved and engaged in management 

. Insofar as the local peoples’ struggles to access fuelwood were only made worse by BKPA’s 

establishment, local people must be seen as losers to this process. Whilst it has been beyond the scope 

of this thesis to empirically trace the nodes of power influencing access to fuelwood, the lack of local 

participation in designing BKPA’s implementation and management, and the presence of international 
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NGOs in this process, raises questions of governance, legitimacy and agency. It would be beneficial to 

further examine how these ostensible imbalances in power emerge on the ground, exploring the 

nexus of influence between the Georgian government, the involved NGOs, and local stakeholders. 

This is not to say that nature protection is not imperative in Georgia- even areas with no access rights 

are in some cases justifiable. Importantly, however, efforts to protect nature in contexts such as rural 

Georgia must take into account the complexity of socio-ecological systems that precede the 

establishment of PAs. Rarely do conservation areas fit the convoluted dynamics of these socio-

ecological systems (Robbins 2012). One example of this can be seen in the divergent perceptions of 

both current and historical forest use between BKPA management and local people, which was a clear 

underlying source of conflict. The fundamental issue is not only how to account for social and 

ecological complexity in PA management, but how to manage PAs in a way that recognizes and 

integrates local people as important stakeholders in efforts to establish PAs. Neglecting such concerns 

will raise questions on BKPA’s legitimacy and inevitably lead to conflict, with possible implications on 

the stated objectives of nature protection. 

An attempt has not been made to specifically suggest how BKPA should approach conservation. 

Indeed, this study was conducted in a brief window of time in a limited number of sites, and only 

focused on one resource. A more comprehensive understanding will require research using much 

larger spatial and temporal scales, with attention to both resource-use practices and how those 

practices affect local ecology. However, there are certain instruments that BKPA management could 

employ in order to give due diligence to their stated objectives concerning the welfare of local people. 

These could include subsidized alternative energy sources or the financing of purchases of more 

efficient woodstoves. Alternatively, BKPA could do more to aid local people’s difficulties in realizing 

their legal rights to fuelwood, such as helping with transportation or improving road conditions. 

Furthermore, calibrating fuelwood limits to match demand would alleviate conflict. 
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September 2015.  

Tabunidze, Levan. Administration Director, Borjomi-Kharagauli Protected Area, Borjomi. Interviewed 

September, 2015.  

Tsitskishvili, Levan. Senior Project Coordinator, KfW Entwicklungsbank Regional Office, Tbilisi. 

Interviews September, 2015.  
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12. Appendix  

12.1 Respondent characteristics  
Following is a table of the most basic characteristics of the respondents from the villages. As 

mentioned before, some respondents did not seem inclined to talk about certain subjects, i.e. their 

employment status or their age. The information that was gathered is shown for each participant.  

Kvibisi   
 Male; Resident 53 years; Employed  
 Female; Resident 23 years; Employed  
 Female; Resident 30 years; Unemployed  
 Male; Resident 35 years; Unemployed  
 Male; Resident 67 years; Pensioner 
Akhali Ubani  
 Male; Resident 38 years; 5 people in household  
 Couple; Resident 15 years; Pensioner  
 Male; 70 years old; Pensioner; 4 people in 

household 
 Male; Resident 10 years; Employed 
 Male; Unemployed 
 Male; Resident 50 years; Employed; 5 people in 

household  
Kvabiskhevi   
 Male; Resident whole life, estimate 50 years; 

Employed  
 Male; Resident 20 years; Unemployed; Resident 

20 years  
 Male; Resident 52 years; Unemployed; 5 people 

in household 
 Male; Resident 86 years; Pensioner; 2 people in 

household 
 Male; Resident 50 years; Employed; 6 people in 

household 
 Male; Resident 76 years; Pensioner; 6 people in 

household  
 Female; Resident 34 years; Employed; 4 people 

in household  
Chitakhevi   
 Male; Resident 40 years; Unemployed; 5 people 

in household  
 Male; Resident 60 years; 5 people in household  
 Male; Resident 59 years; Unemployed; 3 people 

in household  
 Male; Resident 60 years; Unemployed; 7 people 

in household  
 Female; Resident 13 years; Unemployed; 4 

people in household  
 Male; Resident 59 years; 6 people in household; 

Unemployed; 6 people in household  
 Male; Resident 65 years; Pensioner; 2 people in 

household  
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Dviri Female; Resident 58 years; Employed; 4 people 
in household  

 Male; Resident 22 years ; Unemployed; 2 
people in household 

 Male; Resident 28 years; Unemployed; 5 people 
in household  

 Male; Resident 76 years; Pensioner; 4 people in 
household 

 Male; Resident 68 years; Pensioner; 5 people in 
household  

 Male; Resident 30 years; Unemployed; 17 
people in household  

Akhaldaba  
 Male; Resident 50 years; Employed 
 Male; Resident 52 years; Unemployed 
 Male; Resident 17 years; Unemployed; 4 people 

in household  
 Male; Unemployed 
 Male; Employed  
 Male; Unemployed 
 Female; Resident 37 years; Unemployed 
 Male; Resident 40 years; Unemployed 
 Male; Resident 50 years; Unemployed  
 Male; Resident 58 years; Unemployed 
 Male; Resident 60 years; Pensioner  
 Male; Resident 41 years; Employed  
 Male; Resident 60 years; Pensioner  
Baniskhevi  
 Male; Pensioner  
 Male; Resident 65 years; Pensioner; 8 people in 

household  
 Male; Resident 50 years; Unemployed; 7 people 

in household  
 Male; Resident 46 years; Unemployed; 4 people 

in household  
 Male; Resident 22 years; Unemployed; 10 

people in household  
 Female; Resident 58 years; Employed; 4 people 

in household  
 Male; Resident 26 years; Unemployed; 4 people 

living in household  
 Male; Resident 35 years; 6 people in household  
 Male; Resident 15 years; Unemployed  

 


	Avancerad nivå engelsk mall
	tomsida
	Mall_förord_xjobb_eng_150101
	tomsida
	Thesis Final Draft

