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People as the Major Issue
for National Park Management
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he greatest challenge in nature management for
Tnational parks is in fact “people management.”
Wilderness where no man inhabits does not require special
management.

Be it tourists or indigenous peoples, ecosystems in a
national park are threatened by both types of users. Of all
people-associated issues, activities of indigenous people
remain the most difficult one for national park management.
Nearly all national parks have been inhabited by generations
of indigenous peoples long before their establishment. With
a long history of land utilization, these peoples rely on the
natural resources in the park for their livelihood. Indigenous
peoples have not only formed a unique culture and social
organization, but have also changed the natural landscape
in national parks. When dealing with natural resource
management issues, national park authorities often run
into the issue of civil rights of indigenous peoples and thus
encounter disputes that cannot be resolved easily. If the
disputes cannot be resolved immediately and satisfactorily
with a long-term solution, the conservation efforts and
achievements of sustainable management of national parks
could be seriously compromised.

It is thus important to recognize a few things before
setting out to resolve these people-related issues. First, the
management faces ethics and human rights issues and the
top of political agenda. Second, indigenous peoples are
minorities in the current money economy and are not easily
to adjust to the modern industrialized society within a short
time frame, and therefore any management decision would
mean impact on their basic livelihood and determine their
future.

Interests of the management and indigenous people
are not always in conflict, but it remains a fact that there
is a discord in the utilization of natural resources between
the two sides. How can national park management find a
balance between their policies and the traditions and means
of subsistence or livelihoods of indigenous peoples? How
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can the indigenous peoples utilize the natural resources
without violating the legal definitions set forth by the
national parks (including other preservation areas), so that
all natural resources can be ensured in both quality and
quantity? These are a few questions that demand further
consideration.

This society must admit that indigenous peoples have just
as much right to make free choices as any other citizens
that pursue a modern standard of living and choose to be
a part of the economic system. The traditions, culture and
livelihood of any society do not exist in a static mode but are
changing in extremely rapid speed, especially in this century.
The rapid development of technology over the last hundred
years, economic globalization and frequent contacts
between different peoples have all made an unstoppable
impact on and changed the tradition, culture and livelihood
of indigenous peoples. Therefore the issue of indigenous
peoples and their utilization of national park land require
immediate attention. If the issue is unattended and left to
exacerbate, there will be no rational optimization process but
only nasty political struggles in which no one will ever win.

Many experts have proposed different “fallback
strategies” to mitigate human impact on the nature of
national parks and alleviate other issues. Their purpose is
not to resolve the issue of indigenous peoples in the parks
but to buy time before finding better solutions. There are
many proposals that respond to urgent issues, such as
living museum policy, ecotourism, eco-community, co-
administration and participation, or zoning.

In their essay “The Problem of People in Parks” (2002),
John Terborgh and Carlos A. Peres pointed out that, “If
wild nature is to survive, it must be recognized that the
matter of people in parks is a make-it or break-it issue that
will determine the fate of much biodiversity in the world of
future.” In short, delay does not solve the issue of indigenous
peoples in national parks nor is it a responsible attitude, for it
is crucial to reduce human impact on national parks so as to
ensure the sustainable use of natural resources.
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