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ABSTRACT

T'he relationship between communities of the Niger Delta and their most important
wetlands was assessed with the aim of characterizing the importance of linkages
between indigenous beliefs and the conservation of biodiversity. Comparative
multidisciplinary studies of the belief systems and use of four freshwater lakes. one
sacred and one non-sacred. in each of two communities, Biseni and Osiama in
Bayelsa State, were conducted. A combination of in-depth interviews, focus group
discussions, participant observation, structured questionnaires and ecological field
surveys, was used. Assessment of fish biodiversity 1n the four lakes was conducted 1n
conjunction with local fishermen. Results revealed a structured svstem of beliefs,
rules and meanings within these communities which influence the communities usc
of natural resources and ensure the protection of certain reptiles. such as the
threatened dwarf crocodile. Osteolaemus tetraspis. There are social sanctions and
penalties for contravening the rules. Common ancestry and social connectedness
among neighbouring communities link the management of some of these lakes
together, forming a network of lakes reserved for periodic fishing. Measurements of
fish biodiversity showed that the sacred lakes had higher diversities, as measured by
both the Shannon-Weiner and Simpson-Yule indices, than the non-sacred lakes.
Characiformes and Siluriformes were the predominant orders confirming
observations made by fisherfolk within the study group. The culturally protected
freshwater lakes studied provide insights into how biodiversity loss in the Niger
Delta can be tackled through the involvement of indigenous people in the
management of threatened biodiversity and watershed areas. A recommendation 1s
made for capacity building of indigenous groups and training of common interest

groups within the region for sustainable wetland resource management.
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GLOSSARY

A. Biseni Vocabulary

Ado- Men’s fishing baskets

Afor — Bony fish, Citharinus citherus

Akinma- Sacred day, traditional day of worship of Gods
Amadaowei- Elected village heads

Amaokwens- Committee of elders in charge of a clan
Andeogiis- Ancestors

Asiepepe- Fear of Gods

Awara- The law makers under the pere system of governance
Aweaya- Not forbidden

Aweye- Forbidden

Awe-beh- Forbidden forest

Barabo- A group of men who executed the pere s decisions
Béh-opukeme- Forest spirits

Berikiri- Dry season, difficult period

Boma- Flood season, period of abundance

Ibidaowei- Present day clan leadership

Inobra- Woven pieces of fibres from rattan used tor fishing
Isusy- Craytish traps used by women

Mini-opukeme- Water spirits

Opukeme- Strong men

Pere- King

Sibizaro- The highest being or the one above all

Sibizarobaden- The highest thing



Ziri- Spirits that can be invoked into inanimate things for purposes of afflicting

others

B. Osiama Vocabulary

Amananaowei- Clan Head

Amaokosuowei- Committee of elders in charge of the village
Apede- Bony fish, Citharinus citherus

Bowe- Flood period

Bara- Planting season

Saiyeagunuwa- Bad month, November

Oru- Strong men

Oyin- The highest being

loun-aha- Not forbidden

Toun- Forbidden

C. General

Libation — The act of pouring wine 1n honour of deities and ancestors

Palm wine - A liquid brewed from extracts from the African o1l palm tree, E/aeis
FUINCENSIS

Ogbono- local name for bush mangoes, /rvingia gabonensis

ITeme- The 1nvisible world or the land of the spirits

Kiri- The physical or visible world

Zuyei- Fishing basket used by women’s group in Tungbo Town

Agala- Fishing basket used by men’s group in Tungbo Town
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

1.1 INTRODUCTION

The standard practice in conservation science is to separate humans from the natural
environment in order to protect biodiversity. This practice has been under serious
scrutiny by critics who blame most of the current biodiversity crisis on this practice
which, they argue, treats humans and nature as two opposed entities. This criticism

has resulted 1n increasing demands for a more people-centred paradigm.

The research presented here was designed to increase understanding of the
relationship between people’s world view and belicef systems and the wavs in which
they relate to natural systems and manage their resources. The research was
undertaken among the indigenous communities 1n the wetland areas of the Niger
Delta. Implicit and explicit narratives of their relationship with nature and natural
systems exist in the world view of the Niger Delta people. as i1s typical ot other
indigenous cultures (see, for example. Trask and Pisciotta. 2006). The research
explores the significance of the wetland system in the life of the local community
and whether the tenets contained in their world view regulate access and control of
natural systems and prevent biodiversity loss. Debates on conservation practices and
the relationship between society and natural systems form the foundation for the

arguments put forward in this research.

This chapter deals with the relevance of this debate in the consideration of the role of
indigenous beliets as an alternative perspective in the management and conservation

of biodiversity. It begins in section 1.2 with the different arguments on the
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relationship between humans and nature. introducing the practices employed to
manage and protect biodiversity. Section 1.3 defines the problem of biodiversity loss
and justification for the research study, while section 1.4 poses the study's research
questions. The delimitation and limitations of the research are outlined in section 1.3;
section 1.6 defines some key research terms, while section 1.7 explains the

organisation of the thesis.

1.2 BACKGROUND TO THE STUDY

The relationship of humans with nature and its consequences raises emotive
responses across disciplines (for instance in the social and natural sciences), as
humans are blamed for the disappearance of species and for habitat modifications.
Despite the debates and the call for a change from the expansionist era of the
industrial age (Mortord er al., 2003) the biodiversity crisis continues to accelerate
(Noss and Coopernider, 1994; Getz ef al., 1999. Bawa er al., 2004, Whittaker et al..
2005). Human societies are on a slippery slope as they exceed environmental limits
through population growth and consumerism (Doremus, 1991; Cairns, 1999). The
current biodiversity crisis and slow response to the crisis i1s blamed on the
aforementioned standard model of biodiversity management (Brosius er al., 1998:
Gunderson and Holling, 2002). Some argue that this model has yielded short term
gains (Agrawal and Gibson, 1999; Folke, 2006), as it was intrusive and exclusionary.
leaving out communities which had depended on the protected areas’ resources for
decades (Colchester. 1997, 2000: Ghimire and Pimbert, 1997: Muller. 2003; Kumar.
2005; Pathak er al, 2005: Cernea, 2006) and consequently the model was not
sustainable. Reviews of this strategy were therefore advocated to incorporate
interactions between societies and natural systems for a more sustainable outcome
(Gadgil er al.. 1993: Western and Wright, 1994: Brosius ef al.. 1998; Mearns et al..

1998 Getz ¢ al., 1999: Posey, 1999; Infield. 2001: Pandey. 2003: Ramakrishnan.

[J




Chapter One

2003; Berkes, 2004; Borrini-Feyerabend, 2005). Management of biodiversity, these
authors argue, should be based on the framework of incorporating local communities
(including their shared rules, property rights. social norms and social relations) into

the global agenda of management of natural resources.

Nevertheless, others still maintain that the inclusion of humans in protected areas has
devastating consequences for biodiversity and would only aid the acceleration of
species and habitat loss (Ludwig ef al. 1993; Oates, 1995; Spinage, 1998; Attwell
and Cotterill, 2000; Redford and Sanderson, 2000; Galetti. 2001). Also popular
media highlights the effect of human actions on natural systems and on non-human
species through daily broadcasts (for example, the British Broadcasting Corporation
One, June 2007 programme, “Saving Planet Earth™. also available on
www.bbc.co.uk/savingplanetearth/), including reports on changing weather patterns.

The dichotomized views and perspectives on the human relationship with nature
suggest the need for a robust strategy and a new ecological paradigm that embraces
both humans and non-human entities (Mascia er al,, 2003), as espoused in some
evolving biodiversity management strategies. For example, ‘Ecosystem
Management’ (Grumbine, 1994) 1s noted as an holistic approach different from the
“classical conservation” theory, in that 1t views humans as interrelated with nature:
and 1s therefore recommended by its proponents as a better management prescription
for the current global biodiversity crisis, rather than the —classical conservation
science (Colchester, 1994). In classical conservation, there is a wish to protect nature
without people by safeguarding species or habitats from human use and misuse
(Folke, 2000). Others in their support of humans as part of nature. advocate
Community Based Management (CBM) (World Wide Fund for Nature. 1993:

Western and Wright, 1994; McNeelv. 1995) or management which underscores
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traditional ecosystem concepts (Berkes er al., 1998b). as a solution for sustained use
of natural systems in response to the biodiversity crisis. Folke et a/. (1993) arguc that
putting a human face on biodiversity management conservation, would make for
better managed natural systems as the interconnectedness of humans with nature is
necessary for the resilience ot ecosvstem functions. This reason underscores the
management styles of CBM and Ecosystem Management, which have been noted to
have tar reaching solutions to natural systems losses. As seen in their respective
definitions (for CBM see, for example, David, 2000 and for Ecosystem Management
see Grumbine, 1994) explicit attempts are made to incorporate strategies which are

people-centred.

This new conservation model 1s a departure from the former approach mentioned in
the preceding section. However, for the new conservation model to be effective In
biodiversity management 1t must include amongst other things re-conceptualization
of conservation based on sustainable development. utilization and ecological
dynamics (Hulme and Murphree, 1999). In addition, it must include a move trom
central state-controlled governance to a community level focus (Hulme and
Murphree, ibid). In support of this, Moralez-Gomez (1993) noted the necessity of
reconsidering the value of cultural practices, traditional beliefs and social attitudes as
an essential component of social evolution. Indigenous values and cultural practices
apparently play an important function in understanding the dynamic relationship ot
humans with nature as evident from a wide range of scholarship (for examples see:
Gadgil and Vartak, 1976; Brown, 1992; Powell, 1993; Ganter, 1996: Colding and
Folke. 1997 Chandrashekara and Sankar, 1998; Jain er al., 1999; Ramakrishnan.
2003; Arora, 2006: Barrera-Bassols er al., 2006). These authors note that cultural

factors including cosmology. belief, attitudes and values are influential in the way
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people use and relate to natural systems. But these are 1n no way exhaustive. as the
terms which describe and constitute a people’s set of cultural beliets are not static.
For. as noted by Powers (1987: 165), on cosmology.

"Far from being a static entity, cosmology is dynamic. changing und moving through
time as ritual moves through space .

Understanding social anthropological concepts such as world view and cosmology
can help forestry and natural resource practitioners to understand why and how

contlicts occur, including drafting sustainable conservation policies (Morford et al..

2003).

1.3 PROBLEM DEFINITION, AIMS AND OBJECTIVES OF THE

STUDY

The living planet index calculated by the World Wide Fund for Nature (WWF, 2002)
as the average of three separate indices on the abundance of forest, freshwater and
marine species, showed an overall decline of about 37 percent between 1970 and
2000. The gloomy picture of world decline in biodiversity was further broken down
to show the trend of decline, using a measure of trend in the decline of populations
across different categories of biodiversity. Results showed that terrestrial species
populations fell by 15 percent, marine populations declined by 35 percent and
freshwater species’ populations were the worst hit, falling by 54 percent. In addition
the ecological footprint, a measure of humanity’s use of renewable resources.
exceeds the earth's biological capacity by 25 percent (W WFE. 2006).

Also from their report on the world’s bio-geographic regions, the regions losing
biodiversity fastest are the tropical and southern temperate regions. These regions are
particularly 1mportant as rural communities of these regions depend highly on goods

and services trom natural resources (Rietbergen ef al., 2002).
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I'he analysis made by WWF covers 1970-2000, the period when there were notable
global 1nitiatives on environmental sustainability and conservation. Noteworthy
conventions are that of the United Nations (UN), held in 1972 and the subsequent
convention held in Rio de Janeiro, twenty years after. The 1992 conference saw the
adoption of “Agenda 217 by 178 governments and the agreement on the Convention
on Biological Diversity (United Nations, 2003 and Convention on Biological
Diversity, CBD, 2004). in which the concept of sustainable development made

popular by the Brundtland commission (World Commission on Environment and

Development. WCED, 1987) was reinforced.

Many report that the critical issue 1s the balance between population size and
available resources (World Commission on Environment and Development (WCED),
1987, Myers, 1993; Mette and Carroll, 1997: Grimble and Laidlaw. 2002) and
efforts to maintain biodiversity through conservation are a top priority within many
circles (Mittermeier and Forsyth, 1997); but could this be the only reason?” Some
argue that the main cause of environmental degradation i1s due to the former
assumption made by earlier ecologists that the earth 1s a biophyvsical unit divorced
from humans, untouched by human perturbation (Ramakrishnan, 2003). This theory
assumes that the environment is stable and infinitely resilient (Folke, 2006).
However, as noted by Folke (2006) and Kinzig er al. (2003). homeostatic
assumptions of ecosystems (where the biosphere 1s viewed as a steady state
occasionally disrupted by change and with the implicit assumption of a self-repairing
biosphere with infinite resilience for recovery after disturbances and shocks). seldom
take 1nto account the inherent complexities and resulting uncertainties associated
with management ot complex adaptive ecosystems. These assumptions which have

driven past etforts in natural resource management and conservation have had some
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short-term success locally but have eventually led to failure over wider spatial scales
(Folke, 2006, see also section 1.2). In the light of the knowledge that human actions
shape the landscapes within which efforts to conserve species and habitats take place
(Paine et al., 1998). there i1s a need for conservation science to move from steady

state solutions to accepting that change is the rule rather than the exception.

[n essence, a holistic view 1s probably needed rather than the mechanistic view for
sustainable management of natural resources. A holistic approach to natural resource
management recognises the way the different parts of nature interact with each other
In ecosystems and the biosphere rather than the mechanistic view that tfocuses on
individual parts 1n 1solation (Carter, 2004). This is similar to some of the world views
of indigenous societies, who see themselves as related to the earth and not separate
from it. In some African communities for example. the relationship between people
and land 1s a matter of spiritual concern (Schofifeleers, 1978). Land and its resources
are viewed by these communities as a gift from their ancestors, belonging to both
present and future generations (Omari. 1990). Elscwhere. land and the universe 1s
identified with God (Berkes, 2001), and, as such, humans have a stewardship role
towards the use of these resources. For this reason, certain practices such as the
prohibition of access to some ecosystems or killing of particular species are
proscribed (Berkes, 2001). which indirectly ensures that land and natural resources

are managed efficiently.

Spirituality has its own attraction in the current ecological paradigm and also.
perhaps, 1n the range of options for sustainable development and conservation.
Recently. David Orr (2002) in his article on the challenges of sustainability.

proposed the incorporation of indigenous world views into the sustainability agenda.
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He argued that the best hope for conservation in a complex and rapidly changing
world amongst other options is to exploit a multiplicity of indigenously driven
approaches that draw upon accumulated local practices and 1nstitutions. This, he
suggested, should include both formal and informal knowledge systems, which are
locally adaptive and seek to enlarge human and social capital in addition to natural
capital. Increasingly, therefore, there 1s support for the recognition of certain
indigenous practices as adaptive systems in the overall scheme of biodiversity
management with their roles as socio-ecological entities (Berkes and Folke, 1998:
Berkes er al, 2003), where the landscape or seascape is protected by human

behaviour influenced by spiritual value (example in Byers ef al., 2001; Bisht and

Ghildiyal, 2007).

Today’s concern with environmental sustainability has taken on a global dimension
as 1t 1s now commonly accepted that one nation’s environmental abuse or success has
both national and regional repercussions. Human and socio-cultural bases of
knowledge, attitudes and customs are noted to be at the root of sustainable
development and can no longer be i1gnored (Moralez-Gomez, 1993). Theretore
evidence of socio-cultural knowledge and practices i1s perhaps needed to drive usetul
decision- making processes on sustainable natural resource management. This thesis,
therefore. builds on the growing corpus of work on cultural beliefs and practices 1n
relation to the environment, through the study of an indigenous group within the
West Atrican Guinea Forest of the Niger Delta region. Nigenia.

Acclaimed to be an important tropical zone, the West African Guinea forest is noted
for its biological richness (Golubiewski, 2007). Likewise, the Delta region 1s
regarded as a unique ecosystem and probably a Pleistocene refuge (Were, 2001),

with holdings of several threatened species on the International Union for
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Conservation of Nature, IUCN, red list data, including the endemic Red Colobus
monkey. Piliocolobus pennanti epieni (Were, 1991; Powell, 1997). The Niger Delta
region of Nigeria has a fragile ecosystem, comprising areas of freshwater
floodplains. brackish, intertidal and marine wetlands. The 2005 estimate of the
human population of the Niger Delta region, based on the 1991 census 1s 28 million
with a 2.83% growth rate (NDDC, 2006); consequently there has been increased
pressure on available natural resources. According to the report by NDDC (2006).
the highest population densities are associated with lowland rainforests and derived
savannah ecological zones, while the 1naccessible parts of the riverine and coastal
arcas have lower population figures. The Niger Delta has plaved an important role in
the global economy (through the slave trade, palm oil trade, and now fossil fuels)
over the last 400 years (Odukoya, 2006; McGinley, 2007). However, 1t has escaped
close biological scrutiny and lacks any state protected arcas (McGinley, 2007). The
rapid rates of destruction in the Delta paint a bleak picture for the future of its
habitats and species except, probably, for areas maintained by i1ndigenous
institutions. These indigenous protected areas, such as sacred lakes, exist on several
coastal landscapes in the region. mentioned by Powell (1993). Despite recent interest
in traditional protected landscapes, few studies exist, if any. on the sustainability of
these areas in the Delta and across the West African region (Campbell, 2005), nor
have studies been done on their socio-ecological dynamics. In the light of current
realities of resource conflict in the Delta and habitat conversion, within the global
context of ecological sustainability and a people-centred ecological paradigm, it 1s
important that an assessment of the traditional strategies of natural resource

management be conducted 1f a workable wetland strategy involving local people 1s to

cvolve for the region.
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Perceptions about biodiversity loss and livelihood systems 1n the Niger Delta are
based on assumptions about the effects of mineral exploration activities and their
attendant effects on the socioeconomic arrangement of communities of the Delta (see
for instance. Ibeanu, 2000 and Odukoya, 2006). Villagers and workers in the Declta
claim that oil companies are the main culprits responsible for losses of cultural
values and of livelihood systems (examples in Junger, 2007 McGreal, 2007). 11 this
1s true, then 1t would be logical to assume that changes in traditional syvstems
occurred primarily because of the interference of the o1l companies, traceable to the
pre-independence era from about 1956 when commercial oil activities began in the
region. An alternative view would be that the o1l companies do not necessarily
contribute to the incremental changes which noticeably have occurred within the
traditional system. If the alternative view 1s upheld, the question would then be what
1s responsible for the current changes in indigenous world view and practices which
have directly impacted on the patterns of natural resource use and management? To
answer this question, it 1s imperative to understand the linkages between the people's

belief systems, the social changes and natural systems.

1.4 THE RESEARCH QUESTIONS

In characterizing the relationship between the indigenous communities of the Niger
Delta and the wetland system, the research explored the hypothesis that traditional
spiritual beliefs and institutions that uphold wetland systems in the Niger Delta have
important roles in the conservation of freshwater species. Furthermore. the
examination of the peoples’ world view and its relationship with the surrounding
wetlands was based around fundamental questions dealt with in this thesis including:
. What 1s the signiticance of the wetland in the life of the local community? Are

the world views ot these communities and the uses and management ot wetland

and associated species connected in anyv way?

10
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2. Do the tenets of the belief systems which regulate access and control as
expressed in the norms of taboos and customary laws, prevent overexploitation
and loss of biodiversity”?

3. What is the status of biodiversity, in this case aquatic and fishery resources. in
these indigenous protected areas?

4. What are the changes that have occurred 1n the traditional use of this system and
what are the key drivers responsible for any changes? Are such changes
internally generated or externally driven?

5. How have any changes affected the presence and abundance of biodiversity,
especially fishery resources? How do any changes affect the community?

6. What lessons does this type of interaction between people and natural svstems
offer? Does the interaction offer any mechanism that could be adapted for wider
scale biodiversity management and conservation?

7. Can this model of indigenous protected areas replace formal institutions in the
monitoring, management and conservation of natural resources in the Niger Delta

region?

1.5 DELIMITATION AND LIMITATION OF THE RESEARCH

The research was initially designed to cover the three states of the inner Niger Delta
spread over a total area of 25,000 square kilometres (Were, 1997). However, due to
the cultural similarities noted from a reconnaissance trip and from background
research describing hydrological regimes (for example NEDECO, 1961: Otobo and
Alagoa, 1990; Powell, 1993. Amadi, 2000), the project was limited to Bayelsa State.
as a representative sample area of the Niger River floodplain. Bavelsa State 1s
predominantly peopled by the Ijo ethnic group and has four major dialects spoken by
its people: Izon, Nembe, Ogbia and Epie-Atissa, with all the languages spoken within

the State belonging to the same language group. called Niger-Congo (see Eferc and

| |



Chapter One

Willilamson, 1999). Also, Bavelsa is noted for having several shallow ox-bow lakes
formed when portions of the meandering River Niger became cut off from the main
channel (Otobo and Alagoa. 1990). In addition, Bavelsa State comprises the core of
the present Niger Delta, embracing the vast majority of rnivers still directly
discharging waters of the Niger into the Bight of Benin (Alagoa, 1999). Theretore
Bayelsa State represents a characteristic sample of the flora and fauna within the
Niger River basin. Most ‘sacred’ lakes in Rivers State were located near Ahoada, a
town bordering Bayelsa State and Rivers State. It 1s important to note that Bayclsa
and Rivers States used to be under one administrative state until the creation of

Bayelsa State 1n 1996.

The total area of the Niger Delta seems to be an area of controversy amongst
researchers on the Niger Delta. While some have estimated the total eco-region of
the Delta as covering a total area of about 112,110 square kilometres of the country’s
total of 923,768 square kilometres (NDDC, 2006). other estimates maintain of the
total area are around 25,000 square kilometres (Were, 1997), or as much as 36,000
square kilometres (Ibeanu. 2000). Some argue that a likelv reason for this variance 1s
based on the debatable classification of the national government and the grouping of
all nine oil producing states under one geographical zone under the Niger Delta
Development Commission Act, 2000 (see Odukoya, 2006). Some other informal
sources say the present Niger Delta State is a geo-political concept of the present
political class. However, for the purpose of this study, the inner Delta area 1s defined
as the area contained 1n a triangle (see map in chapter 3). with the town of Aboh on
the Niger River being the northernmost tip, the western boundary being the Benin
River, while the Imo River marks the eastern boundary (NEDECO, 1961: Were.

2001). This area 1s contained in three States: Bavelsa, Delta and Rivers States.
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One 1mportant aspect of research is the theoretical paradigm or epistemological
orientation of the researcher; theories of knowledge inform the type of research the
researcher will conduct and 1t also forms the backdrop tor a researcher’s judgement
(see. tor example, Crotty, 1998; Creswell. 2003). As Evans-Pritchard (1965: 109)
acknowledged, “there 1s a difficulty in understanding the religions and rraditions of
another sociely {my emphasis}, especially when one is not part of that syvstem™. As
he notes, people tend to interpret observations based on their own set of ideas and
psychology which are moulded by a set of institutions different from those under
study, as 1n the case of the group of people I investigated. I entered into the research
from a positivist scientist background with the view that a post-positivist viewpoint
1s perhaps the better approach to understanding indigenous belief systems and
practices. However, 1n the reflections on my observations within the project
communities there are moments of interpretation based on the positivist tradition. In
cxamining 1ndigenous religion and spirituality., my scope was influenced by
anthropological analyses of religion, such as that of Evans-Pritchard (19635) who
suggested in the concluding chapter of his book on primitive religion, that rather than
seek for understanding of the origin of primitive religion, religion as a social
construct should be studied in relation to other social events within the society.
Against this backdrop. this thesis examines indigenous world views and practices
including beliefs and spirituality in relation to other events: for instance, the
variability of indigenous world views among different social groups and their

relationship to the wetland system.

Another 1ssue 1s the hmitation of the 'native’ language spoken by the indigenous
people group of this study which. as posited by (Evans-Pritchard 1965), may lead to

misunderstandings either by the researcher or the study group. Languagce acted as a
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barrier in deconstructing some of the research concepts: an instance 1s the
interpretation of the word “sacred”. In addition. as noted by Ahmed Djoghlat
(2007:1).

'Language is not only a technical means of communication, but acts as a vehicle for
expressing emotions, transferring cultural, social, ethical and spiritual values within
a community .

This statement underscores the importance of language used for indigenous studices.
and language barriers are commonly accepted as a source of error 1n translation. To
minimise the challenge of the weakness of the researcher’s minimal native language
vocabulary, interviews within the project communities were conducted 1n Pidgin
English (a variant of the English language historically denived trom English and local
languages spoken by natives of the area). This 1s the common /ingua franca spoken
by all ages. Occasionally the native ljo language was spoken with interviewees
through an interpreter. Dialect differences existed between project communities. In
each community indigenes of the communities formed part of the project team.

In characterising the relationship of the research communities with natural systems.
efforts were mainly concentrated on the composition of the belief systems. the
traditional institutions involved in control and enforcement of these beliefs and how

the resultant belief structure affected the people’s practices and use of the freshwater

ecosystem. The research limitations are discussed in full in the methods section In

Chapter 4.

1.6 DEFINING KEY TERMS OF RESEARCH

In certain scenarios, due to the multiplicity of interpretations or 1naccurate.
translation, usage of certain words and notions may be misunderstood. Working
definitions of particular words are needed for clarity: an example is the recurrent use

of the adjective “sacred’ 1n this thesis. At the onset of the research, the interpretation
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___—_—__—_——____

of "sacred’ was in line with its usage and association with western religious concepts
(Anttonen, 2000), enunciated in Pearsall and Trumble’s compilation of definitions in
the Oxford English Reference Dictionary (1996), ‘as pertaining to something devoted
or dedicated (to a deity or to some religious purpose) . However, as |1 noted in the
communities studied. the term ‘sacred’ had several shades of meaning different from
the western concepts. Goody (1961) alludes to the fact that in many societies there
are no words which translate as ‘sacred’ or ‘protane’. consequently theretore the
word “sacred’ cannot be regarded as a universal concept. If sacred 1s not a universal
term, 1t also 1mplies that the dictionary definition and western concepts do not
necessarily capture the superficially similar notions in some societies such as those
of the Niger Delta. Anthropological nuances of the word “sacred are discussed 1n the
works of Douglas (1992). Evans-Pritchard (1965) and Durkheim (1915). The
comparative writings of Evans-Pritchard (1965) on *Theories of Primitive Religion’
form a backdrop for the attempt at a definition of the word, based on my observation

and findings amongst the study group.

Evans-Pritchard (1965) gives an annotated version of Emile Durkheim’s (1858-1917)
theories on religion and the distinction Durkheim makes between two notions;
"sacred” and ‘profane’ which has influenced most social anthropological writers to
date. In his work on Australian Aborigines, Durkheim categorised all known
concepts of religious beliefs (real or ideal) into two opposing groups (sacred and
profane). The “sacred” is identified by the fact that it 1s protected and 1solated by
interdictions (authoritative prohibitions). while the “profane’ are those things to
which the interdictions apply (Evans-Pritchard. ibid). Durkheim saw religious beliefs
as the representations which express the nature of sacred things. and rites performed

by adherents as the rules ot conduct which prescribe how people should comport
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themselves in the presence of sacred objects. Religion for Durkheim was a unitied
system of beliefs and practices, related to sacred things, which brought adherents
together under one singular entity which he referred to as “church’ (Durkheim,
1915). The sacred, Durkheim concluded, 1s no more and no less than society itself.
represented in symbols to 1ts members. Durkheim theretore 1n this statement equates
the notion of “sacred’ to society, in the sense that the “sacred” was a svmbolic

representation of the “collective soul’ of society.

In summary, in Durkheim’s categorisation of the "sacred’ and the ‘profane’. the
functional relevance ot the structure ot religious 1deals to the society 1in question is
what counted. The “sacred’ was seen as completely social; implying that 1t was the
society that performed the act of separating things into the two opposed categories of
the "sacred” and the ‘profane’. However, Evans-Pritchard noted the confusion and
ambiguity that Durkheim’s explanation or definition brings and made some notable
criticisms of Durkheim’s generalized principle of the ‘sacred’. First 1s Durkheim's
demarcation of sacred by interdictions. Evans-Pritchard argued that it may be true for
a great many people. but 1t cannot be universally valid as supposed by Durkheim.
Also on Durkheim’s opposed separation of the “sacred’ from the ‘profane’, Evans-
Pritchard argued that such rigidity does not give allowance for “situational flexibility
and gives the instance of the Azande of central Africa, for whom the word ‘sacred’ 1s
situational. An example he noted were shrines erected for the purposes of ancestor
worship in the middle of a compound which served as a focus of ritual ofterings
(Evans-Pritchard, 1965). but on another occasion the same shrine outside the period

of “worship’. acts as a place for resting spears.
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What then is the "sacred’ for the ljos of the Niger Delta? A dichotomy of events.
things and places appear in the world view of the communities within the scope of
this study. which perhaps mirrors the theories propounded by Durkheim. There is the
view about two worlds, the first being the spiritual world and the other 1s the social
or physical world. In contrast to Durkheim’s rigid dichotomy of the *sacred’ and the
‘profane’, these two worlds are interrelated and are not opposed. e¢ven though the
distinctions between both worlds are sometimes blurred. They are intricately
intertwined and messages are passed from one world to the other. Furthermore, i1t is
the interrelated nature of these two distinct entities that brings on a separation of
things and events into the categories of the ‘forbidden’ and the ‘not-forbidden’.
evident 1n the social world or social unit. Places and/or things which are said to be
forbidden, denoted by the word aweye or roun are given special treatment in
accordance with the world view of the people. Customary laws proscribe certain acts
and conduct which regulate all individuals from within and from outside the
community in the way they treat and use these forbidden things and violating these
laws 1s anathema to the society. In contrast, places and/or things which are not
forbidden, recognised in local dialect as aweaya or toun-dha, can be used by eligible
members of the community. Therefore, the sacred for this society. as observed, 1s so
by reason of spiritual/traditional edicts. enforced by indigenous institutions, based on
the foundation of their historical world views. Their world view comprising a system
of structured beliefs, attitudes, environmental ethics and practices, acts upon the
social. moral, economic and political facets of the community.

The other problematic adjective used in this thesis is the word “indigenous’, used to
describe the knowledge. 1deals, attitudes. values and customs of original settlers and
natives of a particular geographical region. Despite debates around the term

(Agrawal, 1995). some authors prefer the word “traditional’. Berkes (1999) areucs
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that traditional does not mean an inflexible adherence to the past: but simplv means
time-tested and wise. Others reject its use in qualitying knowledge peculiar to a
people, arguing that in some circles “traditional’ ¢voked 19th century attitudes and
conceptions of simple, savage and static societics. which do not interact with the
‘outside world” (Warren, 1996; Kolawole. 2001: Oudwater and Martin, 2003). and
prefer to use the word ‘local’ (Oudwater and Martin, 2003). which they argue
embraces the notion of the dynamic and eclectic nature of knowledge systems. This
thesis applies the term ‘indigenous™ based on Warren (1991) to distinguish the
values, religion, attitudes and knowledge of the communities in this study from those
of the international knowledge systems or scientific knowledge; however. in direct

quotes and certain text, the word traditional 1s used interchangeably with indigenous.

Furthermore, another word recurrent in this thesis, open to multiple interpretations
and meanings that can give rise to confusion 1s biodiversity (Grimble and Laidlaw,
2002). Wilson, who coined the word. clarified 1ts meaning by writing,

“One slice of biodiversity, would be the variety of chromosomes and genes wilhin
one species of freshwater fish found in Cuba, another would be all freshwater fisn
species of Cuba, and still another would be the fishes and all other forms of life
living in each river in Cuba... "(Wilson, 1988, cited in Koziell and Saunders. 2000:
1).

The commonly accepted definition of the word 1s that adopted by the Convention on
Biological Diversity. which defines biodiversity as ‘the variability among living
organisms from all sources including, inter alia, terrestrial, marine and other aquatic
ecosystems and the ecological complexes of which they are part; this includes
diversity within species, between species and of ecosystems’; put simply.

biodiversity 1s the variety and varnability of life on earth (Koziell and Saunders.

2000). Grimble and Laidlaw (2002:8) noted that.
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“in everyday understanding, the term is often taken to refer to rare and threatened
habitats and animals of global importance, or is used loosely almost as a synomm
for nature” .

Others in humanities and the social sciences have extended the definition bevond the
variable feature of biodiversity, to a social and political construct and 1t 1s these
divergent perspectives that demand a tighter definition (Avlward., 1991) or a
clarification at the outset of biodiversity discussions on what aspects are being
referred to (Koziell and Saunders, 2000). This thesis usage of the word biodiversity
refers to the variety of fish species within freshwater lakes and related aquatic
species such as crocodiles. In other words, using the literal definition ot the word. but
as it applies to the freshwater system within the study area. In some sections, the

word nature is used interchangeably with biodiversity. to mean all natural entities

except humans.

1.7  THESIS OUTLINE

The research study and findings have been organised into seven chapters. Chapter |
outlines the background to the study, introducing the rationale for it, while Chapter 2
deals in detail with the research’s theoretical framework. Chapter 3 is a description
of the study area. Chapter 4 explains the research methods and approach. The
research findings are discussed in two chapters. Chapter 5 presents the findings on
cosmology and practices of the study area, while Chapter 6 deals with results of the
aquatic resources and the different community’s protection of the area. Chapter 7 1s
an integrated chapter, bringing together the social and ecological aspects and making

recommendations.
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CHAPTER 2

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK AND DEVELOPMENT

CONTEXT

2.1 INTRODUCTION

T'he value attached to biodiversity by different actors informs policies and strategies
for biodiversity management (Pearce, 1994; Grimble. 1996:; Carter. 2004). Two main
schools of thought on the value of biodiversity emerge within the ongoing debate on
the relationship of humans with biodiversity; ‘anthropocentrism™ and “ecocentrism’.
Anthropocentric theorists maintain that human needs and interests take priority over
species’ intrinsic value, thus placing humans as the central species having dominion
over all living matter. Conversely, ecocentric philosophers reject this notion and
insist that other non-human entities have intrinsic values and thus they have the

moral right to exist (Naess, 1973).

Classical conservation theories (see Chapter one. Section 1.1), incline to the
ccocentric paradigm, as proponents argue that human domination of ecarth’s
ecosystems 1s the main cause of the reduction in the diversity of species within many
habitats worldwide. Thus the dominant theme for nature reserves, national parks and
conventional protected areas is the preservation of species for their own intrinsic
value (Grimble and Laidlaw. 2002). Arguably this has yielded some results (sec¢
Chapter one. Section 1.2), however biodiversity loss is still problematic. Also. given
the disappointing results of forest conservation policies in developing countrics.
scholars have shifted focus from state-centred policies towards solutions at local
lcvels (Gibson er al., 1999). Therefore an alternative perspective to the conventional

stratcgy - of  conserving  biodiversity i1s the involvement of communities in
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conservation. Some emphasise that to ensure ecological integrity. both social and
economic needs of communities must be met. by integrating hvelihood strategies
Into conservation objectives and projects (Rowe, 1997 Salatsky and Wollenberg.
2000). But community based conservation has not been without problems. It is noted
that most of the world’s biodiversity 1s in areas used by people, who in their
relationship with biodiversity have helped the renewal of ecosystems (Berkes and
Davidson-Hunt, 2006). Therefore people are acknowledged as important moditiers of
ecosystems. Particularly critical 1s the understanding of the economic, political and
cultural processes 1nvolved in environmental management decisions (Cudworth.
2003). Increasingly important to natural resource management and conservation 1is
the maintenance role of spiritual and customary sanctions. which several researchers
argue have helped to preserve fragile habitats and biodiversity. Linking indigenous
beliet structure and practices with conservation 1s advocated as a long-term solution
to biodiversity management and conservation. However, as stated in chapter 1,
section 1.3, the sustainability of these cultures and interactions with ecosystems has
not been adequately addressed, particularly in West African societies (Campbell.
2005). including Nigeria. The Niger Delta region in Nigeria 1s a show case ot various
cultures that interact closely with the natural systems. This region 1s noted as the
richest part of Nigeria and is renowned for its ecological importance as a hotspot for
biodiversity. Amongst the global biodiversity hotspots for endemic vertebrates, the
Niger Delta is ranked twelfth out of twenty four (Myers er al., 2000). Despite these
credentials, the region is plagued by lack of infrastructure to accommodate its
burgeoning human population (Niger Delta Development Commission. NDDC.
2006). In addition, there are frequent resource-based conflicts allegedly based on

social injustice. inequity in revenue allocation and unsubstantiated property rights

(Moffat and Linden, 1995 Ibeanu, 2000: ARD Inc. 2002; Odukoya. 2006; Hamadina
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et al., 2007). The Delta’s exclusion from the nation’s protected area network means
brodiversity management and protection is done by indigenous institutions, which
have treated different ecosystems in varied ways. Against escalating environmental
degradation and biodiversity loss, the relevance of indigenous natural resource
regimes becomes a question of maintaining the Delta’s ecological system. It is within
this context, therefore, that the following discussion on the role of indigenous beliefs
1n the conservation of freshwater ecosystems of the Niger Delta region is presented.
And 1n the consideration of this role, this chapter bases its arguments on the

successes and limitations of past and present conservation strategies.

The chapter discusses in section 2.2, the foundational framework outlining the two
dominant strategies of biodiversity management and conservation and a critique of
each strategy. In section 2.3 it reviews conservation practices by indigenous societies
linked with their belief structures, while section 2.4 discusses key 1ssues involved in

sustainable development and the challenges within the Niger Delta region

2.2 THE FRAMEWORK

2.2.1 The Anthropocentric / Ecocentric debate

The key concept of environmental philosophy, as mentioned above, 1s ‘value’
(Cudworth, 2003; Carter, 2004) and it 1s the different kinds of valuation that explain
the anthropocentric-ecocentric dichotomy as theorists of each camp differ in their

concept of nature and treatments of non-human species.

Anthropocentrism which sees value as resident only in humans has roots both in the
inventions of the positivist science tradition and enlightenment philosophy, dating
back to Isaac Newton and Réné Descartes (Capra, 1996). The positivist science view

holds that ecosystem processes are linear, equilibrium centred (Holling 1986) and

22



Chapter Two

therefore predictable and controllable and. as such, ecosystems are considered and
treated 1n a mechanistic manner and distanced from man (Berkes er al., 1998a). The
‘enlightenment” age was rooted in scientific reasoning. rationalization and
philosophy and also associated with the Judaeo-Christian world view. The
enlightenment 1deology of associating nature with God included an interpretation of
the biblical verses of Genesis 1:26-28 (White 1962), where man. as the
representative of God, was supposedly created to dominate all other species. Berkes
(2001) noted that this interpretation of the Christian literature "awarded man a God-
given right to exploit nature without moral restraint’ and as such nature was to be
used as a utility for the development of man., Attfield (1983) argues that these
explanations do not account for other industrial countries. such as Japan. The
Japanese do not believe in the Judaeo-Christian world view but show similar
environmentally damaging practices to those of Europe and North America. The
anthropocentric world view, though notorious for fuelling the expansionist agenda ot
western countries during the 18" and 19" centuries, contributed to protected area
management through men like Pinchot. Pinchot in his capacity as chiet ot the forest
service of the United States of America transferred millions of acres of lands into
national forest reserves (Morford et. al., 2003). But, despite Pinchot’s contribution to
conservation, he faced criticism for his utilitarian-anthropocentric view of natural
resources. For. as noted by Sessions (1995), Pinchot held the radical view that
species including wilderness areas, had no value other than their utilitarian value to
man. Some argue that the belief that humans are the only species with value 1s a
fallacy and un-ecological (Dunlap and Catton, 1980), and therefore propose
“ccocentrism’ as a better view (see for example, Dobson. 2000). This alternative
perspective argues that non-human entities have intrinsic value and that their value

exists independent ot humans (Eckersley. 1992). However, there are difterent
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