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OVERVIEW

by A. Peter Castro and Erik Nielsen 

Syracuse University and FAO

INTRODUCTION

Natural resource management is in many ways a form of conflict management.
Traditions, customs, rules, laws and policies dealing with issues of access to, and
use and management of, natural resources all aim to bring order and predictabil-
ity to situations where competition and conflicting interests – even in the small-
est communities – are present. Such institutions and practices can be termed
“proactive” responses seeking to manage the potential for tension and conflict.
Although resource management and conflict management are closely linked,
only recently have policy-makers, State resource managers, practitioners, aca-
demics and others attempted to address the connection. 

This recent attention may reflect a growing awareness of the scope, magnitude
and implications of natural resource conflicts. Increased competition for natural
resources among multiple stakeholders with diverse interests is occurring world-
wide within the current trends of globalization, democratization, decentraliza-
tion and urbanization. Given this new situation, communities often have a
greater need and opportunity to participate in sustainable resource management.
Along with these new needs and opportunities there are often tensions and con-
flicts, including disagreement over access rights and lack of consensus on man-
agement objectives. Policy and economic changes affecting natural resource
management can set in motion new conflicts or cause old ones to escalate. 
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Conflict situations present a significant challenge to achieving participatory
resource management and sustainable livelihoods. Rising tensions and disputes
can undermine the formal and informal institutions and rules that govern
resource use, resulting in environmental degradation and economic decline. Poor
households are especially vulnerable to these shocks, but the entire fabric of soci-
ety can unravel if conflicts escalate and violence erupts. The merging of resource
conflicts into wider, destructive social conflicts can end in collapsed production
systems, uprooted communities and chronic insecurity. 

The ability to manage and resolve conflicts in a peaceful, participatory and equi-
table manner allows for more secure access to, and better management of, natural
resources. The capacity of communities, resource managers and policy-makers to
address resource conflicts can be enhanced by developing and implementing
effective approaches, methods and tools for their management and resolution.
Training in conflict management processes offers an important opportunity for
the development of human and social capital in this regard. However, it should
be noted that training alone is not likely to address all societal needs regarding
natural resource conflicts. Socio-economic and political factors that constrain
local participation in conflict management processes may require attention as
well, through appropriate reform of policy, legislation, institutions and other
realms of the policy environment. 

The purpose

Natural resource conflict management and resolution is a priority area of the
Forestry Policy and Institutions Branch (FONP) of the Food and Agriculture
Organization of the United Nations (FAO). FONP has been actively involved in
this area for more than eight years, including issuing working papers, conduct-
ing an electronic conference, devising training materials and holding interna-
tional, national and regional workshops on the topic. All these activities aim to
support diverse and multiple stakeholders in managing conflicts that will
inevitably arise in the protection, use and control of forests and other natural
resources. A related goal is to strengthen the role and recognition of local resource
users, particularly among disadvantaged groups, by building up their capacity to
participate in resource management.

FONP continues with these capacity building goals in presenting this collection
of case studies focusing on natural resource conflict management and resolution.
FONP’s experience in addressing natural resource conflict issues suggests that
much can be learned through comparison of diverse situations. The 12 cases pre-
sented here deal with a range of intervention strategies, methods and tools used
to address community-based natural resource conflicts in a variety of social, envi-
ronmental and regional settings. The collection  includes cases from Africa, Asia
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and the Americas. The cases were selected by FONP as representative of general
trends in the field of natural resource conflict management and resolution as
identified in its previous publications, including The role of alternative conflict man-
agement in community forestry and the proceedings from its electronic conference
and the XI World Forestry Congress satellite meeting on natural resource conflict
management.

Each case guides readers through an in-depth analysis of the strategies, processes
and tools utilized by different stakeholders and interested parties to address the
conflict(s). The studies are focused and concise, and include guiding questions
and discussion prompts for use by trainers and educators in the field of commu-
nity-based natural resource management and conflict management. 

These case studies complement FONP's Community-based Forest Resource
Conflict Management Training Package, developed in collaboration with the
Regional Community Forestry Training Centre, based in Bangkok, Thailand. The
training package is prepared primarily for trainers who work with organizations
and individuals on participatory and collaborative resource management.

Target audience

The case studies are intended for specialists, educators and trainers in the field of
conflict management who seek analytical materials based on real-life cases for
training purposes. However, the cases will also be of strong interest to a broader
audience that includes policy-makers, project and programme managers and
staff, extension officers, researchers and others concerned with the interface
between community-based natural resource management and conflict issues.

WHY CASE STUDIES?

The case studies aim at building skills on how to address conflicts in a participa-
tory and equitable way by presenting readers, in a concise manner, with the
context, interests, problems and options of resource managers and other stake-
holders in diverse situations. The case method offers a learning tool that stimu-
lates the reader in:

discovery: to examine key issues in natural resource conflicts as manifested in the
selected case, identify primary and secondary stakeholders, explore the historical
background, analyse contemporary causes, review the role of local and wider
institutions and markets in the conflicts, assess past and present attempts at con-
flict management and resolution;
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probing: to explore stakeholder agendas, analyse social and power relations
among the interested parties, evaluate the benefits and costs of conflict manage-
ment and resolution options for each stakeholder, examine social variables that
influence the implementation of conflict management and resolution processes,
consider the outcomes from different stakeholders’ viewpoints;

practice: to help readers build knowledge by providing real-life examples in a
clear and concise form, which can serve to sharpen analytical and technical skills
(such as negotiation and mediation) through discussion, role playing and other
forms of learning;

contrast and comparison: to provide a range of situations allowing for reflection
on key issues regarding how and why people engage in conflict management and
resolution processes, what happens when they do so and whether things learned
in cases can be adapted to readers’ situations. 

Each study includes a brief guideline that provides questions and discussion
prompts aimed at exploring broad themes in addition to specific aspects of each case. 

A focus on processes of conflict management and resolution

The cases focus on processes of conflict management and resolution: the different
ways and means that interested parties seek to address natural resource conflicts.
They examine not only the intervention strategies, methods and tools employed
by the different actors, but also their underlying interests and their assessment of
options. 

The case studies also explore the outcomes of the conflict management and reso-
lution processes: What happened? Why? Who benefited? Who did not benefit?
What are the criteria for evaluating the outcomes? The editors have avoided
labelling individual case studies as “successes” or “failures”. Instead, the authors
and the readers have been invited to make their own assessments.

Although all cases have their unique aspects, the intention is to stimulate analy-
sis of conflict management and resolution strategy and practice through a global
exchange of experience. The intent is for readers to analyse what is occurring in
other circumstances, both similar to and different from their own, and to consider
the specific and general lessons from each case. Through analysis of successful
and unsuccessful cases, the reader is stimulated to reflect: Why did this particu-
lar strategy work while others did not? How can approach X be modified to my
situation? It will also offer readers the opportunity of comparison: What sort of
conflict can be anticipated in our project if we do not consider factor Y? What
should be done to avoid this? The case studies can help sharpen analytical skills
that can be used to anticipate conflicts as well as to deal with existing ones.
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Diverse settings, approaches, actors and themes

This collection covers cases involving conflicts and conflict management
processes in a wide range of sectoral, ecological and regional settings. The stud-
ies include conflicts between urban and rural residents over the management of
watersheds, between large- and small-scale agricultural producers over land,
between members of different communities over use of forests, and between vil-
lagers and state officials over access to, and use of, protected areas. The ecologi-
cal settings range from equatorial Africa to the northern latitudes of Canada,
from tropical beaches of Pacific islands to mountains in the interior of China.
Overall, the set consists of five case studies selected from Africa, five from Asia
and two from the Americas.

The studies deal with a number of strategies, methods and tools used in natural
resource conflict management and resolution, including indigenous/local prac-
tices, legal systems and alternative conflict management approaches. In most of
the cases more than one approach is used in addressing conflict, as the stakehold-
ers and other interested parties pursue their concerns in a dynamic manner,
attempting to explore the options offered by their particular situation. Although
the focus is on community-based natural resource management regimes, the case
studies themselves often involve a wide variety of interested parties or actors,
including governments, corporations, non-governmental organizations (NGOs)
and technical assistance agencies. 

THE 12 CASE STUDIES

The Table on p. 11 lists the authors of the case studies and the countries where the
conflicts described take place. It also presents a concise summary of the conflict
setting, the key theme and the conflict management processes featured in each of
the case studies. 

Despite their diverse locations and themes, all the cases share a concern with
issues of participation, power and policy in conflict management processes. Lack
of participation in decision-making is often a major source of conflict, while fos-
tering widespread participation in conflict management processes offers a major
avenue for attaining equitable agreements. Yet widespread and effective partici-
pation is not easily achieved in situations where enormous power differentials
exist among different stakeholders. Even within small, seemingly homogeneous
communities, access to conflict management processes can be constrained by dif-
ferences in gender roles, age, class, caste, political affiliation or other variables.
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All of the case studies also highlight the importance of the wider political and
economic setting in which conflict occurs. The policy environment – the complex
of state institutions, policies, legal structures and their connections, from the
global to the local level – casts a broad influence on the nature, incidence and
intensity of natural resource conflicts and on the operation of conflict manage-
ment processes. For example, several authors mention top-down government
decision-making as a major source of conflict, since policy is made and imple-
mented with little involvement of the affected populations. The conflicts covered
in this collection arose directly or indirectly from policies promoting decentral-
ization, conservation or economic development.

Conflict management considerations cannot be divorced from considerations of
participation, power and policy. These central elements need to be assessed and
addressed in all situations, as they strongly shape the motivations of stakehold-
ers and their ability to act. Indeed, the likelihood that a conflict can be “resolved”
or “managed” will be highly influenced by the complex interplay of participa-
tion, power and policy.

Sequence of chapters

The sequence of cases is based on the conflict settings. It starts with those focus-
ing on the urban-rural interface, where the expansion of the cities of Cebu in the
Philippines (Hafner, Schlarb and Pinili) and of Kampala in Uganda (Kazoora)
poses a challenge for the management and use of natural resources, including
forests, watersheds and agricultural land. Other cases in the collection mention
the pervasive role of urban areas in stimulating rural commercial activities. Rapid
urban, suburban and peri-urban growth is one of the major social changes occur-
ring worldwide, and urban-rural conflicts over natural resources are likely to
increase in the future.

The next two case studies analyse multiple land-use conflicts in largely agricul-
tural areas. Pankhurst describes tensions and disputes arising out of competition
over forests, pasture and water for irrigation in South Wello, Ethiopia.
Suporahardjo and Wodicka examine land conflicts between smallholders and the
state (including a government-supported private plantation) in southern
Sumatra, Indonesia. Both case studies underscore the fact that in any area a num-
ber of conflicts are likely to be taking place simultaneously, whether they be
between the local population and “external” agents (such as government agen-
cies or outside businesses) or within the community itself.

The case studies then shift to conflicts among forest users in Honduras (Prins,
Castillo and Almendares), China (Grinspoon), The Gambia (Sonko and Beck) and
Canada (Parai and Esakin). Although these cases cover very different types of
populations, forests and policy environments, they all confront the issue of try-
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ing to reconcile the diverse interests of different resource user groups. This is a
very common situation. The world’s forests have long been the source and site of
conflicts within communities, and between local and “outside” interests, includ-
ing the nation state, corporations and conservation organizations.

The final four case studies in the collection deal with conflicts arising from the dec-
laration of protected areas. Whether in Zimbabwe (Chidhakwa), Indonesia
(Moeliono and Fisher), Uganda (Blomley) or the Philippines (Pilien and Walpole),
rural people have resisted having their lands taken without consultation for con-
servation purposes. Such policies are generally made in ignorance of the role that
local populations have played in maintaining biodiversity through their resource
management and user patterns. Outside conservation agents often learn quickly
that it is impossible to protect resources without community cooperation, yet that
can be difficult to achieve because of local hostility and conflict. Resolving or man-
aging conflict becomes a prerequisite for sustained resource management.

Organization of the cases

Each case study includes guiding questions and prompts for discussion about its
key issues, concepts and themes prepared by the author in collaboration with the
case study editors. FONP selected individuals and organizations with experience
in natural resource conflict management and resolution to participate as case
study authors.

Each case study focuses on the following six areas:

1. Key issues: What are the principal issues, concepts and themes to be addressed
in the proposed case study? What is the relevance of the case study to other com-
munity-based natural resource conflict situations?

2. Context: Where does the case study take place? What is its environmental and
social setting? What resources are involved? Who are the stakeholders and other
interested parties? What is the role of local, regional, national and global institu-
tions and markets?
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3. Conflict background or history: What is the history of the conflict? How did
it manifest itself? What seem to be its causes?

4. Conflict management and resolution processes: How have people tried to
address the conflict? What strategies, methods and tools have different groups
used? Why? Did they seek to manage the conflict or to resolve it?

5. Conflict management and resolution outcomes: What was accomplished by
the efforts at conflict management or resolution? Was an agreement reached? If
so, what sort? How was it to be enforced? How did the various stakeholders and
other interested parties feel about the outcome? Has the conflict continued (or
have related conflicts surfaced)?

6. Lessons learned: What specific lessons are to be learned from this case? What are
the implications for initiating conflict management and resolution processes? What
are the lessons learned regarding policy, legal frameworks and institutional struc-
tures? What does the case reveal about the roles of gender, of power relations and
of intracultural and intercultural variation in conflict management and resolution
processes? Are there lessons about the ability to manage versus resolve conflicts?

CONFLICTS AND CONFLICT MANAGEMENT CONCEPTS1

People often have different values and priorities regarding the management and
use of a natural resource. Disagreements and disputes over natural resources are
common. Such conflicts exist to some degree in every society, whether publicly
acknowledged or not. The existence of conflicts over natural resources is not nec-
essarily negative; such conflicts can be useful in defining the competing needs for
resources within communities and society.

The form and intensity of natural resource conflicts vary widely by place and
over time within any location. The ways in which communities and their mem-
bers respond to conflict also vary considerably, often reflecting local diversity in
terms of material wealth, social status and power. Sometimes people may decide
not to address a grievance publicly because of fear, distrust, peer pressure, finan-
cial constraints, exclusion from certain conflict resolution procedures, or for
strategic reasons. A lack of public disputes does not mean there is no conflict.

1. Adapted from Castro and Ettenger, 1997; and FAO, 2000. 
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Submerged conflicts may be ready to erupt at any time. Similarly, “resolved” dis-
putes may resurface long after their “resolution” because the underlying conflicts
remain.

All communities possess ways of resolving or managing natural resource con-
flicts. These means may be violent or peaceful, formal or informal, participatory
or restrictive, equitable or not. While the specific mechanisms may vary, people
generally rely on the same fundamental procedural modes to handle conflicts:
avoidance, coercion, negotiation, mediation, arbitration and adjudication.

Avoidance: acting to keep a conflict from becoming publicly acknowledged.

Coercion: trying to impose one’s will through the threat or use of force, includ-
ing violence, protests, exertion of economic dominance and political contacts.

Negotiation: following a voluntary process in which parties reach agreement
through consensus.

Mediation: using a third party to facilitate the negotiation process.

Arbitration: submitting a conflict to a mutually agreeable third party, who ren-
ders a decision.

Adjudication: relying on a judge or administrator to make a binding decision.

All of these mechanisms are used in at least one of the case studies. Most of the
cases involve the use of more than one mechanism by its participants.

People may seek to resolve a conflict, reaching a decision that removes the cause
of the disagreement or dispute. However, sometimes the goal of resolving a con-
flict may prove challenging. The source of a conflict may be too complex, too
deeply rooted in the local culture or history, for a final settlement to be attainable.
Instead, people may seek to manage a conflict, finding ways to address it and its
causes in both the short and the long terms. 

Conflicts can also be anticipated, and sometimes people try to deal with them
proactively, taking preventive measures. Proactive conflict measures can range
from policy reforms, to development interventions, to training in conflict man-
agement techniques.

The approach that people take to address conflict may depend on a number of
considerations: their knowledge of available options; their assessment of possible
support from allies and strategic contacts; their evaluation of the costs; and their
relationship with the opponent. Access to conflict management processes may be
restricted because of gender, class, caste and age. The nature of the conflict itself
may exclude the use of certain legal procedures. People may attempt to address
conflicts as individuals or as members of a group. Coalition building – the collab-
oration of several groups or associations – has emerged as an important strategy
for dealing with resource conflicts. 
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In seeking to resolve or manage conflicts, people will use other techniques and
tools to further the process of negotiation, mediation, arbitration or adjudication.

Facilitation: a third party assists in organizing or moderating meetings, or in
making other logistical arrangements.

Fact-finding or research: the parties, or appointed neutrals, gather information
pertaining to the conflict, its background and possible agreements.

Conciliation: a third party meets individually with the conflicting parties,
attempting to help them focus on addressing the conflict through negotiation.

All three techniques appear in the collection, with the cases varying in their usage.

Effective prevention and management of natural resource management conflicts
requires skills and tools often lacking in many communities, organizations, insti-
tutions and agencies. It is hoped that this collection of case studies, along with
other training materials produced by FONP, will contribute to capacity building
in conflict management. Yet having such information by itself will not result in
the management or resolution of conflicts. People need to apply this knowledge,
but they also need policy environments that enable all stakeholders to be able to
negotiate or pursue other strategies in an open and equitable manner.
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ANNEX

Using the conflict management case studies:
some guidelines for facilitators

INTRODUCTION

A case study is a training tool to develop analytical skills by drawing examples
from real life. Case study exercises concentrate on probing and understanding
the complexities of particular situations. The cases can be treated separately, but
they can also be compared and contrasted. It is important to understand more
than just what happened or how it happened in each case. You need to consider
why it happened: What led people to select particular options? What motivated
them? What constraints did they perceive or encounter? As you and other partic-
ipants discuss the cases, it will become clear that multiple interpretations are pos-
sible for most situations. The clearest understanding often emerges through the
weaving together of multiple views. 

EXERCISE DIRECTIONS 

The goal of case study exercises is to encourage the participants to discuss the
cases in a thoughtful and thorough manner. Participants must have the opportu-
nity to read the entire case and time to reflect on it. Given the length of the stud-
ies, it is advisable to ask participants to read them before attending the discussion
session. A rushed reading of the cases will undermine participants’ ability to
understand and analyse the materials thoughtfully. 

The cases are best discussed in small groups where all participants have plenty of
opportunity to share their views. Thus, it may be necessary to split large gatherings
into smaller groups to facilitate discussion. The trainer or facilitator should provide
direction and guidance for the discussion, but in a way that allows sufficient time
for participants to discuss their views about the materials. Each case study includes
a series of guiding questions to serve as the focal points for discussion.

Facilitators can follow the following procedures in carrying out the case study
exercises. These are not the only way to conduct such exercises; they are simply
provided as potentially useful techniques. Again, what is important is to foster a
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setting where participants have the opportunity to reflect thoughtfully and
exchange ideas about the cases.

Step one

Introduce the case study as an active learning method. A key point is that each
case is only a piece of a story, an interpretation of what occurred and not a full
history. The purpose of engaging in case study analysis is to sharpen problem-
solving skills. One gains an appreciation of the need to assess probable causes
and determine what additional knowledge is needed to design a conflict man-
agement strategy. One also recognizes the importance of evaluating different
options in deciding what strategy to pursue. 

Step two

When opening the discussion of a particular case, reviewing the content helps
determine whether all the participants understood the materials (and how well
they did their reading!). 

Rather than simply opening with the broad question of “what happened?”, pro-
vide a series of guiding questions:

Step three

Having reviewed what happened, the bulk of the discussion time should next be
opened to the more important consideration of why it happened, and what alter-
native actions and processes were possible. In addition, participants should
explore the broad lessons learned from the case study and how these relate to (or
contrast with) the circumstances and situations they themselves have faced.

● What was the conflict about?

● How did the conflict manifest itself?

● Who were the other stakeholders or interested parties?

● Why, and how, did the parties seek to resolve the conflict? 

● Did the community members seek help from outsiders? (Or did out-
siders intervene?)

● What resources were expended in the conflict management/resolution
process?

● What was the outcome of the conflict management/resolution process?

● Did any information seem to be missing that might have helped you
understand the case study better?
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The following questions can be useful in encouraging discussions analysing why
it happened:

These questions can also be given to subgroups of the participants to discuss on
their own. After a specified time all the subgroups can reconvene and exchange
their views. Then it might be possible for the group as a whole to reach consen-
sus about the answers. 

● Why did the conflict arise? 

● Did it have a single cause or multiple causes (and how does one deter-
mine that)?

● Could the conflict have been anticipated?

● What was the role of power or power relationships in the conflict? 

● Is a level playing field necessary to resolve conflicts?

● What was the role of gender in the conflict?

● What other socio-economic considerations influenced the conflict man-
agement process?

● Why did the conflict parties seek to resolve their conflict?

● Why did the conflict parties pursue their particular conflict resolution
strategy?

● What other conflict resolution options were (or might have been) avail-
able?

● Were sufficient resources available for addressing the conflict?

● If you had been consulted by the parties in the conflict, what conflict
resolution strategy would you have recommended?

● If the parties used negotiation, what factors contributed to their suc-
cess or failure?

● How would you have conducted negotiations in the case?

● Was the conflict adequately addressed by the selected conflict manage-
ment/resolution processes?

● Was the conflict resolved or simply managed?

● What are the three main lessons to be learned from this case study?

● In your experience, have you met with a similar conflict or conflict
management/resolution process? 

● Comparing the case with other cases you are familiar with, what con-
flict management or resolution processes seem to work best?
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ALTERNATIVE USES OF THE CASE STUDY 
ACTIVE LEARNING APPROACH

Role-playing 

An alternative method for exploring the cases is to generate group findings
through role playing. In this method the trainer asks each group to assign the
character roles from the case study and develop a script that addresses its conclu-
sions. 

Provide 15 minutes per group presentation. Guiding points to the script develop-
ment include:
◆ Identify the individual characters and their involvement in the conflict.
◆ Develop a scene where the characters interact, either in discussion or in a con-

flict situation, highlighting their interests and underlying concerns.
◆ Include a summary scene that explains the group’s findings or proposed out-

come.  

Resolution design and application tool 

Any conflict situation can be developed as a case and used as an analysis exer-
cise, or as a resolution component. If stakeholders are to develop a conflict case
as part of a facilitated resolution meeting, a Case Study Development Forum can
be initiated to develop the ideas and provide a structure.  

The purpose of the meeting is to provide time for the various participants to
weave their various stories together in a single version representing all the issues
that led to the conflict. A basic format for guiding the Case Study Development
Forum includes the following steps:
◆ An introduction to the background information on the conflict, such as the

social and physical environments, and the wider institutional, political and
economic setting.

◆ A summary of the conflict, including the stakeholders, basic issues and any
underlying needs and concerns.

◆ Identifying conflict management or resolution strategies, including communi-
cation and negotiation practices. 

◆ Documenting the results to date and any recent or outstanding issues.


