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A B S T R A C T   

Conservation efforts must develop strategies to perform at violent frontiers where environmental values, mineral 
extraction and conflict intersect. Using war-torn eastern Democratic Republic of Congo’s Itombwe Nature 
Reserve as an illustrative example, this article explores how community conservation is implemented and 
received at a violent frontier. Taking inspiration from an emerging body of literature which portrays conser-
vation as a form of ‘social contract’ in regions where the nation state is weak or absent, it explores some of the 
expectations and obligations that surround community conservation initiatives. It draws the conclusion that 
conservation social contracts are likely to produce unintended consequences when left unfulfilled or broken. 
Conservation actors perceived to be breaking the terms of (implicit) social contracts can inadvertently encourage 
local communities to embrace alternative contracts with other actors seeking to extract value from the resources 
located in frontiers, such as industrial mining companies.   

1. Introduction 

In protected areas positioned at violent frontiers where conservation, 
extraction and contestation overlap, the standard challenges to conser-
vation are compounded by the inability of governments to exert terri-
torial control. The coercive strategies of fortress or militarised 
conservation, implemented in many protected areas of the Global South, 
encounter numerous difficulties generated by the plurality of actors who 
can resort to violence in order to achieve their aims (Lombard, 2016; 
Lunstrum, 2014; Verweijen & Marijnen, 2018). Recognition of the 
limitations of coercive conservation has inspired a search for different 
approaches. Community conservation, also known as community-based 
natural resource management (CBNRM), has been presented as one 
alternative (Agrawal & Gibson, 1999). 

Instead of imposing conservation, community conservation encour-
ages people to become the co-owners of resources and values generated 
through protected area designation. This is achieved through the 
devolution of regulatory responsibility away from the state toward local 
populations (Agrawal, 2005). By giving local people a stake in how 
protected areas are managed, the aim is also to coach new subjective 
beliefs and behaviours that are conducive to the preservation of eco-
systems. Thus, community conservation encourages people to regulate 

themselves and is often considered a form of governmentality, or 
‘environmentality’, in the Foucauldian sense (Agrawal, 2005). Com-
munity conservation is also grounded on the premise that local pop-
ulations must derive material benefits from protected areas for 
conservation to succeed in the long-run (Agrawal & Gibson, 1999). 
Through a dual focus on decentralized governance and economic in-
centives, community conservation is often viewed as part a broader shift 
toward the neoliberalisation of conservation policy and practice 
(Büscher, 2013; Dressler et al., 2010). 

This paper sets out to unpack the practice of community conserva-
tion in a violent frontier and we ‘zoom in’ on a protected area in eastern 
Democratic Republic Congo’s (DRC) South Kivu Province. Itombwe 
Nature Reserve (INR) is the only protected area in eastern Congo to be 
established according the community conservation paradigm in a 
conflict-afflicted region where militarised conservation dominates. 
Uniquely, multiple armed groups and around 600,000 people were 
living in the wider region while the reserve was being created (Kujir-
akwinja et al., 2019; Verweijen et al., 2021). International NGOs 
cooperated with the government to establish the reserve through two 
governmental technologies: participatory mapping and zoning exer-
cises; and the partial devolution of regulatory responsibility to com-
munities themselves. We argue that this conservation arrangement 
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essentially formed part of a contract, whereby improved security, 
continued access to land and resources, and development projects would 
be provided in exchange for communities accepting certain duties and 
constraints. The contractual approach is an aspect of decentralized 
natural resource management that is underappreciated in the literature, 
but is crucial to understand how conservation efforts attempt to manu-
facture new aspirations and behaviours, to convince rather than coerce. 

This research is supported by eight months’ fieldwork in eastern 
DRC’s South Kivu Province – from August 2019 to January 2020 and 
May to June 2021. During this period, semi-structured interviews were 
conducted with over 40 local and international conservation NGOs, 
members of Congolese civil society and customary chiefs in Bukavu, 
South Kivu’s capital. A team of local researchers carried out six fieldtrips 
in the chiefdoms of Wamuzimu, Basile, Lwindi and Burhinyi to the 
western flank of the reserve and Itombwe Sector to the east. These sites 
were selected because they provide diversity in terms of the degree of 
interaction between conservation authorities and the populations, 
ranging from those which had the most (Wamuzimu and Basile) to those 
which had much less (Lwindi, Burhinyi and Itombwe). In these sites, the 
team carried out over two hundred semi-structured interviews and 20 
focus groups with men and women, who practiced a range of livelihood 
activities including agriculture, animal breeding, fish farming, hunting 
and artisanal mining. We have triangulated our field data with NGO 
reports, legal documents, letters and WhatsApp messages. 

The next sections provide an overview of the literature on violent 
state and commodity frontiers, fortress and community conservation, 
and conservation social contracts. The section after that documents the 
history of conservation, extraction and conflict in the wider region in 
which INR is located. Next we describe the governmental technologies 
used to establish the reserve and the making – and eventual breaking – of 
the conservation social contract which supported them. Finally, we 
discuss the implications of our theoretical approach and empirical 
findings for the broader literature on community conservation in the 
context of violent conflict. 

2. Conservation at the edge of state 

2.1. Violent frontiers 

State frontiers occur both at the boundary between two or more 
countries and at the periphery of political, administrative and military 
power within countries (Giddens, 1985). They are typically located in 
geographically inaccessible or ‘rough’ terrains such as mountains, 
marshlands and thick forests. Such regions can be abundant in natural 
resources and attendant commercial opportunities. This makes them 
feasible bases for rebel movements, armed groups and criminal gangs to 
hide out, strategise and pursue illicit activities (Korf, 2011; Raey-
maekers, 2009). As a result, state frontiers frequently coincide with 
sub-national regions affected by civil war, political and economic up-
heaval, where governments fail to exert a monopoly over the means of 
violence. The precarity, instability and isolation of state frontiers can 
leave their inhabitants longing for a source of security and predictability 
(Titeca et al., 2020). 

As opposed to state frontiers, the expansion of commodity frontiers 
can be viewed as one way to incorporate new territory into the global 
capitalist system. Thus commodity frontier regions become providers or 
supply chains for capital accumulating activities, through processes of 
socio-ecological transformation and industrialisation (Moore, 2000), 
where new resources are being discovered and invented (Kelly & Peluso, 
2015; Tsing, 2003). The frontier expansion induces the suspension and 
reconfiguration of incumbent regimes of resource access and control, 
clearing the path for novel forms of extraction, invention and 
commodification to emerge (Rasmussen & Lund, 2018). Mining 

activities and conservation efforts often come together at commodity 
frontiers, at times coexisting peacefully and at others colliding. 

Going back to the colonial era, it is perhaps mining activities that 
offer the most obvious examples of frontier expansion. Today, the global 
mining commodity frontier continues to expand through the prolifera-
tion of an ‘extractive imperative’, whereby in many countries extraction 
comes to trump all other policy objectives (Arsel et al., 2016). This is 
enabled by a variety of technologies, production processes and discur-
sive strategies that operate at multiple scales (Verbrugge & Geenen, 
2019; Verweijen & Dunlap, 2021). Conservation appears at first glance 
less clear a driver of frontier expansion, but on closer inspection it can 
also transform resources and landscapes into commodities for consumer 
markets (Büscher, 2013; Igoe & Brockington, 2007; Kelly, 2011). 

In this contribution, our goal is to understand how expansion of the 
conservation commodity frontier is achieved through a community- 
based, consensual approach in a violent state frontier region where 
mining activities also vie for control of land and resources. 

2.2. Fortress and community conservation 

Historically, expansion of the conservation commodity frontier has 
been facilitated through coercive or fortress conservation (Roe, 2008), a 
governmental technique rooted in colonial practices and based on a posi-
tivist ontological perspective. Fortress conservation is dualistic, viewing 
social and environmental systems as separate, and local populations as the 
primary force driving environmental change (Neumann, 1998). 

Proponents of fortress conservation advocate for centralised, coer-
cive and often militarised forms of natural resource governance, which 
prioritise scientific research, tourism and safari hunting over land uses 
benefitting the local population (West & Brockington, 2006). The 
approach has proven popular in protected areas across the Global South, 
including in conflict-ridden eastern DRC where Garamba, Kahuzi-Biega 
and Virunga National Parks all depend on military technologies to 
secure their boundaries (Simpson & Geenen, 2021; Titeca & Edmond, 
2019; Verweijen & Marijnen, 2018). Fortress conservation and its mil-
itarised enforcement have been the subject of international opprobrium 
and local resistance for failing to respect human rights and preserve 
biodiversity (Duffy et al., 2019), but also because they can exacerbate 
existing dynamics of violence and armed mobilisation (Lombard, 2016; 
Lunstrum, 2014; Verweijen & Marijnen, 2018). 

Recognition of these failings have led to adaptations that incorporate 
more consensual and community-based strategies to enable the con-
servation commodity frontier to advance into new regions (Neumann, 
1997; Vuola & Simpson, forthcoming). Although the practice of com-
munity conservation is ancient, the paradigm only entered mainstream 
conservation practice and parlance in the 1980s (Roe, 2008). Commu-
nity conservation projects are often informed by the ‘community-based 
natural resource management’ (CBNRM) approach (Blaikie, 2006). Part 
and parcel of this approach is to instil environmental values and make 
local communities the co-owners of the resources and values generated 
by conservation (Agrawal, 2005). The logic follows that communities 
have played a positive role in the management of common pool re-
sources in the past and hold the potential do so in the present (Ostrom, 
1990). It also rests on the idea that conservation will not succeed unless 
local communities receive material benefits from protected areas 
(Neumann, 1997). CBNRM thus combines enhanced local participation 
and benefit sharing. 

However, there are also a number of critiques of community conserva-
tion. To begin with, protected areas do not necessarily require the support of 
local communities to succeed, as is often emphasised by the proponents of 
CBNRM. For instance, Tanzania’s Mkomazi Game Reserve was able flourish 
in spite of significant local opposition (Brockington, 2004). Although advo-
cates of CBNRM tend to stress the importance of benefit sharing with local 
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populations, in reality community conservation projects often serve to extend 
the reach of coercive states into new and unexplored areas (Neumann, 1997; 
Peluso & Vandergeest, 2011; Woods & Naimark, 2020). In turn, commu-
nities often end up being little more than passive recipients of, as opposed to 
active participants in, project activities (Leach et al., 1999). Broader ques-
tions remain about how to define what makes up the ‘community’ in com-
munity conservation initiatives (Stone & Nyaupane, 2014). For example, 
Agrawal and Gibson (1999) highlight the pitfalls of treating communities as 
monolithic blocks void of internal heterogeneity, without connections to 
wider political economic structures or – for that matter – other communities. 

Although philosophically fortress and community conservation 
differ in significant ways, the two are not necessarily mutually exclusive. 
Even in state frontiers and active conflict zones, conservation efforts can 
combine both fortress and community conservation. For example, 
through research in eastern DRC’s Virunga National Park, Verweijen 
and Marijnen (2018) show how community conservation can hybridize 
with a counterinsurgency logic whereby development projects and 
benefit sharing exist alongside hard counterinsurgency measures or 
green militarisation. While in Myanmar, Woods and Naimark (2020) 
demonstrate how mapping exercises to delimit the Lenya protected area 
served to legitimise forced displacements of civilians that occurred 
during decades of war. 

2.3. Community conservation as a (social) contract 

The idea of conservation contracts goes back to West’s (2006) book 
‘Conservation Is Our Government Now’ which described indigenous 
Gimi people’s relationship with Papua New Guinea’s Crater Mountain 
Wildlife Reserve. The Gimi were willing to participate and accept con-
servation rule, i.e. expansion of the conservation commodity frontier 
onto their lands, with the expectation that they would receive devel-
opment and commercial opportunities in return. Li (2007) uncovered a 
similar dynamic in Indonesia’s Lore Lindu National Park where villagers 
were required to concretise their commitment to park rules by signing 
‘community conservation agreements’ in order to access project bene-
fits. In the above instances, conservation contracts essentially represent 
a process of Weberian exchange: an ‘agreement involving the offer of 
any sort of present, continuing, or future utility in exchange for utilities 
of any sort in return’ (Weber, 2012, p. 170). 

The proliferation of Integrated Conservation and Development Pro-
jects (ICDPs), Payments for Ecosystem Service (PES) and ecotourism 
initiatives across the world is indicative of the extent to which 
contractual thinking informs advancement of the conservation com-
modity frontier. As with CBNRM, such initiatives essentially assume 
local communities must receive sufficient benefits from conservation to 
change their behaviour from extracting wildlife and other biological 
resources to conserving them (Neumann, 1997). Potential material 
benefits of conservation include those arising from employment as park 
staff and eco-guards, tourist revenues, and access to natural resources 
inside protected areas; social services and infrastructure projects such as 
health centres, schools and roads; and income derived from 
market-based incentives such as PES. However, contemporary un-
derstandings of conservation contracts draw our attention to a much 
broader process of exchange. 

Titeca et al. (2020) introduce the expanded notion of conservation 
‘social’ contracts. This term combines previous conceptions of conser-
vation contracts with the idea of a social contract that exists between 
state and citizen. Although only applied to the conservation literature 
recently, the social contract has been one of the most influential ideas in 
political science for centuries (Hobbes, 2002; Locke, 1988; Rawls, 2005; 
Rousseau, 1974). Numerous competing visions of the contract have been 
articulated, yet most agree that collective governance depends upon 
consent of the people (O’Brien et al., 2009). According to Titeca et al. 
(2020:3), the social contract of conservation is ‘a form of agreement or 
contract, formal or informal, between two or several parties, which in-
volves the regulation of the extraction, consumption and trade of natural 

resources.’ Through research in eastern DRC’s Garamba National Park, 
they show how people came to perceive conservation as a source of 
long-term consistency in a region where crisis and unstable property 
relations are the norm. In other words, conservation represented an 
arrangement through which access to resources was ordered over the 
longue durée, in itself a form of governance and a source of stability. 

Contemporary debates about social contracts address the influence 
of neoliberalisation, the move from government to governance, and the 
role of non-state actors (O’Brien et al., 2009). Private companies, phi-
lanthropists and NGOs are increasingly implicated in the definition and 
delivery of social contracts. While in sub-Saharan Africa, social contracts 
existed first between families and their communities and second be-
tween communities and the state – i.e. families ‘owe allegiance to their 
community and the community has a contract with the state (Leonard 
et al., 2011, p. 4).’ Social contracts do not, therefore, only exist between 
state and subject, but connect multiple actors that operate across 
different hierarchical levels, and shift in time with broader social, po-
litical and economic relations. 

It is also important to note that social contracts are embedded within 
larger political and economic structures, alongside associated in-
equalities and power relations (Nussbaum, 2006). Thus contracts can be 
fundamentally discriminatory, serving to prioritise one side at the 
expense of the other, and interpreted in different ways by different 
parties (Pateman, 1985; Titeca et al., 2020). Elites who are best-placed 
to gain may tend to come out in favour of contracts, whereas other 
community members might be more sceptical of accepting agreements 
for which they see no direct benefits to themselves. Social contracts, 
therefore, do not necessarily imply widespread consensus across a social 
body, but may serve to paper over disparities of opinion and 
opportunity. 

In turn, social contracts can break down. According to the Rous-
seauian interpretation conflicts arise when one side fails to deliver on its 
side of the agreement. Based on John Locke’s conceptualisation, citizens 
have the right overthrow and replace a government – i.e. contractual 
partner – which does not deliver its obligations to them. Titeca et al. 
(2020: 8) dispute the notion of contracts being ‘replaced’, suggesting 
instead that ‘the social contract underpinning conservation efforts is 
never completely “broken”, but re-negotiated: as a mental image, it 
continues to play an important role for the actors involved, and con-
tinues to inform the ways in which it is acted upon.’ We build on these 
analyses by demonstrating how the failure to deliver on the social 
contract established through community conservation can lead people 
to abandon previous contracts and (in some cases) seek opportunities 
with new contractual partners. 

3. The Itombwe Massif: A state and commodity frontier 

The Itombwe Massif has long been a state frontier and a site of 
recurring conflict where the DRC government’s political, administrative 
and military authority is weak and fragmented. The region remains 
inaccessible due to dense forests, sheer mountains, intractable insecurity 
and poor infrastructural connections. Yet from the Colonial era onwards 
its mineral endowments and biological diversity attracted ecologists, 
geologists and mining companies. The Massif can therefore also be 
considered a commodity frontier characterised by the discovery, in-
vention and exploitation of new resources. 

From 1968 to 1988, Fizi territory’s Hewa Bora forest served as a base 
for Laurent Kabila’s rebel movement as it tried to destabilise the regime 
of President Mobutu. The 1994 Rwandan genocide and ensuing advance 
of the Alliance des forces démocratiques pour la libération du Congo (AFDL) 
rebel army in 1996 caused vast numbers of refugees and members of the 
ex-Rwandan government to flee onto the Massif. The First and Second 
Congolese Wars (1996–1997 and 1998–2003) led to the proliferation of 
armed groups which used the region to hide out, plan operations and 
extract resources. Although Congo’s Wars have officially ended, the 
Congolese government still only exerts limited territorial control over 
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the area. Banditry and kidnapping are common. According to Congo 
Research Group (2019:14), nine armed groups still operate in and 
around its vast forests. Itombwe Sector, the administrative territory 
which represents the largest portion of the reserve, is currently racked 
by a protracted conflict between several militia groups. These include 
the Banyamulenge’s Gumino and Twiganeho groups, the Burundian 
Forces nationales de liberation (FNL) and Red-Tabara groups, and a coa-
lition of local defence or ‘Mai Mai’ groups (Verweijen 2021). The 
violence continues up until this day, with fifteen people killed during a 
raid on Kipupu, Itombwe Sector’s administrative centre, in July 2020. 

The Belgian company Minière des Grands Lacs (MGL) began 
exploiting minerals in the wider region of South Kivu during the 1930s. 
In 1964, the government nationalised the industrial mining sector in the 
provinces of South Kivu and Maniema. As a result, some of MGL’s 
mining concessions were inherited in 1976 by the part-state owned 
company SOMINKI. This company gained mining rights in diverse parts 
of South Kivu, but following financial difficulties sold forty-five of its 
concessions to the Canadian mining company Banro Congo Mining in 
1996. When President Laurent Kabila tried to renationalise the mining 
sector, Banro took the DRC government to court and successfully retook 
several key gold concessions. It subsequently opened two functional 
mines: Twangiza in 2012 and Namoya in 2015. Looking to expand its 
operations in 2018, the company conducted further mineral prospection 
inside INR itself. In November 2019, following repeated attacks on its 
employees by armed groups, Banro decided to close all of its mining 
operations in eastern DRC. Despite clear impediments to industrial 
mining, ASM continues to take place in many zones previously operated 
by MGL. Cassiterite is exploited in the sites of Apanga and Miki to the 
east of Itombwe, as well as in the sites of Zombe, Lugundu and Misa to 
the west. 

The region first piqued the interest of naturalists and biologists in the 
early 20th century. Alexander Prigogine’s ornithological studies and 
George Schaller’s surveys of gorillas in 1959 established the region to be 
one of the most biologically rich sites in the Albertine Rift (Plumptre 
et al., 2009). Yet for generations before the arrival of Westerners to the 
region, communities living in the area had successfully conserved the 
forests of the Massif using traditional methods. For example, they pro-
hibited hunting in areas called ‘Mulambos’ where animals could 
reproduce and raise their young. Failure to respect the customary rules 
could result in the ‘Muzombo’, a traditional curse which could lead to 
illness or death for its victims as well as their families. The fact that 
certain charismatic species, such as gorillas and chimpanzees, were 
protected by the custom meant that there were still high concentrations 
of them in the area when Prigogine and Shaller arrived. 

However, over recent decades customary forms of conservation have 
been disrupted by violent conflict, the presence of armed groups, and 
large-scale in-migration. During a 1996 expedition to the Massif, the 
World Conservation Society (WCS) found that a number of gorilla 
populations documented by Schaller had disappeared. In turn, forest 
elephants had either been killed or fled the area due to widespread 
poaching during the Congo’s two wars.1 Reports of species loss led the 
Governor of South Kivu to make the case for a protected area to be 
established in the region through a decree published just after the First 
Congo War in February 1998.2 Despite more insecurity sparked by the 
Second Congo War and the continued presence of armed groups in the 
area, WCS and World Wildlife Fund (WWF) started to put additional 
pressure on the Congolese government to conserve the Massif. These 
NGOs carried out yet more biological and socio-economic surveys 
around the village of Miki in Itombwe Sector. These efforts led to the 
2005 Kamituga workshop and the signing of a memorandum of under-
standing between ICCN, its NGO partners at the time (WCS and WWF) 
and the Ministry of Environment to speed up the creation of a reserve. 

In September 2006, the Ministry of Environment finally published a 
decree to legally gazette what is now called ’Itombwe Nature Reserve’.3 

With an indicative map showing rectangular boundaries that covered a 
massive 15,000 sq. km, the reserve was promoted as a way to protect the 
region’s forests from being sold out to commercial logging and mining 
concessions (Gauthier, 2016). Yet for many of the 600,000 or so people 
living in and around it, the reserve represented a top-down, rushed and 
unjust attempt to take control of their lands (Kujirakwinja et al., 2019). 
Few communities were consulted in advance of the decree’s publication, 
which failed to account for their livelihood needs and the complex ter-
ritorial structures of different ethnic groups living in the area. People 
feared they would be forcibly displaced from their lands in the same way 
communities had been expelled from nearby Kahuzi-Biega National Park 
during the 1970s. In the years immediately after the decree was signed, 
some communities even prevented conservation authorities from 
entering their lands in and around the reserve. 

It became clear that a top-down, centralised and coercive approach 
would be both unethical and impractical. First, the initial reaction to the 
reserve made clear any attempt to displace communities from their lands 
would be met with violent resistance. Second, many villages, ASM and 
customary ritual sites would be near impossible to relocate. For 
example, the cassiterite mine of Zombe hosts up to a thousand miners at 
a busy time of year, providing an invaluable source of income to the 
population of Basile chiefdom. Third, the reserve’s isolated forests 
continued to harbour multiple armed groups which it would involve all- 
out war to remove through military force alone. Fourth, pressure was 
mounting at local and international levels for the government and its 
NGO partners not to repeat the human rights abuses committed in other 
protected areas in the region. AfriCapacity, a local NGO which receives 
financial support from Rainforest Foundation Norway (RFN), even 
wanted to have the entire reserve de-gazetted. As a result of these 
multiple and intersecting pressures, ICCN and its NGO partners went 
back to the drawing board. 

4. Implementing community conservation at a violent frontier 

With a grant obtained from the United States Agency for Interna-
tional Development (USAID), WCS convened the ‘Mount Kahuzi 
Meeting’ in 2008. The meeting brought together the Institut Congolais 
pour la Conservation de la Nature (ICCN), representatives of civil society, 
customary authorities and ICCN’s NGO partners – WCS, WWF, RFN and 
AfriCapacity. During the course of discussions, it became clear that the 
first two NGOs were keen to proceed with the conservation project, 
whereas the latter were more concerned about safeguarding the rights of 
communities. Yet despite differences of option, all parties eventually 
came to the agreement that steps needed to be taken to protect the 
Itombwe Massif against external threats (Kujirakwinja et al., 2019). 

Rather than pursue a strategy of coercive conservation, the organi-
sations took inspiration from a pioneering ‘conflict-sensitive’ approach 
developed by the International Institute for Sustainable Development 
(IISD) (see Hammill et al., 2009). They created a collaborative gover-
nance structure or ‘joint framework’ to implement conservation activ-
ities. Different organisations were allocated different responsibilities: 
WWF, WCS and RFN provided financial capital and technical expertise, 
AfriCapacity the essential link to communities, and ICCN the sovereign 
power to establish of a protected area in DRC. The reserve would in turn 
be funded through several sources. WCS received money from Interna-
tional Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN), the Critical Ecosystem 
Partnership Fund and USAID. WWF variously received funding from the 
Swedish International Development Agency (SIDA), USAID and WWF 
Netherlands. AfriCapacity was predominantly supported by RFN but 
also received some funding from La Fondation Prince Albert II de Monaco. 
ICCN was in turn supported by WWF, and in more recent years by 

1 Interviews conducted in Itombwe Sector, May 2021.  
2 Ministerial Decree no. 01/008/GB/GP. 3 Ministerial Decree no. 038/CAB/MIN/ECN-EF/2006. 
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Berggorilla and Gorilla Organisation, which provided funding for 
administrative activities, training and patrols. 

Working through the Joint Framework, these organisations effec-
tively tried to ‘engineer’ community conservation through a top-down 
plan. This involved (i) participatory mapping and zoning activities, 
and (ii) the devolution of some regulatory responsibilities to the com-
munities themselves. We argue that these activities essentially estab-
lished a social contract of community conservation whereby local 
populations would accept certain obligations and restrictions in ex-
change for improved security, continual access to land and resources, 
and development opportunities. At the same time, more coercive forms 
of discipline seem impending once ICCN and its partners move toward 
the enforcement phase of protected area designation. 

4.1. Participatory mapping and zoning 

ICCN and several NGO partners (WCS, WWF, AfriCapacity) imple-
mented a participatory mapping and zoning exercise from 2010 to 2014 
to reassign the reserve’s external boundaries and establish internal zones 
for different land uses. They consulted approximately 550 villages home 
to around 200,000 people about the location of the reserve’s external 
boundaries (Kujirakwinja et al., 2019, p. 53). Working in partnership 
with local NGOs and customary authorities, these organisations trained 
people in the use of GPS technology to indicate which parts of their 
forests they were willing to allocate to the protected area. They then 
produced a series of maps to take back to communities for further input. 
The principle of ‘free, prior and informed consent’ ensured that once a 
community had been approached, it could choose whether or not it 
wanted to enter into the conservation contract, with the option of dis-
continuing its involvement at any stage. For instance, two communities 
located toward the south of the reserve exercised the right not to include 
any portion of their forests within the external boundary (Gauthier, 
2016). 

ICCN and the NGOs gradually redefined the external and internal 
boundaries of the reserve though five different scenarios. In July 2016, 
using a map created during the fifth scenario, the Provincial Governor of 
South Kivu signing a decree to formalise the new boundaries.4 The limits 
now comprised 5732 sq.km split into three zones: a multiple use, a 
buffer and a core ecological zone. People would be able to live and some 
sustainable use of natural resources would be allowed within the mul-
tiple use zone, only customary rituals would be allowed in the buffer 
zone, and the core zone would be strictly for conservation and scientific 
research. In the Mwana Valley, toward the south of the reserve, WCS 
worked alongside a local NGO to conduct an even more detailed map-
ping exercise in 2015, with zones identified for conservation, agricul-
ture, human settlements and hunting. The plan is to eventually replicate 
this complex mapping process in other regions of the reserve. WWF have 
now installed boundary markers at the external limit in parts of 
Wamuzimu and Basile chiefdoms. But due to financial constraints and 
local opposition in certain areas, the internal and external limits have 
not been signposted in any other region of the reserve. 

Rather than establish entirely new territorial arrangements, the 
participatory mapping process was designed so that the reserve 
respected customary systems of land tenure and resource uses. For 
example, through consultations with communities it was agreed that the 
Mulambos would comprise parts of the core ecological zone given 
hunting was already forbidden in those areas (see Fig. 1). There was 
therefore a degree of overlap between rules and land uses imposed by 
the reserve and those that already existed, which was intended to limit 
the potential for resistance. 

4.2. Devolution of regulatory responsibility 

ICCN worked alongside WWF and AfriCapacity to establish devolved 
governance structures so that communities could contribute toward 
decisions regarding the reserve’s management. Concretely, they created 
‘conservation committees’ at the levels of chiefdoms and groupements – 
the latter of which represents an administrative level below the former. 
At the level of groupements, the committees are elected by local com-
munities. They are also elected at the level of chiefdoms, but always 
include the Mwami and other senior representatives or ‘elders’ of the 
chiefdom. 

The committees have several functions. According to a member of 
Burhinyi chiefdom’s conservation committee, they ‘provide a bridge 
between ICCN and the communities so that information can flow from 
one to the other.’5 They represent a channel through which the com-
munities can communicate complaints, concerns and their development 
needs to ICCN and its NGO partners. Perhaps most pertinently, the 
committees facilitate the organisation of community patrols. The aim of 
these patrols is to partially devolve responsibility for both biodiversity 
monitoring and monitoring and enforcement of conservation regula-
tions to the communities themselves. Lasting up to a week, community 
patrols usually include between five to seven members of a given com-
munity alongside one or two armed eco-guards and, on some occasions, 
a representative of AfriCapacity. The eco-guards themselves are usually 
recruited internally from the communities. Members of a given patrol 
are paid a per diem of between $5 and $10 either by WWF or 
AfriCapacity. 

So far the patrols have mainly focussed on monitoring biodiversity, 
predominantly charismatic mammals such as gorillas and chimpanzees, 
and human activities inside the reserve. For the time being, if a patrol 
catches a poacher hunting illegally within the reserve, they have been 
instructed not to arrest. Instead, they should inform the hunter of the 
new laws surrounding conservation and explain their rationale. 
Although if the culprit is found to have killed a species of special con-
servation value such as a gorilla or elephant, they can be taken to the 
customary chief to be punished according to the custom. Eventually, the 
plan is to move toward full enforcement of conservation rules and reg-
ulations, though it is not clear when this will begin. 

5. The social contract of community conservation 

5.1. Making of the conservation social contract 

The research team was frequently told stories about how represen-
tatives of WWF and ICCN asked communities to provide lists of what 
they would like to receive in return for their participation in the reserve. 
Communities variously made requests for health centres, schools, road 
infrastructure, motorbikes, animal breeding projects, antennae to pro-
vide phone coverage, iron roofs, brick houses, machines to make bricks, 
employment opportunities, football equipment, and even museums to 
store their cultural artefacts. People referred to these lists as their ‘Cahier 
de Charge’ with the Congolese state as represented by ICCN alongside its 
NGO partners. 

Although ICCN and WWF probably never had any serious intention 
of delivering on all of these requests, many villagers came to see the lists 
they had provided as part of an explicit contract between themselves and 
reserve managers. Eco-guards likely contributed to such perceptions by 
making informal promises that benefits would begin to accrue to the 
communities in the future. For example, in the village of Kalundu, Basile 
chiefdom, gorillas frequently raid the local population’s farms. When 
the population ask the eco-guards when they will receive compensation, 
the guards tell them that they must wait until tourists or researchers 

4 Provincial Decree no. 16/026/GP/SK. 

5 Interview with representative of conservation committee for Burhinyi, 
Bukavu, 25 August 2019. 
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come to the area and give them money. Other people expect the reserve 
to increase the number of animals available in the reserve’s multiple use 
zone, therefore improving the lives of hunters while also increasing the 
availability of protein. 

But the contract of community conservation represents more than a 
narrow process of economic exchange. For example, a farmer from the 
village of Kitumba in Wamuzimu chiefdom clearly expected to receive 
some material benefits from the reserve. Yet in referring to the forest as 
his child – a metaphorical ‘daughter’ for dowry payment – it is also 
reasonable to assume he expected it to be protected, even cared for, by 
those managing the reserve: 

When people come from outside this area they say I like this thing in 
your land, the minerals or the forest. But for whatever they want they 
must give something back to the local population. We have no 

problem with ICCN. It is as if ICCN loves my daughter, the forest, but 
if he wants to marry her he must give a dowry.6 

Other sources add credence to this interpretation. According to 
Gauthier (2016, 8), the objective of the original decree published in 
2006 to establish the reserve was ‘to protect the rainforest from being 
allocated for other uses, including concessions such as those for logging 
or mining, and the creation of new political territories.’ While members 
of the Babembe community, which are numerous in Itombwe Sector, 
thought that the reserve could help defend their customary forests from 
what they saw as the territorial ambitions of the Banyamulenge 

Fig. 1. Map of eastern DRCongo’s Itombwe Nature Reserve produced by Riccardo Pravettoni for Gauthier (2016, 9).  

6 Interview with farmer, Kitumba village, Bingili Bazala groupement, 
Wamuzimu chiefdom, on 01 November 2019. 
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population living on South Kivu’s Haut Plateau.7 Luindi chiefdom’s civil 
society described how they thought the reserve could provide financial 
incentives to speed up the demobilisation of armed groups that still 
operate in the area, contributing to improved security.8 Thus in practice, 
most people came to see the reserve as both a source of economic 
development as well as a way to improve security and protection of their 
customary forests from perceived external threats. 

The fact that employees of ICCN and its NGO partners were finan-
cially remunerated for their work likely also reinforced contractual in-
terpretations of the conservation relationship. When asked who were the 
main beneficiaries of conservation, a farmer repined, ‘we don’t know 
who benefits because the community haven’t seen anything. But the 
ICCN officers seem to benefit because they have a salary.’9 There were 
also rumours that representatives of international NGOs fraudulently 
enriched themselves through the reserve. For instance, according to the 
leader of a local women’s civil society organisation in Mwenga Centre, 
Basile chiefdom, ‘The people from WWF were giving less money to 
communities than they were supposed to. So the people working for 
WWF were taking money for themselves, which discouraged local 
leaders.’10 These statements underline what could be perceived as the 
ethical imperative of conservation contracts from the perspective of the 
local population: i.e. if outsiders working to establish a protected area 
gain something for themselves, then so should the customary owners of 
the land. 

5.2. Impacts of the conservation social contract 

Two key questions must be considered at this stage. First, to what 
extent did ICCN and its NGO partners deliver on their share of the 
conservation social contract? Second, how has this affected the will-
ingness of people to accept the obligations and restrictions imposed on 
them through protected area designation? We will address these ques-
tions in turn. 

Communities have received some limited material benefits from the 
reserve. We have already mentioned opportunities for employment as 
eco-guards and the provision of small per diems for participating in 
conservation activities. In addition to this, WWF and AfriCapacity pro-
vided small animal breeding projects as an alternative to bush meat 
hunting in some villages. WWF installed two patrol posts and street 
lights in villages in the chiefdoms of Basile and Wamuzimu – though not 
in other areas. When approaching a community to discuss the reserve, 
representatives of the WWF would also typically give between $50- 
$15011 to local chiefs as a way to respect local traditions. 

Despite these small economic incentives and development benefits, 
the majority of people expressed the view that conservation has not 
delivered on their expectations. The fact that just thirty eco-guards are 
employed across a region populated by hundreds of thousands of people 
is demonstrative of just how limited benefits are. In villages in Burhinyi, 
Lwindi and Itombwe Sector, there is a sense that economic benefits have 
not been shared equally, given ICCN and its partners have mostly 
focussed on Wamuzimu and Basile. For example, a member of local civil 
society in Lwindi told us, ‘The chiefdom of Luindi was at one stage about 
to withdraw from INR as they saw projects being done in other areas, but 

very little here.’12 Discontent also exists internally within communities. 
Most of the economic benefits of conservation have so far been confined 
to customary chiefs. As a result, in some villages there are rumours that 
the chiefs ‘sold’ the communities’ forests for personal gain. Because the 
reserve has not yet entered the enforcement phase, any possible non- 
material dimensions of the conservation social contract, such as 
through improved security and protection of land rights, are also yet to 
be made good on. 

Despite the narrow benefits of conservation thus far, there is evi-
dence that the community conservation contract has led to some 
changes in both perception and behaviour. The fact that many local 
chiefs switched from a position of firm opposition to pro-active partic-
ipation can be considered at least partial evidence of such a shift. This is 
no small achievement considering the scale of opposition to the 2006 
decree. There is also some evidence of behavioural change at the level of 
individuals. For example, a villager from the groupement of Bingili 
Bazala in Wamuzimu chiefdom said, ‘I was previously an illegal worker 
in the reserve, but I was taught to stop killing animals in the core zone. 
Because when animals become numerous in the core zone, they will 
become numerous in the multiple use zone.’13 It appears that the con-
servation contract has even had a disciplinary effect on the behaviour of 
armed groups: at one point a Mai Mai group apprehended a man 
poaching gorilla in the core zone of Itombwe Sector and asked ICCN to 
come and arrest the culprit.14 

However, the impact of the contract on people’s willingness to 
accept the rule of the conservation in the long-term appears to be 
limited. This can be explained by the failure of ICCN and its partners to 
engage in a clear and consistent manner with communities in all regions 
of the reserve, and to deliver on the communities’ expectations of what 
would be provided to them as part of the conservation social contract. As 
a result, some people are not happy about the reserve, but at the same 
time acknowledge it is here to stay. Others refuse to support the reserve 
until the contract is realised to their satisfaction: 

The government is coming slowly and trying to ‘tame’ people, but I 
fear they will not respect our agreement. That is why for now I am 
against the reserve. For me to support the reserve they must keep 
their promises. They must bring projects and jobs.15 

In the groupements of Cirere in Burhinyi chiefdom and Kigogo in 
Luindi chiefdom, two communities have gone a step further. As a 
consequence of the conservation contract not being upheld to their ex-
pectations, these communities have decided to discontinue their 
participation in the reserve altogether. 

5.3. Breaking the conservation social contract 

Cirere groupement was severely affected by the two Congolese wars 
which led to the destruction of large tracts of its forests. Until only 
recently, it was home to several armed groups which fought over terri-
tory and mining sites in the area. These groups hunted animals in the 
forest and facilitated the production of charcoal for sale in urban centres 
like Bukavu. Although Burhinyi chiefdom is now mostly rebel-free, 
armed groups still occasionally pass through Cirere groupement to 

7 Interviews with influential members of Babembe community, Bukavu, 02 
May, 2021.  

8 Interviews with representatives of Luindi’s civil society, Kasica, November 
2019.  

9 Interview with artisanal miner, Bashimwenda 1 groupement, Basile 
chiefdom, May 2019.  
10 Interview with leader of women’s civil society, Mwenga Centre, Basile 

chiefdom, 20 November 2019.  
11 This figure was reported to us by a representative of an international NGO 

leading community engagement, Kitutu, Wamuzimu chiefdom, 01 November 
2020. 

12 Head of civil society, Kasica, Luindi chiefdom, 23 November 2019.  
13 Interview with farmer, Kitamba, Bingili Bazala groupment, Wamuzimu 

chiefdom, 01 November 2019.  
14 Interview with senior representative of ICCN’s team for INR, Mwenga 

Centre, Basile chiefdom, 19 November 2019.  
15 Interview with a villager in Kalundu, Bashimwenda 1 groupement, Basile 

chiefdom, 12 November 2019. 
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enter the reserve and collect informal taxes from the population.16 As a 
result of protracted conflicts and lack of state investment, the population 
have become distrusting of outsiders, yet simultaneously left wanting for 
the provision of state services, development opportunities and a source 
of enduring security. 

The chiefs of Cirere were first approached by ICCN and WWF in 
2010. They tentatively agreed to allocate parts of their forest to the 
reserve’s multiple-use zone on the basis that their communities would 
still be able to gather resources and visit ancestral sites, and opportu-
nities for employment and development would accrue over time. Ac-
cording to Burhinyi’s Mwami, ‘representatives of the reserve first came 
to see me to present their mission and objective. They said that they 
would bring development projects, build roads, schools and hospitals for 
the community.’17 But over the years that followed little progress was 
made, with ICCN and its partners focussing their activities primarily in 
the chiefdoms of Basile and Wamuzimu. In 2016, when representatives 
of ICCN came to allocate the reserve’s limits in Cirere, a dispute broke 
out over where the boundary should be located. ICCN claimed the 
population had originally agreed to allocate a larger portion of its forest 
to conservation – but then changed its mind. The community accused 
ICCN of changing the location of the boundaries in order to increase the 
size of the reserve. Villagers put pressure on customary chiefs to ensure 
villages, ASM and customary ritual sites remained outside the multiple- 
use zone. 

Moreover, ICCN and WWF did not deliver on what the community 
perceived as guarantees of financial support and development projects. 
Consequently, many people feel that they have been deceived and let 
down. An old man testified: ‘They tried to manipulate us into giving 
away our forests!’ The following quote demonstrates a similar view: 

The population is in need of forest resources. If you are going to stop 
them accessing these resources, you must give something in return. I 
think it is understandable that if you tell the population that you will 
develop the area and do nothing, the population will get angry.18 

In short, whereas the community had anticipated a productive pro-
cess of engagement and investment, the implementation of the conser-
vation contract so far appears to have been modest in scope. In 2018, the 
chiefs decided to remove Cirere from the reserve altogether, writing a 
letter to the director of INR informing him that ICCN should ‘not come 
here anymore.’19 Along with several other groupements in Burhinyi, the 
community of Cirere is now searching for NGO partners to establish 
what is known as a ‘community forest’ on their territory. Unlike a nature 
reserve which is legally managed by the Congolese state through ICCN, a 
community forest would be under the complete jurisdiction of the 
community itself, meaning they would have the final say in all decisions 
concerning its management and maintain full access and use rights. 

Luindi chiefdom’s Kigogo groupment is adjacent to Cirere. The area 
has also been severely affected by conflict and violence since the two 
Congolese Wars. In August 1998, a notorious massacre took place in 
Luindi’s centre, Kasika, where over one thousand people were murdered 
by the Rassemblement Congolais pour la Démocratie (RCD) rebel army. The 
presence of foreign fighters in the area, which would frequently loot and 
impose informal taxes on the local population, led to the formation of 
Mai Mai or local defence forces. At least three self-defence militias still 

have bases in Kigogo.20 Decades of war have left the groupement iso-
lated and impoverished, with only limited state presence and poor se-
curity. As there is no functional road between Kigogo to Kasika, people 
must walk the 20 km stretch to access the nearest market and mineral 
trading centre. 

The chiefs of Kigogo were first approached by ICCN and WWF in 
2010. They initially agreed to participate in INR under the conditions 
that they would still be able to access the forest to gather resources and 
perform customary rituals; support would be provided for the demobi-
lisation of armed groups in the area; and development projects would be 
implemented, most importantly a road linking the groupement to 
Kasika. According to a resident of the village of Mbanga in Kigogo, ‘The 
partners who came to create the reserve made a lot of promises to all the 
communities. They said “if you give your forests or part of your forests, 
you will have development.”’21 

However, the community became suspicious when representatives of 
ICCN attempted to install signs to demark the external limits of the 
reserve without their consent. According to an artisanal miner in Kigogo, 
‘They had come with demarcation signs and the population turned them 
away. We told them that they could not come and fix their signs without 
first talking to the community!’22 This led to a fraying the conservation 
relationship, widespread distrust and suspicion. As was the case in Cir-
ere, ICCN and its partners also failed to deliver on their promises of 
development. The fact that the groupement continues to be a site of 
armed mobilisation and conflict suggests the reserve equally failed to 
improve the security situation in any meaningful sense. 

In 2018, the chief of Kigogo decided to discontinue the groupement’s 
participation in the reserve. The vast majority of the people spoken to 
during our fieldwork supported his decision. For instance, focus group 
participants described how they were ready to ‘carry arms to block the 
road to the enemy, ICCN – which has replaced the FDLR23 rebels.’24 The 
chief sent several letters to ICCN stating the community’s opposition to 
the reserve, and a petition to provincial and national authorities. In 
September 2019, a delegation from the community met with the director 
general of ICCN in Bukavu to request Kigogo be removed from the 
reserve altogether, and for ICCN and its partners to discontinue their 
activities in the area. 

However, the community of Kigogo did not just withdraw their 
participation from the reserve. They went a step further. In 2018, the 
Canadian gold-mining company Banro, which had a permit to explore 
for gold in kigogo, started conducting prospection activities in five sites 
which coincide with the reserve, including inside the core ecological 
zone. Like ICCN and the NGOs, Banro used a contractual approach to try 
curry favour with the local population. For example, a member of local 
civil society in Luindi told the research team, 

Banro encouraged the population to oppose the reserve because they 
wanted to start prospection in the area. Banro was manipulating the 
population. They would say that this area must not become the 
reserve so that they can exploit gold and do many projects. They said 
they can exploit for 50 years and develop the area. They said we must 
refuse the reserve.25 

16 In December 2020, CNDP rebels passed through Cirere to enter the reserve 
after FARDC’s operations against their bases in Kahuzi-Biega National Park. In 
May 2021, the Mai Mai Namujira group passed by the Cigubi mine next to the 
village of Cirere II to collect informal taxes from the people working there.  
17 Interview with Burhinyi’s Mwami, Bukavu, 04 February 2020.  
18 Interview with Burhinyi’s Mwami, Bukavu, 04 February 2020.  
19 Interview with representative of Burhinyi Chiefdom, Bukavu, 22 August 

2019. 

20 The three main armed groups with an influence in Kigogo are those of 
Ruma, Kitwamaja and Namujira.  
21 Interview with villager, Mbanga village, Kigogo groupement, Luindi 

chiefdom, 22 June 2021.  
22 Interview with artisanal miner, Kigogo groupement, Luindi chiefdom, May 

2019.  
23 The Forces démocratiques de libération du Rwanda (FDLR) is an armed Hutu 

group active in the eastern DRC since after the Rwandan genocide and 
responsible for numerous atrocities against local populations.  
24 Focus group with community, Kigogo groupement, Luindi chiefdom, 

January 2020.  
25 Interview with civil society leader, Kasika, Luindi chiefdom, 21 November 

2019. 
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As part of its extraction contract with the local population, Banro 
agreed to construct the road to Kasika and build a hydro-electric dam to 
provide electricity.26 While conducting prospection activities, it paid 
around fifty young men $10 per day to work as labourers in the locality 
of Muhuzi. In order to ensure security, Banro also paid off the armed Mai 
Mai Ruma group which operates in the area.27 The company even 
organised for the leader of this group (‘Ruma’) to go for medical treat-
ment in Bukavu.28 The customary chiefs of Luindi and Kigogo are also 
rumoured to have received financial incentives from Banro, in the form 
of ‘envelopes’ filled with cash, to secure their consent.29 

Through this extraction contract, Banro won the support of many 
among the local population, including the chiefs. Simpson and Fikiri 
(2020:152) quote the chief of Kigogo: ‘Between ICCN and Banro, we will 
choose Banro. Because at least we have feedback from other places 
where Banro is located that there is change.’ An artisanal miner also 
expressed his support for industrial extraction: ‘We are told that there 
may be [environmental] impacts, but we believe that industrial 
exploitation can bring development here to Luindi’s chiefdom.’30 The 
population of Kigogo thus turned against the reserve in favour of in-
dustrial mining. As demonstrated in the following quote, this can be 
considered partly a result of Banro’s efforts to engineer local opinion in 
favour of extraction, but also because ICCN and its NGO partners failed 
to deliver on their promises to the community: 

I should be clear that our community had started to oppose the idea 
of the reserve just after Banro came. ICCN was too slow and its plans 
were not materialising. Banro came with money right away. It’s a 
question of promptness in business!31 

Yet despite the initial hype surrounding the extraction contract, 
Banro also failed to deliver on its contract with the population. As local 
civil society leader told us, ‘there is no benefit of all of this work. Banro 
made promises to the local population, but we think Banro said this to 
try to get people from this groupement to adhere to its vision.’ By the 
end of 2018, less than a year after prospection began, Banro left Kigogo 
without establishing an industrial mining operation or providing any of 
the development projects it had promised. The company has now 
decided to sell off its mining concessions in DRC, including those that 
overlap with Kigogo and the reserve. 

6. Discussion and conclusions 

This article provides an in-depth study of a community conservation 
initiative implemented at a violent frontier that is home to numerous armed 
groups and hundreds of thousands of people, where mining and conser-
vation activities intersect. In doing so, it builds on an emerging body of 
literature that examines the effects and logics of protected areas located in 
regions afflicted by war and protracted violence (Lombard, 2016; Marijnen 
et al., 2021; Verweijen & Marijnen, 2018; Ybarra, 2018). 

We wish to highlight three key contributions to the literature on 
conservation at violent frontiers. First, frontiers are located in isolated 
regions where instability and insecurity dominate which often leaves 
their inhabitants longing for sources of certainty and economic 

development (Titeca et al., 2020), i.e. what would normally be provided 
by a functioning government. In this regard, past literature has 
demonstrated how efforts to extract value from the commodities located 
in frontier regions, whether through extractive or conservation activ-
ities, can both create and exacerbate dynamics of violence and insecurity 
(Geenen & Verweijen, 2017; Lunstrum, 2014; Simpson & Geenen, 2021; 
Verweijen, 2017). However, frontier actors also provide opportunities 
for potential order-making where the state is otherwise weak or absent 
(Kelly, 2015; Li, 2007; West, 2006). Using Titeca et al.’s (2020) notion of 
conservation social contracts, we demonstrate how a community con-
servation initiative was presented and perceived as one such opportu-
nity in a violent frontier zone. In other words, by accepting certain 
obligations and restrictions upon their lives, participants in the com-
munity conservation project anticipated certain benefits. These included 
jobs and economic development as well as improved governance and 
security. However, our findings suggest that the failure to deliver on 
people’s expectations of what community conservation should deliver is 
likely to have unintended consequences. 

This leads on to our second contribution: namely, that there are 
conditions under which social contracts break apart. As is the case with 
development interventions more broadly, people’s relationships to 
community conservation projects, and the contracts they represent, are 
likely to be characterised by periods of hope followed by disappoint-
ment, with perceptions shifting over time, often in a cyclical fashion 
(Massarella et al., 2018). The critical CBNRM literature highlights the 
frequency with which community conservation projects overpromise yet 
under-deliver (Agrawal & Gibson, 1999; Dressler et al., 2010). Com-
munity conservation contracts, like the products of most social ar-
rangements, are constructive of both winners and losers: that is, not 
everyone is content about contracts all of the time (Blaikie, 2006). As the 
case of INR demonstrates, certain aspects of contracts can be implicit 
and there can be different perspectives regarding what has been agreed. 
This can in turn fuel dissatisfaction. In extreme cases, the disappoint-
ment that surrounds unfulfilled or broken contracts reaches a critical 
point where people choose to discontinue their participation in existing 
contracts, and seek contractual partners elsewhere. The coincidence of 
extractive with conservation frontiers makes it possible to form new 
contracts, such as with industrial mining companies. 

Third, we propose that due to the considerable rents generated 
through the extractive industries, it is possible that mines will be more 
capable of delivering on the economic dimensions of contracts than 
conservation initiatives, at least in the short-term. Protected areas 
depend on comparatively small financial support from international 
NGOs and development agencies. This funding can be pulled if financial 
backers do not see quick evidence for tangible results. Insecurity adds 
further challenges to the delivery of conservation at violent frontiers.32 

Conversely, the establishment of a mine can create immediate employ-
ment opportunities and enough rents to win over the loyalty of part of 
the community, typically the elites. Such loyalty is sufficient to allow 
operations even in the face of extensive negative impacts born by local 
communities and future generations. This could have the effect of 
increasing the likelihood that communities will opt for extraction rather 
than conservation contracts at commodity frontiers where multiple ac-
tors vie for people’s attention. The extractive option can be particularly 
attractive in the short-term, which is also a decisive time frame: 
extractive industries’ operations can themselves create socio-economic 
structures that make communities dependent on the continuation of 
their activities and, at the same time, irremediably damage those envi-
ronmental values that created the opportunity to engage with conser-
vation partners (Arsel et al., 2019). Moreover, extractive companies are 

26 Interviews conducted in Basile and Luindi chiefdoms, October 2019.  
27 The research team received reports both at the level of communities in 

Kigogo and ICCN employees that Banro paid protection money to the Mai Mai 
Ruma in 2018.  
28 Interview with head of civil society, Kasica, Luindi chiefdom, 21 November 

2019.  
29 Interview with head of civil society, Kasica, Luindi chiefdom, 21 November 

2019.  
30 Interview with artisanal miner, Kigogo groupment, Luindi chiefdom, May 

2019.  
31 Interview with villager in Kigogo centre, Kigogo groupement, Luindi 

chiefdom, 20 June 2021. 

32 Violent conflict or criminality can also cause NGOs to spontaneously dis-
continue projects. For example, an international NGO is rumoured to have 
pulled its support for INR after several of its employees were kidnapped while 
returning from a site visit. 
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subject to volatile commodity prices and intense international compe-
tition over cost margins (including the costs of doing business at a vio-
lent frontier) and might be also prove to be unreliable contractual 
partners in the long-term. The experience with unfulfilled contracts is 
likely to reinforce the scepticism towards potential future conservation 
initiatives. 
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