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Abstract In the search for successful community-based
conservation models there has been a substantial focus on
payment for ecosystem services. Such payments are measur-
able inputs that are often associated with conservation suc-
cess. A closer look suggests a more complex, historically and
culturally contingent picture. We argue that a focus on pay-
ment for ecosystem services as a defining factor for success
in community conservation risks overlooking other, more
significant processes. In particular, we argue for the import-
ance of () tenure and livelihood security and () relations of
trust, communication and respect. We draw on case studies
from East Africa, but the findings are relevant for global
community-based conservation endeavours.
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Introduction

There has been much debate on the potential and limita-
tions of payment for ecosystem services for successful

community-based conservation (Millennium Ecosystem
Assessment, ; Muradian et al., ; Agarwala et al.,
; Schröter et al., ). Although the approach has
been heavily criticized, it continues to be promoted not
only as an efficient way to address environmental gover-
nance concerns and climate mitigation needs (Naughton-
Treves & Wendland, ) but also as the essential factor
for successful biodiversity conservation in community
lands (Nelson et al., ; Naidoo et al., ). We argue
that this primary focus on payment for ecosystem services
risks leaving other factors unexamined and ignores broader
processes that contribute to the success or failure of conser-
vation interventions in community lands. In particular, we
argue for the importance of community tenure and liveli-
hood security, communication, and trust, which facilitate
direct community involvement in conservation governance.

Our work draws from and contributes to a growing lit-
erature suggesting conservation success depends on the sup-
port of local communities (Hulme & Murphree, ;
Agarwala et al., ; Oldekop et al., ). Such support
cannot be secured by payments alone but is tied to effective
community participation and representation (Dyer et al.,
), support of local institutions and cultural context
(Waylen et al., ; Goldman & Milliary, ), equitable
distribution of benefits (Pascual et al., ), two-way
flows of knowledge, and flexibility in decision-making pro-
cesses (Hayes et al., ; Reid et al., ; Wegner, ).
Here we illustrate how community support of conservation
is also connected to () community tenure and livelihood
needs, and () relations of trust and mutual respect. We
do this by comparing three approaches to wildlife conserva-
tion in pastoral rangelands in East Africa: two payment for
ecosystem services projects that successfully secured com-
munity support, and one project that did not involve pay-
ment for ecosystem services and was actively opposed by
communities. On the surface this may suggest payment
for ecosystem services engenders conservation success. Yet
a close comparative look at all of the cases highlights the im-
portance of other factors.

Background

Payment for ecosystem services is broadly defined as a ‘vol-
untary, conditional transaction between at least one buyer
and one seller of a well-defined service (or corresponding
land-use proxy)’ (Wunder, , p. ). Financial payments
are linked with conservation-based conditionalities, often
through centralized, inflexible contracts (Hayes et al.,
). Although the approach has been criticized for being
market-based, others point out that not all payments are
tied to markets and that payment for ecosystem services
can incorporate multiple measurements, including non-
monetary values (Abson & Termansen, ; Milcu et al.,
; Shapiro-Garza, ; Turnhout et al., ).
Payments linked to the condition of keeping land undevel-
oped can assure transactions between partners yet remain
untied to market fluctuations and may help communities
avoid poverty–environment traps (Lawlor et al., ).
Land tenure and community control over resource manage-
ment has been recognized as a necessary prerequisite for the
success of a payment for ecosystem services project, to en-
sure that service providers (communities, land-owners) are
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accountable, and land-use restrictions and conservation
measures are enforceable. It is often assumed that payment
for ecosystem services is unlikely to work if alternative land
uses with higher economic incentives exist, as so-called ra-
tional actors will choose the most economically advanta-
geous option. Yet this presumes that all land-use decisions
are made according to economic motivations, which draws
on a rational choice understanding of social institutions
(Van Hecken et al., ), but, as we show below, this is
not always the case.

There is increasing recognition of the need for payment
for ecosystem services schemes in community lands to ad-
dress the complex bundle of community needs in order to
succeed, including land tenure security, well-being of people
and livestock, institutional support, and food and livelihood
security (Sommerville et al., ; Lawlor et al., ;
Agarwala et al., ; Salerno et al., ). Van Hecken
et al. () suggest the need to move beyond the fetishism
of payments, to understand environmental governance in-
stitutions as complex and contested political arenas. We
agree with these assessments but seek to move the discus-
sion further still. Rather than asking what factors are asso-
ciated with the success or failure of payment for ecosystem
services schemes, we look beyond the payment mechanism
towards other factors that may be driving success or failure
of a conservation project, whether or not it involves pay-
ment for ecosystem services. We argue for a focus on
non-economic values attached to various land-use options
by community members, such as land tenure and livelihood
security. This is particularly important in areas where com-
munally managed land is essential for livelihood survival,
but tenure security and access to such lands is not assured,
such as in the pastoral-dominated savannah ecosystems in
East Africa. In such cases, market rationale may dictate
more profitable land uses, but payment for ecosystem ser-
vices schemes may facilitate conservation initiatives if they
help secure community tenure and the availability of graz-
ing land for both livestock and wildlife.

Conservation in East African savannahs

East African savannahs highlight a set of particular,
although not unique, conservation challenges: landscape
fragmentation impinging on wildlife and livestock migra-
tory patterns (Galvin et al., ), and local distrust of con-
servation interventions as a result of histories of land loss,
deception and forced evictions (Igoe, ; Brockington,
). In these ecosystems, conservation success depends
on protecting land for both wildlife and livestock.
Securing community support for conservation is linked dir-
ectly to, among other factors, () securing community land
tenure rights and livelihood capacities (i.e. pastoralism), and
() building relationships with communities, based on trust,

open communication and respect.We draw from qualitative
data and published accounts to explore three conservation
interventions in Maasai-dominated rangelands: () an un-
successful conservation trust in Tanzania, () a successful
community conservation easement in Tanzania, and () a
successful conservation lease programme in Kenya (Fig. ).

Manyara Ranch: a community-based conservation trust

Manyara Ranch is a , ha conservation land trust situ-
ated in an area deemed to be an essential wildlife corridor
between Lake Manyara and Tarangire National Parks in
Tanzania (Goldman, ). It is also an important drought
reserve for local pastoralists. During the colonial period a
white rancher requested access to the land and, as its use
by the Maasai was irregular, elders agreed. Following inde-
pendence, the area became a state-run cattle ranch. In the
s the land was offered for sale and the two villages
claiming original ownership formally requested it be re-
turned to them. The communities planned to use the area
for dry-season grazing, and to work with the African
Wildlife Foundation on wildlife conservation tourism.
Through a series of non-transparent negotiations, village lea-
ders were deceived into thinking they had secured the land,
but a -year lease was instead granted to the Tanzanian
Land Conservation Trust (TLCT, ). Village residents
were unaware that they had lost land ownership rights,
until the Trust began managing the area contrary to their
wishes. To alleviate fears, the Trust hired a community liaison
officer; however, he was from outside the area, from a rival
tribe, and community members mistrusted him.

Since  the African Wildlife Foundation has used
Manyara Ranch as an icon of the success of the land-trust
model for conservation (Sachedina, ). They claim that
wildlife numbers have increased and villages have benefited
economically through employment as game scouts, live-
stock development projects, and fees from a foreign-owned
safari lodge. However, community resentment and distrust
threatened the success of Manyara Ranch from the outset
(Goldman, ). Local people claimed their participation
in decision making was limited, their knowledge disre-
spected and their livelihoods threatened, as crop-raiding
by wildlife increased on their farms and their access to graz-
ing inside the ranch was restricted, even during drought
(Goldman & Riosmena, ).

Antagonistic relations between local people and the
Trust led to illegal grazing and pasture burning inside
Manyara Ranch and increased lion hunting throughout
the area. Residents perceived the area as belonging to the
African Wildlife Foundation, and felt they had no control,
no voice, and little incentive to respect the Ranch’s conser-
vation status. In  the African Wildlife Foundation in-
troduced a payment for ecosystem services scheme to pay
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local people to effectively lease their farms for conservation,
but people rejected it because of bad relations with the or-
ganization. When interviewed about the potential for re-
fraining from farming, and from hunting lions that preyed
on livestock, in exchange for payments from Manyara
Ranch, people explained that money would not solve the
problem. They needed access to pastures inside the Ranch,
and to trust that management would work with them to al-
leviate human–wildlife conflict and not take more of their
land. The people continued to campaign for control over
the land, and in December  the prime minister trans-
ferred the title to the original villages. Although the future
of Manyara Ranch is uncertain, there is overwhelming inter-
est from communities in maintaining its conservation focus,
under village control.

The Simanjiro Grazing and Conservation Easement

The Simanjiro Grazing and Conservation Easement covers
c.  km of village lands on the Simanjiro plains, east of
Tarangire National Park. Wildlife migrate beyond the
Park to the Simanjiro plains every rainy season for higher-
quality pasture. These grasslands are critical for calving
wildebeest and Maasai livestock herds (Kahurananga &
Sikiluwasha, ). Residents and conservationists alike per-
ceive the plains to be threatened by increased agricultural
production, poaching, and land acquisition by outsiders
(Igoe, ; Msoffe et al., ). Numerous conservation ef-
forts have been undertaken, with various levels of success
(Sachedina, ; Davis, ). The Easement, touted as ex-
emplifying the success of payment for ecosystem services
(Sachedina & Nelson, ; Ingram et al., ), is based
on a model in which villages are compensated directly
with a yearly payment to keep the plains open for livestock
and wildlife grazing but closed to settlement and farming.

The Easement was born from grassroots efforts between
local people, a local indigenous-rights NGO, a tour com-
pany known for community-based tourism, and the
Wildlife Conservation Society (WCS). The project was
founded on residents’ desire to protect wet-season pastures
for livestock grazing under increased pressure to divide and
privatize village land. The Easement applies Maasai land-
management techniques, with a board of customary leaders
coordinating grazing in easement land. WCS hires game
scouts on rotation from the village, fostering a sense of own-
ership and pride. The village assembly decides how annual
fees are spent. At annual village meetings, partners empha-
size village ownership of and control over the land. The local
NGO is helping villages acquire Certificates of Customary
Rights of Occupancy, which secure village land titles
through formalized land-use planning. A member of the
local NGO is a long-term resident of the area and serves
as community liaison officer.

The Nature Conservancy now supports the Easement
and the broader work of the local NGO to facilitate village
land tenure throughout Simanjiro. Residents are satisfied
and additional villages have requested to join the project.
People are happiest with the benefits to their livestock and
control over their pasture. Local cattle fetch higher market
prices during the dry season because they are well fed.
Residents feel a sense of ownership of the project, even ini-
tiating a court injunction against another village’s encroach-
ing farmlands. In addition to providing funds, the Easement
is building community capacity to secure land tenure and
maintain control over communal pastures.

The Kitengela Conservation Lease Agreement

Kitengela was historically a Maasai township adjacent to
Nairobi National Park, in Kenya. It comprises c.  km

of the larger Athi-Kaputiei savannah ecosystem (, km,
of which the Park covers only  km) (Nkedianye et al.,
). Subdivision of communal land in the s and
land sales in the s increased urban and peri-urban de-
velopment, the expansion of flower farms, and in-migration
of non-Maasai landowners and farmers. This has led to in-
creased fragmentation of grazing lands, threatening to close
off migratory routes of wildlife from the Park and limiting
livestock grazing access (Reid et al., ).

The Wildlife Conservation Lease Program was initiated
in  by Friends of Nairobi National Park, and later
taken over by The Wildlife Foundation (Kenya Wildlife
Service et al., ). The project utilizes payment for ecosys-
tem services to prevent further fragmentation of pastureland
in a wildlife dispersal area. Private landowners are paid
KSH  per acre per year (USD . in ) to support
wildlife on their land by keeping land intact and unfenced,
refraining from poaching, and protecting vegetation. From
the start, the project was collaborative and community-
based. The International Livestock Research Institute con-
ducted participatory research with community members
to map the location of fences, and hired a local liaison officer
to share community needs and knowledge with the Institute
and The Wildlife Foundation (Reid et al., ).

The project has been successful: it expanded from  par-
ticipants leasing several hundred acres in  to  fam-
ilies leasing , acres (, ha) in  (Nkedianye
et al., ). By ,  families were participating, cover-
ing . , acres (. , ha) (Matiko, ). Payments
are made several times per year to correspond with school
payment deadlines. Project participants send their children
to school, have improved attitudes towards wildlife, and are
more interested in keeping pasture open than those not in-
volved (Nkedianye et al., ). Most importantly, where
land is in such high demand, participants claim the scheme
allows them to choose not to sell, by reducing the pressure to
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obtain school fees (ibid.). In Kitengela, land sales are related
to poverty (school and household needs) and wealth (invest-
ing in a growing land market). Those who do not sell often
fence their land (% in a  household survey) to reduce
wildlife conflict (ibid.). The lease payments provide finan-
cial support to keep land from being fenced or sold.
Community members are also hired to intervene in inci-
dents of predation by lions, to reduce human–wildlife con-
flict. Homeowners have recreated the commons by not
erecting (and sometimes removing) fences, making
Kitengela a more attractive place for livestock and wildlife.

Discussion

The two successful cases presented above, in terms of gain-
ing and maintaining community support and increasing
conservation coverage, utilized payment for ecosystem ser-
vices. This would suggest that payment for ecosystem ser-
vices is key to successful community conservation. Yet we
argue that the cases illustrate otherwise. In both Simanjiro
and Kitengela, conservation efforts were collaborative,
built on open communication, trust and respect with com-
munity members, and worked to secure land for pastoralists
and wildlife (e.g. tenure). We argue that these elements are
key to the success of any community-based conservation

project, whether or not it involves payment for ecosystem
services. In contrast, in the case of the Manyara Ranch, dis-
trust and deception prevailed, community participation was
limited, and land ownership was in the hands of the conser-
vation organization, which prioritized wildlife over live-
stock. Furthermore, antagonistic relations with Manyara
Ranch resulted in community refusals to participate in a pro-
posed payment for ecosystem services project, suggesting that
payments are insufficient incentives for community engage-
ment with conservation. The inclusion of payments facilitated
both the Simanjiro and Kitengela projects, but conservation
incentives were founded on land tenure security and grazing
access, and accepted because of trusted relationships.

Land tenure is often discussed as facilitating payment for
ecosystem services schemes. We argue that a payment for
ecosystem services project becomes attractive to communi-
ties if it can facilitate land tenure security. The successful
cases provided land tenure, livelihood security, and wildlife
conservation by facilitating community control of pastures
and enabling people (with small payments) to opt out of
converting/selling pastures. Although the money received
may be less than the amount that could be made selling
land, keeping the land available for livestock (and hence
wildlife) grazing was perceived to be more valuable.

Our findings reflect a growing recognition of the need to
consider non-monetary environmental values to bring
about behavioural change in conservation projects, whether
or not they involve payment for ecosystem services (Kosoy
& Corbera, ; Fisher, ; Gross-Camp et al., ; Van
Hecken et al., ). These include socio-cultural values
such as protecting traditional customs, institutions and live-
lihoods, and the importance of trust and communication,
particularly with outside groups (Horowitz, ).
Building trust with local communities through open,
respectful communication and participation should be the
foundation on which conservation programmes are built,
as should an appreciation of how existing livelihoods can
be supported to simultaneously support conservation.
Both successful cases discussed here hiredMaasai liaison of-
ficers from the communities at the outset to participate in
research and early planning and to bridge conservation
and community needs. Manyara Ranch hired a (non-local)
liaison officer after the fact, to ease tensions resulting from
conservation-imposed land-use restrictions. Community-
based conservation often begins with the assumption that
communities need to be convinced to respect nature,
through payments and education. Our cases illustrate that
payment for ecosystem services can facilitate existing desires
within communities to support their own livelihoods that
align with conservation goals. This may not always be the
case, but through open communication and respect, com-
promise is more likely. This, we suggest, is a more solid
starting point, than the focus on monetary value, to incen-
tivize conservation.

FIG. 1 Location of the study areas in Kenya and Tanzania.
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