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Abstract:

A substantial debate surrounds decentralization as a governance model for the conservation and
management of natural resources. Although its objectives and principles are well-established,
significant disagreements persist regarding its potential and overall effectiveness. Moreover,
the outcomes of decentralization strategies such as community-based natural resource
management are inconsistent, demonstrating success in some contexts while proving ineffective
in others. These variations prompt a central research question: under what conditions does
decentralization have a positive impact on the conservation and sustainable use of natural
resources? Drawing on an analytical framework and a review of the literature, this paper
investigates this question by analyzing case studies that present both positive and negative
outcomes. The analysis reveals that the impact of decentralization is highly context-dependent,
with evidence of success, failure, and mixed results across different countries. Importantly,
many initiatives labeled as “decentralized” are not the outcome of full democratic delegation;
rather, they represent hybrid forms such as the transfer of administrative authority only (i.e.,
shifting responsibilities to local levels without genuine empowerment), privatization, or
partially implemented and restricted arrangements. Nevertheless, the findings indicate that
decentralization can be effective when key conditions are met. These include the consistent
application of the subsidiarity principle, the genuine empowerment of local actors, and the
strategic development of local social capital. When properly designed and implemented as
demonstrated in numerous case studies decentralized natural resource management emerges as
a robust approach for achieving sustainable and equitable outcomes.
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