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Latin America/ Brazil

Conservation contradictions

The marine extractive reserve (RESEX) model
could have greater benefits for local
communities, ascompared to other conservation
approaches. However, for thisto happen, certain
issues will need to be resolved.

by Regina Célia Di Ciommo, based at the
L aboratério de EcologiaHumanaeEtnoecologia
in the Universidade Federal de Sdo Carlos
(UFSCAR), Brazil.

Since 1989, Brazil has been experimenting with a
novel and unique partnership in natural resource
extraction and conservation, called “Reservas
Extractivistas’ or RESEX. Thisarticleisabout the
Ponta do Corumbau Marine Extractive Reserve
(Corumbau RESEX), located on the Costa do
Descobrimento, 800 km south of Salvador, the capital
city of the State of Bahia, Brazil. Theregionishome
to part of what remainsof theMataAtlantica—areas
of mangrovesand coral reefsrecognized asaWorld
Historical Siteby UNESCO in 1999.

The Corumbau RESEX wasestablished in September
2000, thanksto theinitiatives of artisanal fishermen
from nine different communities. Theideawasto
protect theregion from predatory fishing by industrid
fleets, whose operations were harming the shrimp
stocksinthearea.

Theuser rightsto the resourceshave been guaranteed
to the traditional extractive populations along the
coast—484 registered membersdistributed between
nine different communities, organized in three
associations. Thefounding decree of the Corumbau
RESEX datesthat it “ aimsat ensuring thesustainable
exploitation and conservation of renewable natura
resourcestraditionally used by thelocal extractive
population.” Research ingtitutions and government
agencies, however, provide essential support for
resource conservation and effectiveresults.

AlpinaBegoss’swork inthe Amazon concluded that
extractive reserves offer significant potential for
palitical organizationandimproving environmenta and
social resilience, compared to other conservation
approaches. Thishas, however, yet to beachievedin
Corumbau.

In the case of the Corumbau RESEX, communities
liveinisolated conditionsdueto the poor state of the
roadsand bridgesinthearea, and dueto the absence
of eectricity. Thishindersthe active participation of
thelocal population in management and decision-
making processes. Participation of women isalso
generaly limited dueto severd difficulties, two key
ones being motherhood and cultural traditionsthat
makeit difficult to both speak out at meetingsand get
agrasp of theissuesbeing discussed.

The RESEX includes both the marine and the
surrounding land area. However, it isonly in the
marine areathat the extractive popul ationshave user
rights. They have no such rightsin the surrounding
land areawherethey live, anditisherethat most of
thesocid conflictsarise. Whilst themarinereserveis
an area of common property protected by law, the
land areais governed by commercial and private
property laws, where economically stronger sectors,
such asthe hospitality and tourismindustry, exert a
consderableinfluence.

Theseinterestsarefudling agrowing speculationin
real estate. RESEX community residentsare being
forced to sell their houses at very low prices, and
movefar away, wherethereisno infrastructure or
government assistance of any kind. Also, duetothe
increasing privatization of accessto, and use of, the
coastal strip, access to the sea is becoming more
difficult for communities. Thisisleadingto agradua
culturd eroson, and thecompleteexcluson of fishing
communitiesfrom areasnear the coast.

A gender-focused participatory appraisal exercise
(PAGP) was undertaken to promote the active
participation of variousinterest groups, especially
women, in the management of the RESEX, faced as
they arewith changesimposed by tourism. ThePAGP
techniquesand tool s used were those recommended
by TUCN—-the World Conservation Union.

Thisarticlefocuseson theresults of two of several
PAGPworkshops: Rain of Dreamsand What Hurts
Most. Theformer wasdesignedtoidentify themain
aspirations of men and women regarding
improvements in their personal, community and
environmenta conditions. Thelatter amedtoidentify
critical problems, and to understand how they affect
menandwomenintheir persond, domesticand public
lives
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Overdl, 118 women and 17 men participated in the
workshops. Although the limited presence of men
constrained the possibility for comparativeanalysis,
it highlighted theexistence of power relationsbetween
men and women in the communities. Theworkshop
discussionsalso highlight the differing priorities of
women and men, withwomen more concerned about
bal ancing their productive and reproductiveroles.
Women expressed concern about children’swelfare,
the absence of proper medical carein communities,
and thelack of piped potablewater. The* dreams’
highlighted by thewomen were public daycare centres
for children upto six yearsold, and job and income
opportunities that could increase financial
independenceand their ability to support their families.
Participants pointed out that job opportunitiesabound
during tourist seasons, and were daycare centres
available, many women could benefit.

The men wanted better working conditions, boat
ownership and public transport services. Ingenerd,
men’sdreamsrelated moreto improved conditions
for their productiveactivities.

Both men and women ranked lack of healthcareasa
primary concern, followed by lack of education.
School trangport wasa* dream” many fathersshared,
sncetheir childrenwereattending day or night school
inother villages. Women dso explaned how vulnerable
they areto violence, expressed in avariety of ways
and worsened by their financia dependenceon men.

Both men and women pointed out that associations
and other formsof community organizationswerenon-
existent, and drew attention to the problems caused
by thelack of local policiesfor housing, heathcare,
water supply, employment creation, and so on.
Women specifically mentioned other factors of
distress, such aslack or loss of their own houses,
non-existent water supply, grief caused by loss of
family members through death or by separation
imposed by distance, and by lack of family support.

We have used theword “ community” advisably, as
the power relations between different social groups
makeit difficult to consider the community asaco-
operative and homogenous unit. Existing profound
conflictswill probably only makethemsavesknown
over time, asthe project progresses. However, there
is no doubt that the workshops on “dreams’ and
“panful redities’ at RESEX Corumbau havebeenable
to pinpoint critical problemsthat have abearing on
thequdity of lifeof communities rangingfromhousing,
education, electric power and water to personal
happiness, despair, violence, and alcohol and drug
abuse.

Itisironical, though, that itisprecisdy such* rusticity”
that isatourist attraction. Theburdenfalsmainly on
women, and performing daily activities under
prevailing conditionsisbecomingincreasingly difficult
and strenuous. The construction of roadsisanother
areathat needsto be discussed. Thisisanissueon
whichlocal peopleand conservetion organizationsare
inconflict duetothepotentid threat road congtruction
representsto the area, asit could pavethe way for
mass tourism and for environmental and cultural
damage.

Theresearch hashighlighted the contradictionsthat
exist between establishing a conservation areato
safeguard the marine ecosystem, and theinterestsand
rightsof theloca inhabitants The specific consarvation
measuresrequired for themarine areaalso need to
take account of the rel ationships between land and
sea, and the complementary roles played by women
andmeninsugtaininglifeandlivelihoods.

Ensuring abalance between such adiversified and
contradictory set of interestsisachallengethat will
have to be faced by those responsible for the
development and management of the RESEX. To
guaranteesugtainahility, itisparticularly important thet



YEMAYA

No.21: MarcH 2006

rulesareset to not only control tourism activitiesand
thedistribution of itsbenefits, but also torestrict the
behaviour of other economic interestsinthearea—
notably real estate speculation.

Thismust go hand-in-hand with ensuring theregular
participation of the population in the RESEX
adminigration, ensuring gender equiity. Thiscouldhelp
to empower the community through participatory
management, raisethequality of lifeof theresdents,
and ensuretheir contribution to the conservation of
ecosystembiodiversty.
(Thisarticlehasbeentrandated by Brian O’ Riordan
of ICSF'sBrussdsoffice)

Contact Regina at: rdiciommo@linkway.com.br



