
Achieving customary-statutory rights compromise 
in Cameroon’s Forest & Wildlife Policies: Extending 
forest benefits sharing to communities living in wildlife 
protection zones and to indigenous groups in Cameroon

Executive summary 

To-date, forest fees and royalties due forest zone 

communities are tied to timber concessions not 

parks, or are inadvertently contingent on the 

presence of conventional chieftaincies. Both policy 

results disfavour communities whose customary 

lands have been taken up by parks, and racial 

minorities who have not naturally evolved 

conventional chieftaincies. 

These situations need to be changed because they 

fall short of the constitution of the Republic of 

Cameroon which resolves to; harness all natural 

resources to ensure the well-being of every citizen 

without discrimination; to raise living standards 

and uphold their right to development; affirming 

that, all citizens have equal rights and obligations 

and the State commits herself within the 

possibilities of her laws and resources to provide all 

conditions necessary for human social 

development.

There is need therefore, within the current review 

of forest and wildlife policies for reasonable 

compromise to be reached based on terms 

negotiated by affected communities themselves to 

minimize these injustices while ensuring long term 

biodiversity conservation and good social relations 

between all races in the forest zones.

Context of park and indigenous 

communities in forests

The 1994 Forestry Law currently under review 

provides a number of benefits for local forest 

dependent communities. Two, with potentials for 

accelerating rural development are 10% of forest 

fees paid to communities and 40% of royalties to 
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local councils. The 10% direct fees due local 

communities are often received by recognized 

government auxiliaries – chiefs, on behalf of their 

communities. In more than 80% of areas where 

customary custody of the forest is shared by 

Bantus and Pygmies, the latter have little or no say 

in how funds are spent and therefore benefit little 

from them. Equally, communities living inside or 

within three km of national parks are unlikely to 

qualify for such direct payments as timber 

expoitation will never occue within their 

customary territories. Such potentional financial 

benefits far outweigh direct benefits from 

conservation..

Root causes and implications  

of the problem

‘Pygmy’ communities, mainly Baka, Bakole and 

Bagyeli in Cameroon have generally not evolved 

conventional chieftaincies and tend to have 

egalitarian systems of decision-making. Despite 

both anecdotal and scientific familiarity with these 

peculiarities in Pygmy communities by Bantus, 

especially of the often non-harmonious 

relationship between the two, there remains 

insufficient consideration of their decision-making 

and governance system in the transfer of forest 

fees. Thus for institutional convenience, Bantu 

Chiefs implicitly ‘represent’ Pygmy’ populations 

with undesirable consequences for the latter. 

Furthermore, there are numerous ongoing efforts 

with some successes to facilitate the acquisition of 

‘Community Forests’ on behalf of Pygmy 

communities, but this too highlights the mismatch 

between the instructive, rigidity of the Forestry 

law and cultural subtleties in governance 

mechanisms within Pygmy communities. 



APRIL | 09

With subsequent few or no use and access rights in 

Parks these citizens cannot plan ahead, invest in 

the long-term or expand farms according to their 

resources, will and energy; for the benefit of their 

progeny and themselves. When they trade in 

natural products, there is the presumption of 

illegality and of encroachment.

Thus whether due to cultural differences like with 

Pygmies or by association with a protected forest 

like with Bantus and Pygmies, there is clear albeit 

unintentional denial of the constitutional rights 

to betterment in livelihoods for these 

communities within the forestry law. It erodes 

their present day capacity for revenue generation, 

self-esteem and prepares the ground for their 

forebears to become the social and intellectual 

underclass of tomorrow. 

Why and how the  

current policy is failing

Policy analysts and critiques at both national and 

international levels have highlighted numerous 

governance and enforcement shortcomings in 

design and implementation of the Forest and 

Wildlife laws of 1994. Important in these design 

challenges include though not limited to; the 

political and economic stress and anticipations, e.g. 

structural adjustment, devaluation of the FCFA, 

political pluralism, that confronted the Cameroon 

State during the 1988 to 1996 period. Still, forest 

fees and benefit sharing from forests are based 

essentially on a rational ‘principle of derivation’. 

That put differently seeks to recognize and fairly 

reward heritage or origins of local populations. 

Although debatable, there is a direct relationship 

between the attribution in the term ‘custodians’ of 

the forest resource and the principle which justifies 

payments of forest fees to neighbouring 

communities or ‘guardians’ of forest resources; in 

symbolically consulting them prior to designation 

of permanent forest categories and giving them 

pride of place such as in community forests. 

The consequences of this albeit unintentional 

marginalization of Pygmy populations is that they 

have easily fallen prey and become devastatingly 

effective accomplices to poachers of protected 

animal species. Their disenfranchisement, through 

lack of respect for their culture and of differences 

in their racial identity is causing the State to lose 

an effective partner in Forestry Law enforcement. 

Above all, a distinct section of forest zone 

populations are being transformed into a 

permanent underclass, unwittingly disbanded, 

up-rooted and left to the harshness of the timber 

exploitation environment. 

The case of communities inside or just around 

parks depicts similarly incapacitating limitations; 

more due to history, geography and policy than to 

culture. Within the Forest and humid savannah 

zones of Cameroon, there are more than 500 Bantu 

communities locked in use rights conflicts inside or 

just on the border line of protected forests; parks, 

wildlife reserves and sanctuaries. This figure does 

not include Pygmy communities with less 

sedentary practices.

Financial fallout from parks is regulated by the 

1996 Decree No. 96-237-PM governing hunting 

permits and licenses, trophy hunting fees, capture 

fees, proceeds from fines, sale of wildlife; these 

are all centrally controlled, and do not benefit 

local communities directly. Tourism revenue, 

generally low by budgetary standards is 

diminished by poor infrastructure in remote forest 

zones and by movement and recreational 

difficulties, and entirely out of the control of local 

communities.

Despite intentions in the 1996 national 

environmental management plan to ensure that 

protected areas contribute towards economic 

development of affected communities, populations 

are locked-in, making them persona non grata or 

illegal residents within parks and some peripheries. 



It is fair to say that available knowledge was not 

sufficient at the time of conception of the 1994 

laws; prevailing economic, social and political 

contexts notwithstanding. Thus this policy intent 

of ‘derivation’ is failing in its essential duty to 

reward indigenous populations and communities 

inside and around protected areas. While there is 

institutional intent to ‘reward’ heritage the 

essential understanding of why this is justified and 

therefore how to differentially recognize and 

adjust it to its different contexts has not been 

developed and fully institutionalized.

The guardians, custodians of forests to whom the 

derivation clauses are being applied possess 

knowledge and cultural practices that are at the 

root of their qualification as ‘custodians’ and which 

have been used by scientists and analysts in forest 

management. The very life-styles of say the Pygmy 

which is ‘non-exploitative’ have been at the roots of 

the health of forests and of sustainability 

prescriptions. 

The State has thus failed to effectively recognize 

that practices and knowledge of communities so 

closely associated with forests have resulted in the 

production of global environmental goods. Global 

goods traditionally are not monetized like timber 

and therefore current policy has failed to attribute 

value to indigenous knowledge systems and forest 

community practices by developing even the 

roughest frameworks to institutionalize 

recognition of intangible or intrinsic value – often 

at the basis of conservation. 

Historically, hierarchical societies have found their 

justification in generating labour; labour with 

which to transform the natural environment into 

more simplified productive systems; characterized 

mainly by loss of biodiversity, accumulation of 

wealth and advancement of economic power. To a 

lesser extent forest-dependent Bantus, and more 

so, Pygmies have evolved systems which are less 

hierarchical, less deleterious to the natural 

environment. The current law has failed to develop 

a fair system of re-distribution of rewards from 

extractive uses of forest resources, to reward 

communities whose forests generate global goods 

theoretically more valuable than the associated 

timber. And because it will never be the intention 

of the law to deliberately discriminate against any 

citizens for reasons of history, race, geography; and 

especially not for ‘custody’ of global goods, the 

current policy has failed to recognize and reward 

deserving cultural practices, association with 

forests and indigenous knowledge systems; and 

instead, inadvertently punish these groups by not 

seeking to redistribute forest fees from which they 

should have benefited by right.  

Policy recommendations 

The first step in redressing this policy failing is to 

enact into a reviewed framework forest and 

wildlife law the intent to include national park and 

their peripheral communities, and Pygmy 

populations irrespective of whether they have 

chieftaincies or not in the payment of forest fees. 

These, to be commensurate to an agreed customary 

zone of influence, the details of which will be 

developed later on when more information 

becomes available.

The next step is to identify and or review through 

integrated participatory cartography and 

geographic information systems all communities 

living inside and others within 3-4 km of protected 

forests and Pygmy communities known to be 

within forest areas in Cameroon. Much of this 

information is already available and is thus, simply 

a question of compilation and filling the gaps.

The focus in identifying communities, should 

concern mainly protected areas in zones that 

would ordinarily have possessed timber 

concessions and other extractive resources. The 

purpose of this exercise is to ensure fairness in 

rewarding ‘custodians’ of biosphere resources 
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Appendix

Spatial disposition of some forest zone 

communities affected by the problem

according to Cameroon’s Laws on derivation. It will 

not be sufficient to use the information contained 

in the management plans of these parks as many 

parks are known to have been presented as zones 

that are poor in timber and other resources in order 

to justify their categorization as national parks. 

Rapid reconnaissance surveys and inventories may 

be needed using bilateral funds under State 

supervision. 

The total fees and royalties paid for timber 

exploitation is developed as a ratio of the total 

negotiated customary forest sphere and then 

shared using the current policy applications. The 

royalties paid communities affected by the 

creation of protected areas need therefore be 

derived in proportion to their customary territory 

covered by the Park. This can be derived through 

community mapping  
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