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SUMMARY 

 

The Isiboro Sécure National Park (1965) was recognized as the Indigenous Territory 

of the Mojeño, Yuracaré and Chiman indigenous peoples in 1990. In 2004, a General 

Management Plan was put in place, including instructions, guidelines, and policies to 

ensure an effective, comprehensive management of the Protected Area.  One of the 

strategic objectives of the Plan is to promote increased local socio-economic 

development, based on the sustainable use of natural resources.  

 

Within this framework, social and organizational processes have been developed, 

since 2003, aimed at protecting and managing the spectacled cayman (Caiman 

crocodilus). These processes culminated in the Spectacled Cayman Management 

Plan, focused on developing community-based management and conservation 

strategies, and building local capacity in the short, medium and long terms, in order to 

prevent illegal hunting and harvesting. 

 

Since 2005, the Isiboro Sécure National Park and Indigenous Territory (TIPNIS) is 

part of the National Spectacled Cayman Sustainable Management Program. The three 

spectacled cayman harvests carried out so far under the program, have resulted in 

economic benefits for households in 30 indigenous communities. This has also shored 

up conservation efforts by developing participatory protection systems, strengthening 

intercommunal organization to manage the spectacled cayman, and implementing 

biological and social monitoring of the species.   

 

 

1. Introduction 

 

One of the characteristics of Bolivia’s Protected Areas is the resident populations (it 

is currently estimated that some 200,000 people live and develop economic activities 

in the 22 National Protected Areas). A large percentage of these are indigenous and/or 

native peasant populations, with ancestral territorial rights and traditional knowledge 

of land and natural resource management. Additionally, the protected areas coincide 

with or are adjacent to 14 indigenous territories. As a result, two of the protected 

areas have also been formally recognized as indigenous territories.  

 

Considering this reality, and within the framework of its authority, the Strategic 

Management Agenda (SERNAP, 2005) states that “… Based on this new general 

political and regulatory framework, protected areas are to be conceived and 

managed as spaces ‘with people’. This means recognizing not only the explicit right 

of their inhabitants to live in the areas, to own the lands, and to sustainably use the 

renewable natural resources ...”. The Agenda also establishes “sustainable economic 

and social development” as a strategic objective. According to this objective, 

managing biodiversity resources will not only generate income, employment and 



socioeconomic benefits for the local populations, but will also support biodiversity 

conservation in the PA’s, and improve their acceptance and recognition. 

 

More recently, and in a new political and social context, SERNAP has adopted a new 

management model to introduce the concept of  “PA of the people”, which highlights 

the social and economic function of protected areas, focusing on increased ownership 

by resident populations, and proposes to discuss new roles and responsibilities for 

joint management of the country’s protected areas and their service areas.  

 

2. Social Participation in Spectacled Cayman Management in TIPNIS 

 

The Isiboro Sécure National Park and Indigenous Territory is located in the central 

part of Bolivia (north of Cochabamba and south of Beni), in a transition zone between 

the Andes and the Amazon. The park stretches over hills, mountains and plains, with 

altitudes ranging from 3,000 to 180 meters above sea level. The TIPNIS has more 

than 170 lakes, the majority of which were created as a result of meanders. These 

bodies of water are particularly rich in hydrobiological resources, including the 

spectacled cayman. In normal years, 70% of the alluvial plains (representing 40% of 

the total surface area of the park) is under water for 3 to 5 months.  

 

The Isiboro Sécure National Park was created in 1965, when there were no 

institutions or regulations dealing with protected area management. In 1990, the Park 

is formally recognized as an Indigenous Territory, home to the Mojeño, Yuracaré and 

Chiman tribes, and becomes the Isiboro Sécure National Park and Indigenous 

Territory (TIPNIS). The TIPNIS is managed under a co-administration agreement 

signed by SERNAP and the indigenous organization (TIPNIS Sub-Central).  

 

Historically, the TIPNIS has undergone extensive plundering of its natural resources. 

There is evidence of illegal commerce of spectacled cayman and black cayman 

(Melanosuchus niger) hides between 1960 and 1985, with dramatic consequences for 

the populations of both species, particularly the black cayman, which was in danger 

of becoming extinct. In the 90’s, as a result of the enactment of the Decree of 

ecological pause or indefinite Prohibition (1990), the spectacled cayman population 

started to recover. However, in 2001-2003, poachers have started to hunt the 

spectacled cayman in the TIPNIS, where the practice is illegal according to the 

National Spectacled Cayman Sustainable Management Program. Hunting is legal, 

within the framework of CITES, in cattle ranches, and indigenous and peasant 

communities in Beni and Santa Cruz. Unfortunately, authorities lack the capacity to 

enforce regulations prohibiting hunting in the TIPNIS. 

 

a) The Regulatory Framework  

 

Although Bolivian legislation provides for the sustainable use of renewable natural 

resources by local populations within the country’s protected areas and indigenous 

territories, in the case of the TIPNIS, the path to obtaining authorization to do so was 

a long one. Efforts were undertaken to raise the express prohibition to harvest 

spectacled caymans in the TIPNIS, and, in 2005, the Ministerial Resolution 

approving the Spectacled Cayman Management Plan in the Isiboro Sécure Protected 

Area and Indigenous Territory was issued. A second Ministerial Resolution approved 



the Addendum to the Plan, in 2007, extending the scope of application to the other 

management areas.  

 

Management of the spectacled cayman in the TIPNIS is protected by law and feeds 

back into the law, particularly with respect to the mechanisms that ensure that 

harvesting is not excessive (preventive principle) and that its economic benefits reach 

all the families of the indigenous communities involved in management activities.  

  

Another regulatory instrument is the General TIPNIS Management Plan. It is 

precisely during the initial stages of the participatory development of this plan (during 

the sub-regional workshops), that the spectacled cayman was identified as a natural 

resource having a potential for sustainable use. It was decided to develop a spectacled 

cayman management plan, and thus both planning processes ran parallel to each 

other. For this reason, the strategic objective of the General TIPNIS Management 

Plan “increased socioeconomic development, based on the sustainable management 

of natural resources in the communities of the protected area, the indigenous territory 

and its surroundings” supports economic initiatives, such as spectacled cayman 

harvesting, and other productive activities carried out by the indigenous communities.  

 

b) The TIPNIS Spectacled Cayman Management Plan  

 

Developing the Spectacled Cayman Management Plan was a long (2002-2005), 

complex process. The indigenous communities of the lower areas of the TIPNIS 

participated extensively in the process. In addition to local knowledge, the planning 

process was based on aquatic habitat suitability models, interviews with hunters, and 

preliminary night counts, showing that this area of the TIPNIS contained a large 

population of spectacled caymans.  

 

The Spectacled Cayman Management Plan represents a new resource management 

model in Bolivia. In addition to biological monitoring of the state of the spectacled 

cayman population, the Plan incorporates social participation elements through the 

strengthening of indigenous organizations; monitoring and evaluation of the processes 

comprising the entire spectacled cayman production chain; the division into zones, 

taking into account the general division of the protected area into zones but creating 

new ones (three management zones and 2 protection zones are considered); and 

particularly when it stipulates that annual cayman harvesting quotas should be based on 

criteria such as the relative abundance of spectacled caymans, economic viability 

studies, and assessment of the social benefits to be obtained.  

 

Spectacled cayman management in the TIPNIS is generally in line with the natural 

resource conservation approach integrating two interrelated dimensions: resource 

protection and resource sustainable management. One of the characteristics of the 

integral management of the spectacled cayman is its adaptability. The management 

plan can be adapted to new scenarios or as a result of progress made, as well as to 

changes in the environmental and/or social conditions. A second characteristic is the 

diversification of spectacled cayman management strategies. 

 

 

  

 



c) Implementing Spectacled Cayman Management  

 

Notwithstanding the fact that the Spectacled Cayman Management Plan, approved by 

a ministerial resolution, provides a legal framework for the Indigenous Territory, one 

of the privileged areas of social monitoring has been the development of internal 

regulations. The process focused on encouraging local participation in activities that, 

while not unknown to the protected area’s resident populations, are organized 

differently in terms of the actual work performed (e.g. group hunting using 

appropriate techniques). Other areas of focus included marketing (public auctions), 

distribution of benefits to all inhabitants without exceptions, and a more participatory 

resource protection system.  

 

An important element when implementing the Spectacled Cayman Management Plan, 

was the consolidation of an institutional structure comprising the Intercommunal  

Spectacled Cayman Management and Marketing Committee, representatives of 

traditional authorities at community level (corregidores) and supracommunal 

authorities (Subcentral del TIPNIS). The institutional structure also recognized both 

national level (DGB and SERNAP) and regional level (Prefectura del Beni) public 

entities. The institutional strengthening of local organizations and the Intercommunal 

Committee necessitated training in organizational, technical, economic and 

administrative issues to enable the organizations to control the different stages of the 

spectacled cayman production chain, and the resource protection system. 

  

d) Main Results and Outlook  

 

One of the main results has been implementing a transparent system for marketing 

spectacled cayman hides through public auctions. In 2005 and 2006 harvesting took 

place in the Ichoa river catchment basin area only (10 communities) but in 2007, the 

three TIPNIS zones (30 communities) were involved. The following table provides a 

summary: 

 

 2005 2006 2007 

Number of hides sold 535 591 1,368 

 Income from sales (US$) 13,652 12,128 36,346 

Local currency equivalent (Bs)     109,770 97,000 278,773 

Distributed to communities (Bs) 55,500 50,000  160,973 

Reserve for following year’s 

operations  (Bs) 

29,000 20,000 80,000 

Expenses (hunters and others) (Bs) 25,770 27,000 37,800 

 

The funds distributed directly to the communities (approximately US$ 800 per year) 

have been used to finance a series of local initiatives, such as, purchasing cattle for 

communal cattle raising, setting up local grocery stores, and others. The idea is to 

improve social interconnexion based con common projects.  

 

Taking into account global figures for the three years, we are talking about a total 

injection of funds of more than US$ 60,000 (approximately US$ 1,000 per family) 

into an impoverished indigenous economy where the estimated annual per capita 

income is US$ 300. Still, it should be noted that spectacled cayman management is 



considered a complementary economic activity in the TIPNIS, and the income 

generated is in addition to the population’s traditional income. 

 

There are other aspects to be considered when reviewing the results of spectacled 

cayman management implementation. Apart from the economic results,  spectacled 

cayman management facilitates local and regional capacity building and 

strengthening around a given natural resource. At the local level, under a participatory 

management system, with an integral approach to conservation (oriented toward 

protection and controlling illegal hunting, which seems to have succeeded as the 

number of hides seized has gradually declined in recent years), pointing to the 

biological sustainability of a natural resource the management of which involves 

individual sacrifice. At the Indigenous Territory level, spectacled caymans (and 

wood) have been identified as one of the strategic resources whose sustainable use 

should guide the integral management of the TIPNIS for the benefit of the indigenous 

communities, and the conservation of the protected area.  

 

e) Lessons Learned  

 

There is evidence of support and ownership by the communities involved. In fact, in 

2006, the Intercommunal Committee was able to organize hunting and marketing 

activities with practically no external assistance. In order to consolidate these 

developments, there is a need to promote increased training and technical advisory 

services at community and Intercommunal Committee level. At the regional TIPNIS 

level, efforts should focus on developing knowledge and tools for appropriate 

decision-making (regulations, monitoring data, etc.), and at the community level, on 

building technical and integral resource management capacities (self-monitoring, 

production, marketing). 

 

As with any process, there are also weaknesses. These weaknesses can entail risks, 

particularly when there are signs of possible conflicts between the communities due 

to the way in which benefits are distributed among the communities (in equal shares), 

which is unfavorable to the more populated communities. Also, decisions as to the 

destination and use of funds could create problems within the communities. 

 

3. Conclusions  

 

Some general learning can be obtained from this experience, including:  

- The processes involved are long-term processes, where social monitoring is 

critical and involves technical (productive and administrative) training and 

advice on social and organizational matters.  

- In terms of sustainability, social and economic developments are encouraging. 

The challenge is the environmental issue. The biological monitoring to be 

conducted at the time of the fifth harvest (2009) will show the actual impact of 

the activity on the resource, and its biological sustainability. So far, 

monitoring data show a positive trend.  

- The experience has had a positive impact on protected area management, as 

shown by the results of the implementation of the “social perception 

monitoring” tool. The social perception among the TIPNIS resident 

populations, according to interviews conducted with different age groups, is 

that natural resource management is important both for the population 



involved –because of the economic benefits- and the protected area itself, in 

view of the participatory protection and conservation of the resources. 

- In the socio-political sphere, successful natural resource management 

experiences support the strengthening of social organizations from the bottom 

up, which in turn stimulates the emergence of new leaderships in communal, 

supracommunal and regional organizations. 

- The TIPNIS pilot project can serve as a model for other protected areas or 

indigenous territories.  
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