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Is a regional conservation area
a blessing in disguise?

Wil de Jong

AT Ay MBS, PNEBREE AN A, BRI T~

INDIGENOUS PEOPLE in South America used to own
their lands, until those lands were taken away by the colonial
powers and the nation states that followed them. Since the
last two decades a movement has started to restore former
traditional ownership of these lands. In countries like Boliv-
ia, Brazil, Colombia and Peru, vast tracks of tropical forests
have been given back to their foreign owners and now many
groups own their land, this time legally, sanctioned by law
and a state that is obliged to protect this ownership.

The Ampiyacu River, a small tributary of the Amazon in
Peru, is home to huitoto and bora indigenous people. They
originally came from Colombia where they were held in
slavery by the rubber barons who exploited the natural latex
for an expanding car industry at the beginning of the 20%
century. They were brought to the Ampiyacu by patrons,
people who controlled indigenous groups during the rubber
era and afterwards, mostly through debt peonage.

The Ampiyacu residents live of the land, and by ex-
ploiting forests. They hunt and collect and practice swid-
den agriculture. They also need to sell products from the
forest and the land, because they need to buy medicine and
cloth for themselves and their children to go to school.
They sell chickens or handicraft from the forest. In recent
years there has been a small timber boom, when mostly
entrepreneurs from outside the river basin exploited timber
with little official control. Timber did bring some hand-
some profits to some Ampiyacu residents during those
years. The residents, who have a legal organization, were
able to charge some fees from the timber and the funds
were used for general benefits.

The Ampiyacu River, and its surrounding area have
since December 24, 2010 achieved
the formal status of Regional Conser-
vation Area. RCAs were proposed
in the 1990s to become something
like the extractive reserves in Bra-
zil. Rather than being a natural park,
where wildlife and other biodiver-
sity conservation is the main objec-
tive, the RCAs were initially meant
to become areas where protection of
the environment was equally impor-
tant as improving the livelihoods of
local people. One RCA of the Ta-

enous Communities

Handing over of the Decree that establishes the Re-
gional Conservation Area to representative of Indig-
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newly established Regional

Several Indigenouse groups live in the
Conservation Area

huayo River basin, in the same northeastern part of Peru,
was initially established mainly to protect local livelihoods
depending on hunting, fishing and agriculture. The local
people are the stewards of this RCA, they control who en-
ter the Tahuayo River, and what can be taken out. Mean-
while they have been able to continue their traditional for-
est exploitation and sustain their livelihoods.

Whether this will also be possible for the people of the
Ampiyacu RCA remains to be seen. In the process of for-
mally approving the RCA concept, which took place over
the last few years, the Peruvian agency in charge of nature
conservation has imposed strict conservation conditions.
This means that once an area is declared an RCA, local
people become seriously constraint in what they can collect
from the forest and sell in regional markets. Selling timber
from the Ampiyacu RCA is not possible anymore. This is
happening at the same time that communal forestry, which
mostly supports sustainable commu-
nal timber exploitation, is being pro-
moted widely.

On February 3 this year, several au-
thorities traveled to the Ampiyacu Riv-
er where they formally handed over the
title of the RCA to the local residents.
It was a big celebration, with many
visitors. It was a happy event that was
shown on regional televison. Whether
if people will still be happy about liv-
ing in an RCA several years from now,
remains to be seen.
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