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Abstract

Mainstream conservation strives at sustainable management of natural resources by protecting areas
from human intervention. This is problematic in the view of many indigenous communities who strive to
live in harmony with Nature *, whose lifestyles depend on Nature and who embrace concepts of wellbeing
where man and Nature cannot be separated. In such a cosmovision Nature is not considered as a resource,
but as a web of life in which living and non-living beings are interconnected and interdependent. This
article refers to three concepts of conservation: mainstream conservation, post-wild world conservation,
convivial conservation. The latter leaves room for inclusion of indigenous worldviews, of which we ana-
lyze three: African Ubuntu, Buddhist Happiness and Andean Buen Vivir. We offset these with examples of
problematic conservation practices, often originating in mainstream conservation practices. The Conven-
tion on Biodiversity (CBD) Parties propose to expand these areas to 30% in 2030 to be decided in 2022.
In ‘Western’ (globalized) culture conservation is a necessary supplement to the logic of economic growth
and serves to offset the negative consequences. Sustainable growth thus promotes more of the same
instead of advancing lifestyles in harmony with Nature. A principal aim of conservation is to maintain
or increase biodiversity, with a focus on the conserved or protected areas. A crucial question is whether
this dualist conservationist approach in which we divide conservation areas and human populated areas
indeed enhances biodiversity, considering not only the conservation areas, but the planet as a whole.

Keywords: Conservation; Biodiversity; Buen vivir; Happiness; Ubuntu; Indigenous; Convivial conserva-
tion

Introduction

According to Massarella [1], currently one can distinguish three biodiversity conservation
conceptualizations: The first conceptualization aligns with the ‘naturalism’ paradigm, which
envisions a world in which ‘wild” and ‘self-willed’ nature flourishes separately from humans.
This goal is the basis of proposals for transformative change, such as ‘Half Earth’ and ‘Nature
Needs Half’, both of which call for major increases in strictly protected areas worldwide
until at least 50% of biodiverse terrestrial and marine areas are protected. In the second
conceptualization, transformative change is framed within the idea of the Anthropocene: we
are living in a ‘post-wild’ world where nature no longer exists separately from humans, so
biodiversity conservation must align with this reality. Proponents, often referred to as ‘new
conservationists’, advocate a shift away from ideas of wilderness as the basis of conservation
and instead envision a world where people and nature coexist in dynamic configurations,

A capital is added to note the sacredness of Nature in indigenous viewpoints. before this, WWF,
https://wwf.panda.org/discover/people_and_conservation/our_principles/
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including in urban areas. A third conceptualization is grounded
in the pursuit of justice, with the goal of transformative change in
conservation being a more equitable world for both humans and
nonhumans. Here, the goal is ‘just transformations’ whereby change
is combined with the pursuit of environmental justice. This goal
can be identified in some broader transformations to sustainability
literature. Just transformations highlights power, politics and
persistentinjustices in environmental discourses and management,
reconciling past injustices, and questioning whose perspectives,
values and worldviews are driving transformative change. As a
method, this article will use these conceptualizations to look at
different practices of conservation and specifically indigenous
ones and offset them with mainstream practices of conservation
and related problems. The first two conceptualisations avoid the
discussion on system change and consider humans as separate from
nature. This is a dualistic vision, that does not match with more
ancient indigenous cosmovisions. The third vision, on the other
hand, comes close to concepts of rights of Nature and ‘convivial
conservation’ (explained below). The latter concept advocates to
incorporate knowledge and practice from the global South, such
as the African Ubuntu concept and the South-American Buen Vivir
concept [1,2]. To this can also be added Gross National Happiness
(GNH) in Bhutan. Therefore, a thorough analysis is needed on
the cosmovisions from the global South and whether they indeed
coincide with the ‘goal of transformative change in conservation
being a more equitable world for both humans and non-humans’.

The indigenous worldviews contain proposals that relate with
other than conventional principals such as: Living in harmony with
Nature, rights of Nature and Mother Earth, (biocentric) cooperation,
and embrace of indigenous Good Living (Buen Vivir); mutual aid,
sharing and respecting different generations (African Ubuntu);
(inner) happiness and balance, peace, empathy and respect for all
sentient beings (Gross National Happiness, GNH). These ways of
life are supported by the United Nations Declaration on Indigenous
Peoples (UNDRIP) (2007) of which a cornerstone principle is that
of Free Prior and Informed Consent (FPIC). Before recognition
of indigenous peoples was regulated in the ILO 169 convention
(1989). For Latin America there is also the ‘Declaracién Americana
sobre los Derechos de los Pueblos Indigenas’, of the Organisation of
American States (2007). The question is which kind of conservation
does the world need? Can these practices exist at the same time,
or is the first, traditional Western, conservation definition in need
of transformation? In this article we will discuss African Ubuntu
philosophy and Buddhist happiness as practiced in Bhutan as
well as Buen Vivir as practiced in the Andes countries, as an
alternative to conventional conservation practices. These fall under
the indigenous community and conservation approach (ICCA)
proposals and the newly coined concept of convivial conservation.

Problems with Conventional Conservation

Practices

Conventional mainstream conservation is defined as ‘planned
management of a natural resource to prevent exploitation,
destruction, or neglect?. The longstanding practices of Western
conservation have also inspired the Sustainable Development
Goals, specifically goal 15 (reviewed below). A principal aim of
conservation is to maintain or increase biodiversity, with a focus on
the conserved or protected areas. A crucial question is whether this
dualist conservationist approach in which we divide conservation
areas and human populated areas indeed enhances biodiversity,
considering not only the conservation areas, but also the areas that
are not protected. For example, the definition of conservation of the
World Wildlife Fund (WWF) and other conservation NGOs- rests
on anthropocentric principles of separation of nature and people.
WWEF did adopt social principles: Respecting people’s rights, equity,
enhancing natural assets, addressing governance, and balance
between production and consumption and environmental costs?
These are clearly not (yet) a transformative rights of Nature or earth
centric perspectives. WWF also signed the Conservation Initiative
on Human Rights Framework in 2009 and is a founding member
of the Conservation and Human Rights Initiatives®. Since 2008 the
WWF recognized tensions between conservation practices and
indigenous peoples and tries to address these through a Statement
of Principles [3]. It recognizes indigenous control of territories and
FPIC, also in the use of indigenous knowledge: ‘WWF recognizes
the right of indigenous peoples to exert control over their lands,
territories, and resources, and establish on them the management
and governance systems that best suit their cultures and social
needs, whilst respecting national sovereignty and conforming
to national conservation and development objectives. (para9).
‘Consistent with WWF conservation priorities, WWF will promote
and advocate for the implementation of Article 29 of the UN
Declaration the Rights of Indigenous Peoples calling on States to
establish programmes to fulfil “the right of indigenous peoples to
conservation and protection of the environment and the productive
capacity of their lands or territories and resources”, and Article 7 of
the ILO Convention 169 calling on governments to take measures,
in co-operation with the peoples concerned, to protect and preserve
the environment of indigenous territories.” (para 26)."WWF will not
promote or support, and may actively oppose, interventions which
have not received the prior free and informed consent of affected
indigenous communities, and/or would adversely impact directly
or indirectly on the environment of indigenous peoples’ territories,
and/or would affect their rights.” (para 30) ‘(...) To ensure that they
are able to fully participate in decisions about the use of knowledge
acquired in or about the area they inhabit (...)" (para 31). [3].
According to international NGO’s. however, these principles are not
always respected (see also testimonials below). An infamous case

2Qur Principles, WWF, https://wwf.panda.org/discover/people_and_conservation/our_principles/
SWWF Social Principles, https://wwfint.awsassets.panda.org/downloads/wwf_social_principles_and_policies.pdf
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are the allegations of Buzzfeed News [4] in 2019 of ‘severe human
rights abuses carried out by park guards supported by WWF in
a scandal that led to the appointment of an independent review
panel’ [5]. Apparently, WWF knew of the wrongdoings [6]. Other
examples are given below. Other problems with the mainstream
conservation approach entail amongst others indigenous peoples
being evicted from their lands, whilst tourism and trophy hunting
continue, thus further increasing an inequality gap. Wealthy people

with unsustainable modern lifestyles have access to nature whilst
local communities, often (not always) living in harmony with
their natural surroundings, are forced to give up their lifestyle
and integrate in the ‘modern’ world. Thus, conservation serves to
offset an unsustainable Western inspired (now global) lifestyle and
yet increasing the number of people forced to adopt that lifestyle.
Conservation can also lead to severe human rights abuses.

The Growth Logic, Targets and Indicators approach and Conventional Conservation

Table 1: SDG 15 some indicators.

SDG 15 Targets

Indicators

1: ‘By 2020, ensure the conservation, restoration and sustainable use
of terrestrial and inland freshwater ecosystems and their services,
in particular forests, wetlands, mountains and drylands, in line with

Indicators with regard to conservation in SDG15 include:
‘1.1 Forest area as a proportion of total land area

obligations under international agreements’.

2:‘By 2020, promote the implementation of sustainable management
of all types of forests, halt deforestation, restore degraded forests
and substantially increase afforestation and reforestation globally’.

1.2 Proportion of important sites for terrestrial
and freshwater biodiversity that are covered
by protected areas, by ecosystem type
2.1 Progress towards sustainable forest management

4. ‘By 2030, ensure the conservation of mountain ecosystems,

including their biodiversity, in order to enhance their capacity to
provide benefits that are essential for sustainable development.

4.1 Coverage by protected areas of important sites for
mountain biodiversity

4.2 Mountain Green Cover Index

and local planning, development processes, poverty reduction
strategies and accounts.

9. ‘By 2020, integrate ecosystem and biodiversity values into national

9.1 (a) Number of countries that have established national
targets in accordance with or similar to Aichi Biodiversity
Target 2 of the Strategic Plan for Biodiversity 2011-2020 in
their national biodiversity strategy and action plans and the
progress reported towards these targets; and (b) integration
of biodiversity into national accounting and reporting systems,
defined as implementation of the System of Environmental-
Economic Accounting’

Since the death of ideologies in development cooperation, the
target and result based management approach has taken over in
development policies, starting with the Millennium Development
Goals in 2000 [7]. It is left undefined how and by which strategies
the so called ‘sustainable development’ should be achieved. These
frameworks are driven by a Western epistemology of ‘knowing
is measuring’, finding their basis in natural sciences and a de-
mystification of reality, at the same causing a loss of meaning that
is often found in spirituality such as in customary ways of life [8].
In terms of conservation the SDGs aims are expressed in SDG15*
which includes amongst others the targets in Table 1 above. The
SDGs draw partly on the 1992 Convention for Biological Diversity
(CBD) (ratified by 192 States). This is still the cornerstone policy
framework for conservation, internationally. The Aichi principles
of 2010, linked to CBD, do mention the importance of indigenous

“UN SDGs Goal 15, https://sdgs.un.org/goals/goal15
5Aichi Biodiversity Targets on: https://www.cbd.int/sp/targets/

people, notably in Target 18:

‘Target 18: By 2020, the traditional knowledge, innovations
and practices of indigenous and local communities relevant for
the conservation and sustainable use of biodiversity, and their
customary use of biological resources, are respected, subject to
national legislation and relevant international obligations, and fully
integrated and reflected in the implementation of the Convention
with the full and effective participation of indigenous and local
communities, at all relevant levels®”.

Parties to the CBD were set to adopt a post-2020 global
biodiversity framework in October 2020, when the conference
of parties held their annual meeting. The agenda included the
doubling of protected areas from the target of 17%, agreed in Aichi
(Japan) (Aichi target 11), to 30%. This means one third of all land
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and sea areas would be conservation area in 2030°. The declaration
of October 2021 noted the call for 30 by 30 (page 3)7 It is now set
to be the main outcome of the CBD’s COP 15 meeting in Kunming,
China, in April-May 2022 [9]8.

CBD nowadays also refers to Harmony with Nature?, as
stated in the 2050 vision for biodiverstity living in harmony
with Nature, adopted in Nagoya in 2010 when previous targets
were not achieved [10] and elaborated in a strategy decision
[11]. As Lim [12] states: ‘Yet biodiversity is threatened globally
to an extent never before witnessed in human history’. (On the
feasibility of CBD’s strategy, see for example [12]). This policy
target called ‘30 by 30’ is to be achieved in 10 years (in 2030) but
is contentious amongst indigenous peoples and ‘exposing fault
lines in the modern conservation movement over who should
control biodiversity protection and where funding should be
directed’ [5]. It provides a convenient alliteration that adds to the
results and numbers drive, characteristic of current development
planning, but the basis and strategy for it are unclear. Even though
the proposal includes so called OECMs, ‘other effective area-based
conservation measures’ (including indigenous controlled areas)
next to conventional protected areas, it is feared that conventional
conservation measures will take the lead. ‘However, we also know
from experience that despite provisions in current CBD framework
to include OECMs in global conservation targets, strict conservation
regimes have remained the default choice in the Global South’
[13]. Moreover, a study predicts the displacement of 300 million
people with these measures. When 50% of the planet would
be protected, as mainstream conservationists call for [14], this
number may increase to a little less than 2 billion (depending on
which areas are chosen, either 1.6 (minimal population affected),
1.7 (minimal agricultural land) or 1.9 (minimal land) [2,15]. Even
if the world chooses this path, (financial) compensation according
to international guidelines is unfeasible [5]. For the resettlement
of 300 million people US$1 trillion would be needed. Relocation
costs for 1.2 - 1.5 billion people living in unprotected important
biodiversity conservation areas range between US$4.0 to US$5.0
trillion [15].

The alternative to conservation: Indigenous and
Community Conserved Areas (ICCA)

Territories that are de facto governed by indigenous peoples (or
local communities), in harmony with Nature leading to (increased)

biodiversity conservation are also referred to as Indigenous
and community conserved areas (ICCAs)'. These territories are
often run according to traditional cultural practices, though also
relatively new practices and communities fall under the ICCA
term!®. ‘Territorios del buen vivir' and sacred natural sites are
one of the ICCA forms!? [16]. They form part of what is referred
to as OECM above. Even though often much older than current
conservation practices, they are not always (politically or legally)
recognized and often threatened by modern day acquisition of land
by public or private parties, or other practices that lead to loss of
indigenous identities. These include development interventions
such as ‘modern’ education, payment for ecosystem services,
disempowering centralization of government,
resource extraction (oil, mining, logging), conflicts and (climate
change related) natural disasters'®. In Latin American countries,
there are different forms of recognition of indigenous territories
such as in Bolivia, Brazil, Colombia, Ecuador and Peru [17]. The
CBD was advised on ICCA’s in 2010. ICCAs emerged only in the
early 2000’s in formal conservation circles. ‘International policies
and programmes, notably those of the International Union for the
Conservation of Nature (IUCN) and the Convention on Biological
Diversity (CBD), encourage today all countries to recognise and
support ICCA. [18].

unsustainable

Indigenous ways of looking at conservation:
Harmony with Nature

The UN showed that indigenous peoples are far better at
conservation, especially when collective indigenous land rights
have been recognized [19]. Their report recommends a set of
investments and policies with indigenous peoples:

[.  Strengthening of collective territorial rights;

II. Compensate indigenous and tribal communities for the
environmental services they provide;

III. Facilitate community forest management;
IV.  Revitalize traditional cultures and knowledge; and

V. Strengthen territorial governance and indigenous and
tribal organizations.

For example, in Guatamala results in forest management in
indigenous areas are much better than in protected areas [20]. ‘If
you look at all the different studies out there, it's very clear that

®Draft monitoring framework for the post-2020 global biodiversity framework for review https://www.cbd.int/sbstta/sbstta-24/post2020-monitoring-en.

pdf

’CBD (first) Kunming Declaration, 13 October 2021, https://www.cbd.int/doc/press/2021/pr-2021-10-13-cop15-hls-en.pdf

8Meetings documents on: https://www.cbd.int/meetings/COP-15

°Adoptedby CBD StrategicPlanforBiodiversity2011-2020andAichi Targetsbydecision X/2. https://www.cbd.int/decision/cop/?id=12268#:~:text=The %20
purpose%200f%20the%20Strategic,action%20by%20all%20Parties%20and

°Defining characteristics are: (1) a community tied to a territory, which exercises (2) management decisions, leading to (3) preservation of the habitat,
including species, genetic diversity, ecological functions, and associated cultural values. See Feyarabend and Farvar 2019 and Three defining
characteristics for ICCA’s, ICCA Consortium, https://www.iccaconsortium.org/index.php/discover/

"Indigenous Peoples’ and Community Conserved Territories and Areas (ICCA), Biodiversity A-Z, 24 December 2020, https://www.biodiversitya-z.org/
content/indigenous-peoples-and-community-conserved-territories-and-areas-icca

2Many names, a value in itself, ICCA Consortium, https://www.iccaconsortium.org/index.php/discover/

8Threats and challenges to ICCA’s, ICCA Consortium, https://www.iccaconsortium.org/index.php/discover/
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the regions where Indigenous people in particular have control
over their forests, and by control | mean secure titles, rights, and
recognition of their traditional territories, that’s where we see
those forests intact and biodiversity observed to a large degree, [5].
We will now discuss three alternative worldviews from the Global
South - Ubuntu, Happiness and Buen Vivir of which Buen Vivir can
be said to be most biocentric.

African Ubuntu

The African philosophy of Ubuntu is a continent-wide
philosophy, though the term Ubuntu features more in Southern
African (Nguni) languages. The concept of brotherhood is a
universal African concept featured under many different names.
South Africa is one of the countries that has rooted its post-
apartheid transition and national development (partly) in cultural
traditions of restorative justice, though the term Ubuntu is often
lesser-known and its environmental dimension the least. In human
terms Ubuntu is referring to humaneness and interconnectedness
[21-23]. One’s individuality only exists through other people and
thus we are collective beings rather than individual beings. Hence
the saying ‘I am because we are’ [23-26]. In a broader sense Ubuntu
emphasizes the interdependence of all life since philosophically
it refers to the meeting of abstract being (ubu) and the life force
being (ntu). This implies a need for compassion and mutuality
[27]. Relations are paramount and deemed more important than
abstract concepts such as development. Important is to recognize
that these relations encompass the future and past generations
[23], which are both connected to Earth (the place where the
ancestors go and the resources the yet-to-be-born will need). Mbiti
explains that land is the abode of forefathers; space and time are
one in African thought, thus merging the geographical place with
the events and persons once living and giving it meaning in life
[27]. The ancestors are ‘living’ as long as they are remembered and
thereby ‘living-dead’ [23]. Ties with the land and respect for the
land are an integral part of Ubuntu. Indeed, there is no different
word for disrespect to humans or to nature, both are a violation
of Ubuntu. This is both reasoned from the perspective of logic that
without care for nature the interdependence between people is
threatened [23] and the mutual sharing between generations is
needed, as well as from a more metaphysical perspective that all
living being are perceived to be interdependent through a field
of connectedness (Boon 2007; Setiloane 1976; Cornell 2012a).
Though critics may perceive this as old-fashioned, religious or a
romantization of the past [28], Ubuntu has been articulated in
concrete laws and policies, in for example South Africa. The most
famous example is the Truth and Reconciliation Commission
(TNC), aiming at harmonious relations and a forgiveness of the
past. The idea of harmonious relations and a sharing of what one
can call the commons is also the main ‘conservation’ principle of
dealing with nature. This requires a cooperative spirit rather than
a competitive outlook on life. The TNC (and its anchoring in the
interim constitution of South Africa) also indirectly lead to Ubuntu

jurisprudence on restorative justice though these do not directly
address the environmental dimension [29,30]. This is addressed
through the constitutional provision of respecting the needs of
future generations (Section 24 of the South African Bill of Rights) as
well as through provisions on cultural rights of communities, thus
indirectly connected to the life philosophy of Ubuntu. Furthermore,
South Africa has policies on transparent government dealings with
its citizens, called Batho Pele, or People First (Batho is another word
for Ubuntu, in Sotho language) [31]. These policies were instituted
to overcome apartheid legacies and distrust of government.
People articulate their connectedness to their land, earth and
the ecosystems, as part of their identity. That encompasses both
nature’s usefulness, its beauty, its place as the environing whole,
and the sacredness of nature and linking it to prayers and taboos.
The idea of taboo is an early conservation principle, whereby an
area is declared prohibited. The elders may know the reasons
because their vast experience with their habitat, but do not always
explain them. By instilling fear or awe the prohibition becomes
effective and is being observed and thus conservation achieved. The
heart of conducting sustainable development is recognizing that a
‘selfish unselfishness’ is needed in relating to one’s environment.
‘Ubuntu underlines the shared human solidarity interest in living
in harmony both with each other and with the earth. When people,
timber and soil are simultaneously removed the spirit of Ubuntu
is simultaneously violated in three intersecting ways’ (African
interviewee) (Van Norren 2017, 478-479 [8]). Though Ubuntu
approaches a biocentric way of living as articulated in Buen Vivir,
it is at the end more human-centric than biocentric, although
interpretations vary from urban to rural and between different
places and cultures. There is however no economically articulated
Ubuntu policy in South Africa nor an environmental one. Ubuntu
jurisprudence largely concentrates on social justice and criminal
justice [29,30]. Implementation policies are based on mainstream
conservation, though there are concerns of equitable access (part
of Batho Pele policies) [31] and communities asking for cultural
rights in for example mining projects such as in Xholobeni [32].
Conservation is understood from the Batho Pele policy perspective
of improving the environment is improving the living conditions
of people in health and recreational terms; at the same time
redressing the apartheid legacy of inequality and forced removals
from the land pose its own environmental challenges (interviewee
of the conservation department of Cape Town(Van Norren 2017,
458 [8]). South Africa was hailed for its energy transition deal, the
‘most impressive’ deal at COP26 in 2021 [33].

Testimonies from some communities in Africa on certain
current conservation practices, go directly against customary ways
of life, and involve violent repression. Conservation is no longer
tied to the communities, who also do not bear responsibility for it.
Separation of land and community is seen as the solution, which
neither empowers the community nor the land and robs people of
their identity. Projects are referred to as ‘doing their conservation’.
For example, by the Baka people of Congo (Table 2).
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Table 2: Congo and South Africa cases.

Case

Testimony

Congo. The Baka people of
Congo oppose the creation of
a conservation area that the
WWEF is supporting in Congo,

Messok Dja, for which they
haven'’t given their consent.
Dede, a Baka man, explains

why.

‘What the conservationists are doing is so bad. They do such bad things to people.
So, what they are saying is we impose a boundary here, but we can see it is too
close to us [the community]. We all explained that to them and that we didn’t want
it. When they come to do their conservation and see us, will they allow us into the
forest? No, they beat us. It is too much for us. That is why they should not close
off this forest. We don’t accept it. They should leave this land for good. So that we
can keep living here forever. We don’t hurt the elephants (...). They beat us with
machetes. This started when they imposed a boundary on us!.

South Africa. Xholobeni mine
project.

Protests against mining on
traditional lands.

‘The role of Traditional Leaders is to become custodians of the Bill of Rights on
behalf of rural residents whose land rights are held under communal land tenure
especially Section 24 of the Bill of Rights, ‘The Right to an environment that is not

harmful to the health and well-being, and to have the environment protected for
the benefit of present and future generations’. That mandate does not simply arise
from the Bill of Rights only. It is a duty that is implicit in our sense of accountability
to our ancestors, who are identified within the Earth. The strong attachment to
the land which traditional communities have is a source of indigenous knowledge
and properly understood, it is a progressive, inclusive cosmology. As the planet

is increasingly compromised by development logic that places life at the service

of the economy, Traditional Leaders and customary law works from the inverse

assumption. The economy must be at the service of Life.’” (Indigenous leader quoted

by Clarke 2015 [32]).

Bhutanese Gross National Happiness

Like in Africa and Latin America, some countries in Asia have
experimented with rooting their national development in cultural
practices and in the case of Bhutan specifically in harmony with
Nature. It has termed its national development logic Gross National
Happiness, butthisshould beinterpreted as Gross National Harmony
or Gross National Peace, and not necessarily in the Western sense
of (hedonic) happiness. Wellbeing in Buddhist philosophy after all
depends on inner peace, balance and harmony with all living things.
These living beings deserve empathy as is emulated in the saying
‘respect all sentient beings. All things are interdependent and this
is referred to in the concept of codependent origination Van Norren
2020 [8]. This also means the need for an empathic economy. All
aspects of live need to be balanced to achieve wellbeing for all and
thus the official policies rests on four intersecting pillars and nine
domains in which these are measured. Pillar one encompassing
culture defines identity. Pillar two regarding socio-economic
development takes care of daily needs. Pillar three living in harmony
with Nature requires care for the environment and the planet. Pillar
four good governance ensures that society is efficiently run and
democraticrights are respected. The measurement tool is embodied
in a GHN index that includes nine yardsticks: psychological well-
being, time use, cultural diversity and resilience, community
vitality, education, health, good governance, ecological diversity and
resilience!*, and living standards [34]. This measurement tool is not
necessarily a full reflection of Happiness or Buddhist philosophy
but rather an instrument to counteract the dominant theory of GDP
(Gross National Product) and economic growth [34,35], although
GNH does not reject GDP measurement. The logic is that one

never knows when material goods are enough or how it affects the
person’s state of mind, and therefore one needs to cultivate inner
peace (happiness) in all circumstances. One needs to find a balance
between material and spiritual wellbeing and cultivate inner skills
to deal with outer circumstances. These skills include compassion,
walking the middle path, living in moderation and recognizing the
interdependence of all things, including nature [8,34,36,37]. This
view of live automatically requires a lifestyle that does not go at the
detriment of other beings. Bhutan did not only base all its policies
in its national philosophy of Buddhism but it also rooted it in its
Constitution of 2008. The Bhutanese view of life does not give direct
rights to Nature but rather refers to human guardianship of Nature,
which could be construed as rights to Nature. The constitution
refers to it as a duty of citizens, which citizens take seriously. The
2015 GNH survey revealed that a ‘large majority’ of the citizens
feel ‘highly responsible’ for their environment [38] Page 7. The
omission of rights of Nature in the constitution is partly because
the government was worried of endless litigation by strict Buddhist
monks [8] (van Norren 2017) page 409 rather than opposingtheidea
of harmony with Nature. In Buddhist religion there are also rights
for animals and plants; human rights extend to the environmental
realm; this is implied in the idea of respecting the integrity of all life
forms (sentient beings) [8] Page 408. Sentient does not only mean
‘living’, but also ‘conscious’. Consciousness can extend to what in the
West are considered inanimate objects. Thus, Nature is considered
sacred, both in Buddhist religion as in customary culture in Bhutan.
Bhutan, in its policies, rather refers to biodiversity conservation.
This is rooted in the constitution, which refers to a mandatory
forest cover of 60%. Forests are the dominant ecosystem in Bhutan

“GNH ecological diversity and resilience indicators are related to perceptions regarding environmental challenges, urban and responsibilities, and one
more objective question, relates to wildlife damage to crops (for more info: Gyem et al. 2013).
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with 71 percent of the country under forest cover and an additional
10,4 % percent under shrubs. The total protected forest areas in
the form of national parks, wildlife sanctuaries and biological
corridors is a little more than half of the total land area [38] ref
page 6. The country has strict conservation laws. However, Bhutan
has been ‘practicing environmental conservation long before it was
referred to as such’ Planning Commission 1999 page 21. National
target 6 is ‘Carbon neutrality, climate and disaster resilient’. Under
this program priorities are: Mainstreaming environment in all
sectoral and local government plans; managing waste; exploring
eco-friendly public transport system; enhancing mitigation
and adaptation to climate change; strengthening preparedness
and response to both natural and man-made disasters. It also
includes water management and renewable energy [38] ref page
55. Bhutanese formulate their commitment thus: ‘Environmental
conservation is also valued widely throughout Bhutanese society
as many citizens’ sources of livelihood are dependent on their
natural environment, especially those working agriculturally. It
is commonly believed that irresponsible activities in nature will
lead to negative and therefore unhappy outcomes. Most Bhutanese
accept the fact that the environment should be preserved for
others and the future generation, limiting severe environmental
degradation. Performing public service means taking a holistic
view of things, which is thinking beyond ourselves and our time. It
is thinking about future generations, about the animals, about the
plants, and the environment they live in, or in other words, Mother
Nature. Through this mind-set of public service, we conserve our
natural environment. Bhutan has always recognized the central
role environment factors play in human development. Pursuant
to Article 5 (Environment) of the Constitution of Bhutan, every
Bhutanese citizen shall ‘contribute to the protection of the natural
environment, conservation of the rich biodiversity of Bhutan and

prevention of all forms of ecological degradation including noise,
visual and physical pollution. [39]. One of the main newspapers
in Bhutan contended that proposals of mainstream conservation
organizations - ‘agents of the anthropocene’ such as WWF
(Worldwide Fund), CI (Conservation International) and TNC
(The Nature Conservation) such as climate smart farming are ‘a
new licence for business-as-usual’; and hails Bhutan’s policies
for ‘food sovereignty’ This while ‘Bhutan has not lost the sense
of oneness with nature - Bhutan has not really entered the Age
of Anthropocene - at least not yet.” [65]. For further information
[39-41]. However, biodiversity is still challenged by hydropower,
as well as mineral extraction, agricultural modernization, road
construction; rapid urbanization. Traditional co-operative land
management is pressured of economic modernization (Planning
Commission 1999 page 37). Conservation practices are under
pressure by protests of farmers whose lifestyle may suffer from
intrusion by wildlife, thus exposing human-wildlife conflicts
Schroeder 2014 and Worldbank 2014. This is also partly due to
migration by younger persons to urban areas, depopulating the
rural areas [8]. A testimony is given in (Table 3). In part Bhutan’s
development was determined by Indian cooperation programmes.
This did not always lead to programmes in harmony with national
culture. For example, most commons were abolished by the central
state, though it contributed to environmental conservation [35] ref
page 307. Some are still protected by secondary laws pertaining to
land and forests and common pasture. Buddhist Happiness can be
considered in between biocentric and anthropocentric worldviews
as in its belief system the human is considered as the ‘precious
one’ (higher evolved than animals) which also implies carrying a
larger responsibility to others [8] ref page 409. Table 3 gives two
testimonies from conservation gone wrong, in Bhutan and in India
(Bhutan gets substantial cooperation and policy advice from India).

Table 3: Conservation gone wrong: testimonies from communities in Bhutan and India

Case

Testimony

East Bhutan Human -wildlife conflict

Tension between humans and wildlife happens ‘especially
in the East. It has lot to do with conservation policies, too
much protection, destroying the crops, killing domestic
animals, invading farms. The poor are suffering because of
the conservation approach. It is socio-economic versus nature
and (religion) not allowing to kill animals (fishing and hunting
under license). The government is electro-fencing the villages
now’ (B12 in Van Norren (2017) [8]).

India The Chenchu people from Pecheru village were
evicted by force in the name of (tiger) conservation,
despite Indian legislation demanding consent and
compensation, whilst uranium exploration was
approved. Survival International (2017) [66] and
Swati V (2015) [67]

‘They said you have to leave or we will get the police and beat
you. We will destroy your houses with a bulldozer. We will
call the police if you don’t go. You have to leave otherwise

the police will shoot you. (..) We didn’t want to leave but our

elders were frightened of them so we left our home. They gave
money for 50 kilos of rice. After we finished the rice, we didn’t
get anything else (...). We thought if we stay there we will all
die, so we came back to the forest.” Smt Bangataia testifies
(28 March 2018): Survival International video on Chenchu
people, https://m.youtube.com/watch?v=pC8
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Native Latin American Buen Vivir

In Latin America both Bolivia and Ecuador carried out policies
based on indigenous philosophies centering around harmony with
Nature. This they named Good Living or resp. Vivir Bien/Buen Vivir
in Spanish. These policies are rooted in indigenous philosophy of
the Andes people, called Quecha. The Quecha wisdom is called
Sumak Kawsay, or living in plenitude, the fullest way of living, or
the most beautiful (Summa) way of living (Kawsay). One could also
translate it into the right way of living. For the political movement
of indigenous peoples in Ecuador, the recognition of the variety
of cultural communities or nations, is even more imperative than
the concept of Buen Vivir [8]. This is called plurinationality (many
nations in one state), which requires interculturality or cultural
exchange [42]. Therefore, Buen Vivir is an open-ended concept.
Though this is a Quecha perspective (Bolivia, Ecuador, Peru, Chile),
it resonates with indigenous principles in many cultures on the
Western hemisphere. Other communities have also claimed their
rights such as the Afro-Ecuadorians and the Montubio (coastal
peasants) [8]. The right way of living centers around reverence for
Mother Earth from which all life is derived, and living in harmony
with the Cosmos, all life forms and Nature [8,43,44,45]. This means
humans live in partnership with the Earth and in reciprocity with
Nature and the Earth, as much as in reciprocity with one another
(just like the mutuality in Ubuntu). Community is therefore a
central value and includes Nature [8,43,46]. Within this community
exchange takes places (in different forms) and between different
indigenous communities a cultural exchange. Like in Buddhist
happiness there is an emphasis on addressing both spiritual and
material needs. Like Ubuntu it embraces diversity and restorative
justice geared towards harmony in relationships, going beyond
current punitive justice paradigms. Since the concept is biocentric
and not anthropocentric, the word environment does not fit,
since it denotes that which environs the human. And since all
are seen as equal and sacred, animate and inanimate, Nature and
Earth (‘Pachamama’) are spiritual concepts. As the constitution
of Ecuador contains the term Pachamama, it means that in theory
the spirits are also constitutionally recognized [8]. Likewise, the
constitution of Bolivia is based on indigenous concepts, though
the constitution of Ecuador is the only one that directly recognized
rights of Nature. In the indigenous mind all other rights (and
governance systems) are derived from Mother Earth. The idea
of linear development does not exist in Sumak Kawsay. Rather it
focuses on circular process of growth and decay, and the integrality
of life which lives in relationality, as well as the complementarity
of masculine and feminine and the need for reciprocal exchange
[30]. Looking at its many forms and linkages, Buen Vivir can be
understood as both a critique of development understood as infinite
economic growth, and a discursive turn that seeks to transcend
modernity [43,47]. Ongoing debates about welfare, quality of life
and ‘the environment’ have, according to the Uruguayan ecologist
Gudynas [44], taken on new meaning in a ‘biocentric turn) or what
the French philosopher Latour[48] refers to as a departure from
‘environmentalism in crisis’ This turn seeks to break away from

the anthropocentric stance of modernity and assign new meaning
to the environment by looking beyond the separation of Nature
and culture to recognize their interconnectedness. As a result, any
approach to the ‘environmental question’, including conservation,
must overcome the binary between human and Nature, animate
and inanimate, inviting dialogue with other ways of thinking about
citizenship, such as from local knowledges [49].

Buen Vivir became increasingly prominent in the region in the
wake of political debates at the beginning of the 21st century, in
particular its inclusion in constitutional discussions in two Andean
countries: Ecuador and Bolivia (where they use the terminology
‘Vivir Bien’). Buen Vivir is also linked to the recognition of
indigenous wisdom and indigenous territories administered by
indigenous justice [17,50], as well as the creation of a framework
for the rights of Nature. Ecuador was the first country in the world
to recognize the rights of Nature at the constitutional level in 2008
[8]. This concurs with Western (European) debates on ecocide
[51] happiness and well-being, [52,53] (Table 4), and the critique
of economic growth that sometimes draws on the spiritualities
and worldviews of indigenous communities such as the degrowth
movement [54].° From this perspective emerges a very different
conservation principle, since conservation dissociates culture
from Nature, which are one in the indigenous mind. Therefore,
conventional conservation is seen as an intolerable separation
human rights, social-economic rights and Nature rights [8] ref
page 221. The purpose of life is living in harmony with Nature, thus
increasing biodiversity. The Buen Vivir economy offers different
economic principles to achieve this, including food and energy
sovereignty [43]. It expresses itself also in indigenous landscape
management, agricultural practices - like mixed cropping
agriculture, as well as addressing many different ecological levels
in the Andes to mitigate risks and avoid ecological degradation
- different property (and exchange) relations and relations of
mutual support, as well as ‘planes de vida’ (life plans, respecting
Nature, culture and territories) [17,55]. Ecuador adheres to the
third conceptualization of conservation as described above, but the
government of President Correa politicized the judiciary in such a
way that rights of Nature were often ignored: as became clear in
Ecuadorian jurisprudence [8]. Interestingly his more conservative
successor restored the independence of the courts, leading to
more judgements in favor of Nature and jeopardizing his mining
plans. Though Ecuador has both conventional protected areas
and protected areas in which humans can live (often uncontacted
forest people, see below), the protected areas sometimes are also
under threat. In the case of uncontacted people this poses an extra
challenge, as one does not only need to speak on behalf of Nature
but also on behalf of people who have not been in contact with
global civilization. This is what happened in the case of Yasuni-ITT
(Amazone), which provoked a movement both inside and outside
Ecuador, when the Correa government announced possible oil
drilling [56]. Testimonies from communities in Latin America on
conservation gone wrong are given in (Table 5).

"For source material see also Research & Degrowth, an academic association: http://degrowth.viper.ecobytes.net/
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Table 4: Examples of western initiatives on wellbeing and happiness.

UNDP Human Development Index and Multidimensional Poverty Index
EU The European Commission’s ‘GDP and Beyond’ Project
the OECD Better Life initiative, www.oecdbetterlifeindex.org/ ; See also Genuine Progress Indicator
OECD (GPI) of the Maryland University (USA), https://dnr.maryland.gov/mdgpi/Pages/what-is-the-GPI.

aspx; and the World Happiness Report/Index of Columbia University (USA), https://worldhappiness.

report/

EU National

UK national wellbeing program (2010), https://www.gov.uk/government/collections/national-
wellbeing; French government report (2015), Les nouveaux indicateurs de richesse (rapport du
Gouvernement), http:/ /www.strategie.gouv.fr/sites/strategie.gouv.fr/files /atoms/files/a9rb245.pdf;

Initiatives Netherlands (2018), Central Bureau for Statistics, Monitor Broader Wellbeing, https://www.cbs.nl/
en-gb/corporate/2018/20/monitor-of-well-being-a-broader-picture
Canada Canadian environment and sustainable development indicators http://www.statcan.gc.ca/pub/16-
002-x/2011001 /part-partie5S-eng.htm;
Genuine Progress Indicator (GPI) of the Maryland University (USA), https://dnr.maryland.gov/
USA mdgpi/Pages/what-is-the-GPl.aspx; World Happiness Report/Index of Columbia University (USA),

https:/ /worldhappiness.report/.

Rest of World

Similar initiatives in Australia, Israel, Japan, Finland, New Zealand (Royal Govt of Bhutan [53];

Revkin [52], 2).

Table 5: Case Ecuador, Brazil and Peru.

Case

Testimony

Ecuador Amazone, Yasuni-ITT
protected area and (potential)
oil drilling

‘The government cancelled Yasuni-ITT, but the citizens are very committed and took the name of
Yasunidos (...). Yasuni is a biosphere reserve recognized by UNESCO. (..)(E24). ‘The president calls
us (Yasuni) delinquents and vulgar people. What is the effect of that? It is intended to divide the
movement’ (E24). ‘There is the risk of ecocide in Yasuni (Amazon). To keep the oil under the ground is
the only alternative’ (E1). ‘In the Yasuni park there are 2 uncontacted people belonging to the Huarani
nation, the Taromenane and the Tagaeri (...). The impact of the project is devastating for them. The
precautionary principle should be enacted’ (E1). ‘The Yasuni exploration will amount ethnocide
as they call it, but is an euphemism for genocide of uncontacted people’ (E24). On the connection
between oil contamination and spiritual beliefs an indigenous person explains: ‘When you kill the
river, you Kill the species of the river and human beings and our feelings and our respect for the
spiritual world’ (E38). (2015) Oil winning in Yasuni furthermore ’violates art. 57 of the Constitution
(‘The territories of the peoples living in voluntary isolation are an irreducible and intangible ancestral
possession and all forms of extractive activities shall be forbidden there’)[8] Van Norren.

Brazil Kaingang people

‘Our feelings come from our territories. Our bodies are our territories. So when are territories are
violated, our bodies are violated too. (..) we have been confronting this violence for five centuries.
Brazil was born of the rape of indigenous women (..), the rape of our territories, the rape of Nature.
https://m.youtube.com/watch?v=UTIJoxlvbFI (Nyg Kaingang)

Peru Sierra del Divisor

Uncontacted people in the Watershed Mountains park are in danger of loggers, miners, drug
traffickers, tourists and missionaries. Video footage available but no testimony possible: https://www.

survivalinternational.org/tribes/amazonuncontactedfrontier

Uncontacted Indigenous in

Harmony with Nature

Peoples Living

Conservation should also take into account the wish of
uncontacted indigenous people to remain uncontacted and living in
isolation, in harmony with their natural environment. An example
of failed conservation is, according to survival international, the
Sierra del Divisor (Watershed Mountains) park in Peru, at the
border with Brazil. The park, which was created in 2015, is still
open to loggers, drug traffickers and miners as well as to possible
future oil exploration (large areas of the park have not been
exempted). It thus failed to protect the uncontacted people who

live there, who are ironically also the best conservationists having
thorough knowledge of the ecosystems [57]. Furthermore, tourists,
some academics and missionary can pose a threat. Indigenous
people often do not survive on first contact, due to amongst other
unknown diseases. ‘On the very rare occasions when they are seen
or encountered, they make it clear they want to be left alone’ [58].

The Way Forward: Convivial Conservation &
Convergence with the Three Cosmovisions

An interview with Bram Biischer states: ‘There are major
heated debates taking place regarding the course of environmental
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conservation. For example, biologist E.O. Wilson, believes that half of
the Earth must consist of unspoilt natural areas, in order to protect
the foundations of life on the planet. Other than being financeable
difficult to achieve, it threatens to endanger many indigenous
lifestyles. In contrast, Biischer believes that we should ultimately
move away from protected nature reserves. ‘Environmental
conservation was created as a response to the destruction of
nature and the environment. Particularly in the last 30 years, many
protected nature reserves have been added to the list. The more
nature we lose, the more nature we try to protect,” says Biischer.
Unfortunately, this does not end the loss of biodiversity. As such,
Biischer is advocating a different approach. “We need to move
towards a promoted rather than protected nature, where people live
alongside nature in a better way. We call this convivial conservation.”
Convivial comes from the Latin “con vivire”; the need, according
to Biischer, for humans to coexist with all life on earth’ [59]. The
proposal of convivial conservation is a more integral idea on how to
deal with conservation and biodiversity. It refers to both alternative
Western theories and indigenous philosophies of wellbeing such as
on the one hand degrowth, the doughnut economy of Kate Raworth
[60], climate justice and rapid ecological democracy and on the
other hand indigenous Buen Vivir and the ICCA coalition. To this
one can add African Ubuntu and Buddhist Happiness which refers
to living in respect for all sentient beings, as well as for example
indigenous practices from Australia and New Zealand, which
granted legal personhood to two Nature entities such as a river [61]
for other examples see [62]. It means that also for non-indigenous
people it is imperative to find lifestyles that are more in harmony
with Nature, which reduces the need for strict conservation areas.
In an ideal world human life would increase biodiversity and not
decrease it. Some authors allege that biodiversity increased with
indigenous or convivial land management [63]. In this sense, the
proposal of conviviality requires ‘going beyond protected areas as
the main form of conservation governance, to prioritize developing
integrated spaces within which humans and other species can
continue or learn to co-exist respectfully and equitability. This
does not mean humans and wildlife must always occupy the same
spaces. Rather, conviviality may require some species respectfully
to avoid one another, depending on needs and temperament (which
already happens in many places, and has indeed long been part of
the human-nonhuman relations of many Indigenous and other
traditional peoples). Conviviality also requires equity among the
different people involved in conservation, and the inclusion of
diverse landscapes and governance systems within the conservation
matrix, including agroecological systems and other spaces in which
humans pursue sustainable livelihoods. [1]. In summary we can say
that Buen Vivir in Ecuador adheres to the third conceptualization
of conservation (convivial) but has been hampered by politicized
implementation under the Correa government. Bhutan adheres
to a mixture of conceptualization one (mainstream, in practice)
and three (convivial): in GNH theory culture takes prevalence but
traditional commons have largely been abolished. Therefore, there
is a tension between modern implementation of strict conservation

(based on cultural beliefs) and traditional practices. However,
since population density is not high problems mainly occur from
too much wilderness and wildlife hampering farmers, especially
since increased migration to cities is taking place. This seems to
immediately discredit conceptualization two that contends there
is no such thing as wilderness anymore. This proposition counts
for more populated geographical areas. South Africa adheres to
conceptualization one (mainstream) but is under criticism from
local communities for example in mining projects, demanding
respect for their cultural rights including ancestor worshipping,
which is tied to the land.

Concluding Remarks

In this article we have tried to argue in favor of indigenous
conservation practices, which in our view should get priority over
conventional western conservation practices. Not only from a point
of view of respecting basic human rights, cultural rights and socio-
economic living conditions of communities concerned, having
regard to the 2007 UNDRIP principles, but also because these
practices advance the most effective, locally driven solutions for
biodiversity and ecosystem preservation, respecting Mother Earth.
The principles for ‘conservation’ ought to be biocentric instead of
anthropocentric, centering around Earth governance and living in
harmony with Nature. For indigenous and other territory bound
communities these are summarized as ICCA’s or OECM. The parties
to CBD should give utmost importance to those when reviewing the
30 by (20)30 conservation proposal in 2022. We have discussed a
number of them, with specific reference to African Ubuntu, Buddhist
Happiness and a detailed account of Buen Vivir of the Andes people.
Itis not sufficient to simply recognize these alternative systems, but
itis imperative to actively promote and empower these ways of life,
and also to explore how the examples from the global South may
be included in the mainstream system or change the mainstream
system. As we have seen, organizations like WWF do recognize the
need to respect indigenous ways of life, be it explicitly only since
2008, but the reality on the ground is unruly and often leads to
vehement protests of local communities. Too often indigenous ways
of life are disrupted to give way for modern development. As long as
the development model does not change, the traditional biocentric
ways of life are in danger of dying out; and thus conventional
conservation will be in need of increasing to offset anthropocentric
lifestyles. However well-intended, frameworks such as the CBD
and SDGs are still resting on outdated development models that
need to be made ‘sustainable’ instead of rethinking these models
into wellbeing including all communities of life. We have given a
number of examples of Global South practices and life philosophies
respecting biodiversity and harmony with Nature that have been
ignored so far by mainstream development science, viewing these
as romantic left-overs from the past that are bound to disappear in
the ‘natural’ evolution towards modern society. The latter may be
true, but the question is: is humanity better off? The rest of (non-
human) life already knows (experiences) the answer.
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