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Abstract: Community Resource Management Areas (CREMAs) in Ghana combine conservation and
development objectives and were introduced in the year 2000. In some cases, they have connected
collectors of shea (Vitellaria paradoxa) nuts with certified organic world markets, which can be
understood as a ‘market-based’ approach to conservation. This paper examines how the benefits of
this approach are distributed and argues that shea land formalization is crucial to this process. It makes
this argument by drawing on interviews within two communities bordering Mole National Park.
One community accepted to engage with, and benefitted from this approach, while the other did not.
The paper analyzes narratives from different actors involved regarding why and how the market-based
approach was accepted or rejected. It shows that, contrary to the neoliberal principles that underlie
market-based conservation, a utility maximization rationale did not predominantly influence the
(non-)engagement with this conservation approach. Instead, it was the history of land relations
between communities and the state that influenced the decisions of the communities. We highlight the
role of traditional authorities and NGOs brokering this process and unpack who in the communities
profited and who was left out from benefits from this market-based conservation initiative.

Keywords: community based natural resource management; Ghana; formalization; shea; certification;
conservation; market-based conservation

1. Introduction

Community-Based Natural Resource Management (CBNRM) and Integrated Conservation and
Development Projects (ICDPs) were adopted in many countries in the 1980s and 1990s to combine
conservation and development objectives [1]. These models entail the idea that participation in
conservation can be ensured through increasing the economic benefits that participants obtain from
conservation-related activities, such as ecotourism, or the trade of natural resources [2–5]. The inclusion
of economic incentives at the core of conservation has gained further ground, shifting towards what
has been called ‘market-based’ approaches to conservation [6,7]. In this paper, we examine the role
that land formalization—or the ‘recognition and inscription by the state of rights and conditions of

Land 2020, 9, 359; doi:10.3390/land9100359 www.mdpi.com/journal/land

http://www.mdpi.com/journal/land
http://www.mdpi.com
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-0244-4858
http://www.mdpi.com/2073-445X/9/10/359?type=check_update&version=1
http://dx.doi.org/10.3390/land9100359
http://www.mdpi.com/journal/land


Land 2020, 9, 359 2 of 15

access within specific boundaries’ [8]—plays in the distribution of access to benefits from market-based
conservation around Mole National Park in northern Ghana.

Our research is based on the case of the Ghanaian model of CBNRM called Community Resource
Management Areas (CREMAs). This model is typically associated with protected areas or forest
reserves. It encourages local communities to engage in a variety of environmental projects, including
connecting female shea collectors to the global certified organic shea nuts markets, as is the case
in this paper. We compare access to shea trade benefits of a community that accepted the CREMA
model, to another that rejected it. During fieldwork, it became clear that the community that accepted
the CREMA had access to the benefits—however marginal—from being connected to the global
organic shea markets, while the community that rejected the CREMA did not. The process of land
formalization in the CREMA was found to be key to understanding how market-based conservation
benefits were thereby distributed: land formalization was interpreted by the latter community as a form
of dispossession by the state, similar to that which had occurred several decades earlier, during the
creation and successive expansions of the neighboring Mole National Park. With this case, we argue
that the neoclassical economic assumptions underlying market-based conservation [9,10] do not hold:
the potential added economic benefits are not enough to understand how potential participants decide
to engage in this conservation approach; social historical land relations also mediate that engagement.
In this paper, we examine what these relations look like in each case, through the negotiated encounter
of actors who broker shea land formalization in the name of the state—namely traditional chiefs and an
environmental NGO—which helps us understand some of the conditions under which market-based
conservation benefits are distributed. We call this process ‘gatekeeping access’.

CREMAs were initiated in 2000 by Ghana’s Wildlife Division [11], as part of the CBNRM trend,
as well as from a second wave of decentralization reforms [12]. CREMAs are often located on the periphery
of protected areas or forest reserves and are meant to foster rural development and conservation through a
participatory approach [3,13]. Here we focus on the area bordering the Mole National Park, and specifically
on the case of the Murugu–Mognori CREMA that was developed in the 2000s [14], and the Yazori–Kaden
CREMA that was rejected by residents in the same period. In the former CREMA, several economic
activities were fostered, such as bee keeping, animal husbandry, ecotourism, and the marketing of certified
organic shea (Vitellaria paradoxa) nuts, which we discuss in this paper.

Shea has been part of regional and local trade for centuries in Ghana, and it was also part of
colonial trade efforts between 1912 and the 1930s, until shea was disfavored for groundnuts; only in
the 1990s did shea become part of global trade again [15]. Today, women continue to collect shea nuts
from the savanna and farms, process them into butter and soap, and/or sell them as raw nuts [16].
Shea nuts are an important non-timber forest product (NTFP) for many women and their families,
both for domestic use and cash income [17–19]. Since shea became an important global commodity,
its value chain has become segmented into two markets: 90% of shea export is used as an industrial fat,
mainly as a cacao butter equivalent, and the other 10% is used as raw material for cosmetics [17,20].

The certified market for cosmetics is a lucrative niche, which became connected to conservation
in our study area. Shea butter extraction accounts for a significant share of the, especially female,
labor force in the area (and elsewhere), but is understood by conservationists to operate under a
‘first-come, first-served’ regime that is detrimental to conservation [14]. Land use and management
rules and rights are largely informal in Ghana, and the Murugu–Mognori CREMA brought shea use and
access rights into formal law—what we call ‘shea land formalization’—as a prerequisite to connecting
rural women to a certified organic shea trading company. With this set up, only communities that
agreed to form a CREMA are able to benefit from the added economic value of certified organic shea
trade. So why did Kaden refuse to be part of the CREMA, even though the CREMA model promised
to bring them benefits? Also, how did Murugu, who accepted the CREMA, benefit from accessing
the certified organic shea market? In other words, our overall question is how did the distribution
of market-based conservation benefits take place? In this case, we show that the moment of land
formalization pertaining to the CREMA model was key, specifically through the negotiated encounters
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of those who broker land formalization—in this case traditional authorities and a NGO. We call
these brokers ‘gatekeepers’, drawing on work in the anglophone and francophone anthropology of
development work on the role of development brokers and translators [21,22].

We situate our contribution within scholarship that highlights contradictions within market-based
approaches to conservation [10,23]. Some of this scholarship has pointed out that a focus on the
market as a mediator of environmental conservation and governance more widely has unevenly
distributed the burdens and the benefits of this approach [9]. Others have further shown that the
‘market’ cannot be understood without taking into account the social relations of cooperation and
exclusion that connect and disconnect actors [24]. We build on this scholarship to suggest that when
market-based conservation includes the trade of natural resources, it involves the reshaping of property
rights, here in shea land formalization, which is a key moment when relations of cooperation and
exclusion become articulated with conservation. In this process, we suggest paying more attention
to the relations between these actors, such as the paternalistic and patriarchal ones emphasized in
feminist work [24,25], which are key to the way that cooperation and exclusion take place.

We base our analysis on ethnographic fieldwork conducted by the first author for two months in
2017, which focused on understanding the different narratives of CREMA acceptance and rejection
as well as differentiated shea market benefits. It was strengthened by the last two authors’ research
experience with the history and conservation dynamics in the region. After describing our methodology,
we present the study area’s history of land control. We then present our analysis in two empirical
sections. The first shows how the enrolment of communities in the CREMA model goes beyond the
narrow economic market logic that underlies market-based conservation. Their enrolment instead
involves the negotiated encounter between traditional authorities and a NGO, and is mediated by the
tense state-society history around the creation of Mole National Park, not unlike what is experienced
in other communities with similar histories with parks [26]. The second examines the way these
negotiated encounters map onto perceptions of benefits from the shea trade in each community. It shows
that in Murugu, where the CREMA was accepted, women were able to benefit, but only marginally,
from access to the certified organic market niche, whereas in Kaden residents felt excluded from
these promises. It is based on these perceptions that we argue that the negotiated encounter between
traditional authorities and the NGO has played the role of ‘gatekeeping access’ to the market-based
conservation benefits of the shea trade. We conclude by highlighting the argument’s significance that
we see in relation to literature related to market-based conservation and to conservation practice.

2. Materials and Methods

Data for this paper was collected during fieldwork conducted by the first author between September
and October 2017 in the communities of Murugu and Kaden in Ghana. Semi-structured qualitative
interviews were the main method used in this study. Different stakeholders were interviewed to
triangulate the data. The sampling strategy followed Bolwig’s et al. [27] framework for horizontal value
chain analysis [24]. The combination of horizontal and vertical elements in this framework enables
researchers to include gender issues that arise through changes in the value chain. It also gives a better
understanding concerning the inclusion and exclusion of people in the value chain. Interviews included
chain actors (women participating in the certification project), external actors (NGO staff, traditional
authorities, CREMA board members, certification companies, park management, researchers), excluded
actors (women, who did not want to or were not able to participate) and non-participants (youth,
husbands of participants). The interviews focused on eliciting the diversity of narratives regarding
why the CREMA was either accepted or rejected by these communities. Each interview was recorded,
transcribed, and coded with the software MAXQDA.

The data analysis quickly suggested that the acceptance and rejection of the CREMA by the
two communities were explained differently by different actors. Our analysis here does not focus on
drawing out one single ‘true’ story, but rather ‘patterns of truth’ through the several narratives used
to explain the same event [28]. These patterns of truth inform us, from a Foucauldian perspective,
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about the ‘set of unspoken rules which govern, control, and produce knowledge in a culture.’ [28].
It is in the context of this analysis that historical land relations came across as a key issue in the land
formalization process.

Some issues influenced data collection. Firstly, access to the study area was initially provided by
the NGO that helped initiate the creation of the CREMA in Murugu, so access to informants in Kaden
was more difficult than in Murugu, which had a good working relationship with the NGO. Access to
the NGO was also provided by an initial contact with an international organization which supports the
NGO’s work, but only marginally financed some of its activities, so we assumed that the narrative from
the interviews with NGO staff was not significantly shaped by that organization. Given the sensitivity
of the topic in Kaden, who had refused the CREMA, individual interviews were used, in addition to
focus group discussions; the individual interviews created trust. The lack of language skills in Hanga
was also an issue: it required working with a translator. Patriarchal relations influenced data collection
with women, and to address this, three translators were used: two male and one female.

3. Results

3.1. Contextualising the Case Study

Conservation, Displacement, and Shea Land Formalization in the Mole Area

The Murugu–Mognori CREMA is situated in the savannas of the Mole area of northern Ghana that
has seen several waves of displacements (Figure 1), at least since the British colonial era. It is largely
occupied by the Gonja group, whose Kingdom became established in northern Ghana in the late 16th
century [29], through conquest over acephalous societies [30]. In the 1890s, a Gonja civil war occurred,
as well as battles with colonial forces [31] with a resulting depopulation due to the civil war, as attested
to by old village sites in Mole National Park [32] and nearby archaeological ruins [29]. During colonial
rule, Ghana’s Northern Territories were the subject of many agricultural and trade initiatives, of which
shea was a focus from 1912 to the 1930s [15], until it was outpaced by interest in other crops such as
groundnuts. In the Damongo area (just south of Mole National Park), the large Gonja Development
Project occurred from 1948–1957; this project was located there because the British colonial government
considered that the area had been vacated by slave raiding and tsetse infestation, leaving the area
‘vacant’, and so ready for agricultural development [33]. This project invited an influx of laborer and
attempted but failed to reorganize agricultural labor, including resettling entire villages to the area,
and subverting the roles of customary authorities [33]. The North Mamprusi Forestry Conference held
in Navrongo in November 1947, which led to the creation of the GDC, adopted a resolution concerning
land planning in the area. Although this resolution was later ignored, it brought about the eventual
gazettement of headwater protection reserves in the Northern Territories, which had been previously
proposed by the Forestry Department Ten Year Plan [34].

In this same area, in the 1930s, the colonial government created a hunting reserve, the precursor
to Mole National Park. Between 1948 and 1957, at the same time as the Gonja Development Project,
forest protection in the savanna zone of Ghana was undertaken as part of a land use planning exercise;
in some places, a Reserve Settlement Commission was set up to protect community rights of access
and to exclude existing farms from reserve areas [12].1

The first president of Ghana, Kwame Nkrumah, established Mole Game Reserve in 1958 just after
independence in 1957, and it today represents the largest, biologically diverse savannah ecosystem in
Ghana [35]. The Reserve enclosed Gonja hunting grounds, hunting camps, and six villages. In 1964,
500 people from five communities in the southern part were resettled outside of the reserve by
governmental authorities [36]. In 1971, the reserve was legally gazetted as a national park, and a

1 It is not known if such a Commission was established for the creation of Mole National Park or the preceding reserve.
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further extension was made. Between 1979 and 1985, the park suffered from Ghana’s economic decline.
Its infrastructure was in a poor condition and poaching was increasingly perceived as a problem by
the government during this time. In the 1990s, Mole National Park gained support from international
organizations [36]. In 1992, the park was again expanded, which resulted in the eviction of one
last community [36]. Today, 33 communities, about 40,000 people, surround Mole National Park,
coming from three traditional areas (Wa, Gonja, and Mamprusi) [37].

The eviction of communities for the creation and successive expansions of Mole National Park
caused mistrust and resentment against governmental institutions, which continues today [14,38].
The two communities that were visited for this study, Murugu and Kaden, both lost agricultural land,
sacred places, and hunting grounds, which restricted their livelihood activities [38]. Participation of
the local communities in the park’s development was not common at the time of its establishment.
Traditional chiefs were involved to some extent in the eviction process, but the concept of a ‘park’,
was difficult to explain (ex-NGO staff, Damongo, interview, 19 October 2017). The evictions of people
from Mole National Park therefore made the relationship between communities and the park, (and by
extension, the state) tense.
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Since the 1980s, many participatory resource management initiatives have been introduced in
different places throughout the world, as a response to similarly tense relationships in other conservation
areas [39,40]. In Ghana, the Wildlife Division realized that exclusive conservation was neither fruitful
for their relationship with the communities, nor for reaching conservation goals [35]. When a new
Forest and Wildlife Policy was established in 1994, it contained a Community and Collaborative
Wildlife Management framework, which resulted in the elaboration of CREMAs in 2000 [35]. To some
extent then, CREMAs have been used as a tool to reduce the tension between surrounding communities
and park state authorities. In 2018, there were five CREMAs bordering Mole National Park, and they
seek to ‘build the capacity of, and provide incentives for, local communities to sustainably manage
and conserve natural resources in and outside the Park’ [14]. The CREMAs to some extent aim to
reduce these tensions by allowing surrounding communities to define resource regulations themselves,
define user rights, and support natural resource-based income-generating activities.

In the study area, the planned income activities included tourism and the commodification of
natural resources, especially shea. This has taken shape through the work of one NGO that linked
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CREMA communities with a certified shea trading company. This has worked in the village of
Murugu, which became part of the Murugu–Mognori CREMA, established in 2008, and is 237 km2

in size. By contrast, it did not work in the village of Kaden, situated around 12 kilometers away from
Murugu, and where the planned Yazori–Kaden CREMA was rejected by residents [11]. The reasons
for the rejection of the CREMA there are manifold, and we explore them as part of our analysis in
further sections.

In Northern Ghana, both the state and traditional authorities regulate natural resource use,
including shea. The state is formally responsible for distributing resource ownership and traditional
authorities hold the land in trust for the people [41]. Formally, the state owns shea trees, while traditional
authorities informally regulate access to trees. Their jurisdictions overlap and sometimes come into
tension when it comes to natural resource management [42]. Furthermore, traditional authorities in
Ghana are not a single, homogenous institution, which has caused conflicts over land authority in some
areas of Northern Ghana [43,44]. Traditional authority is typically divided between the traditional chief
authority system, which is responsible for settling disputes in the communities, and the Tindaanas,
or Earth Priests as they are also called in the literature more widely, whose role is to manage land and
other natural resources [17,44]. The duties of the Tindaana and the chief overlap and vary amongst
places, which can cause conflicts over resources [42,44]. The implementation of a CREMA to some
extent aims to reduce conflicts resulting from these overlapping mandates, and in this case, to clarify
who has authority over shea collection and sales.

Shea land formalization in this case takes place through the inscription of the traditional rules that
are consistent with national laws, within a legally-binding document [14]. Traditional rules consist of
punishments and taboos that are informal in the sense that they are not written down or legally backed
by the state, but that are part of general knowledge in a given community. Formalization takes place
through the inscription of some of these rules in by-laws enabled by the CREMA framework, which is
recognized by the state. The CREMA by-laws prohibit for example to ‘Indiscriminately fell trees ( . . . )
Hunt, capture or destroy any animal in the CREMA ( . . . ) Collect any other/commercial NTFPs from
the CREMA except with the consent of the CREMA Executive Committee (CEC)’ (Murugu–Mognori
CREMA, 2010). According to a youth leader in Murugu, the by-laws do not differ from the regulations
of the Tindaana (Youth leader, Interview on 22 September 2017). Homogenizing law and tradition
through the CREMA by-laws aims to better control natural resource use. One CREMA member, for
example, explained: ‘we have our local laws of punishment. When we apply our punishment to you,
and you refuse it, then we have a chance to pass it over to the government.’ (Murugu, interview on
14 September 2017). Traditional authorities have been, therefore, crucial to the process of shea land
formalization via the CREMA, as has an environmental NGO that has been key to translating the added
value of the CREMA to beneficiary communities. We develop these encounters and demonstrate the
role of these brokers in gatekeeping the benefits of market-based conservation in the following sections.

3.2. Beyond a Market Logic: Contrasting Narratives of CREMA Legitimation

People living in communities around Mole National Park had been hunters for many generations.
However, their activities were made illegal within the boundaries of the Mole National Park: hunters
became poachers after the park was created. Poaching and logging were still identified as problematic
activities in a report from the NGO that helped to implement the CREMA in 2007. This was also confirmed
by employees of that NGO, of Mole National Park, and by a governmental official. The employee of the
NGO argued that Kaden’s interest in illegal activities, like poaching and logging, led to their rejection of
the CREMA. It implied that Kaden likes to rebel, and that it does not want to establish a CREMA because
it is not interested in more regulations on resource use, and, by extension, for conservation. This argument
was also voiced by Wildlife Division staff in a NGO project meeting, in the capital Accra, at the time of the
study. A NGO officer, for example, argued:

‘This decision [to reject the CREMA] was mainly due to the fact that they felt they [residents
of Kaden] would be restricted not to do a lot of the illegal activities they are used to. ( . . . ) They
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wholly welcome these illegal activities. Therefore, their decision wasn’t surprising at all.’ (NGO officer,
questionnaire, 12 December 2017).

Unsurprisingly, this narrative contrasts starkly with the way people in Kaden justify their own
rejection of the CREMA. Through the establishment of Mole National Park, residents of Kaden perceive
that they lost authority over, and access to their land, to hunting grounds and sacred places [38].
The way the rejection of the CREMA was justified in interviews in Kaden is related to the history of the
village with Mole National Park. Interviewees expressed fears that the CREMA replicates the story of
the Park creation, and related evictions, and these fears were used as a way to explain why people
were not willing to accept the CREMA. The memories of Mole National Park evictions are still alive,
and as an ex-NGO field officer stated ‘they [Kaden] don’t trust the government’ (Damongo, interview,
18 October 2017). A quote of Kaden’s Tindaana (earth priest) reflects these fears:

‘When the CREMA people came, they said we should cut a place for them and we asked them, if
we give them the place, can the women go there to pick the shea nuts? They said: No. Can the men
go to farm? They said: No. We said: If it is like that, we don’t accept.’ (Tindaana, Kaden, interview,
13 October 2017).

For the people interviewed in Kaden, all these restrictions seemed to be very similar to the ways
in which Mole Reserve was first established, and the chief in Kaden stressed that he did not want to
be the one who gives away land again (Chief, Kaden, interview, 6 October 2017). The fear of losing
autonomy and giving away more land, is reflected in another quote: ‘when we give the land to them,
there will not be sufficient food for us’ (man, Kaden, interview, 5 October 2017). They did not want the
government or a NGO to interfere in their resource regulations. They already lost land once; they did
not want to make the same mistake a second time.

Murugu was in a similar position as Kaden. It was not displaced when Mole Reserve was
created, but it lost farm land, hunting grounds, and sacred areas [38]; nonetheless it accepted the
CREMA. The narrative around Murugu’s acceptance is that its resentment from the past could be
transformed: the community understood the advantages of forming a CREMA and so accepted it.
In 1995, a participatory study conducted in the communities surrounding the Mole National Park
illustrates this:

‘We were able to move beyond the frustrations by asking the village elders to narrate the history
of the village and the history of relations with the department through the creation of the reserve and
its on-going management ( . . . ). Following that visit Murugu became the most open and trusting of
the park villages.’ [38].

Interviews in Murugu confirm this narrative. One man further explained that at the time of
the Reserve creation in 1958, the traditional authorities agreed to give land to create the park, which
made people in Murugu afraid of the repercussions of establishing a CREMA (male informant,
Murugu, interview, 21 September 2017). The interviews further indicate that when the CREMA was
proposed, staff from the NGO, the National Park and the Wildlife Department informed people in
Murugu about the CREMA and its advantages, which led people in Murugu to accept it. One man
in Murugu, for example, explained: ‘They were fully engaged, continuously, they came in to tell
us about the concept of the CREMA, and we got to understand the whole thing’ (man, Murugu,
interview, 21 September 2017). The Murugu–Mognori CREMA has, since then, been regarded as
exemplary (email questionnaire, Mole National park official, 6 November 2017), and the narrative
about Murugu’s acceptance is that the residents managed to heal from the wounds from the creation of
Mole National Park.

Murugu is presented as a model that can act as an incentive to convince Kaden to join the CREMA
in the future. The added economic benefits achieved from the trade of certified organic shea in
CREMA communities is expected to attract other, more reluctant communities, to join the CREMA
approach. The Operations Manager from the company that traded shea with collectors in Murugu
indeed suggested in one interview:
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‘So, let’s see how we can encourage them [Kaden] to sign on to the conservation program before
we allow them also to benefit from things that are coming out of conservation.’ (Company, Operations
manager, Tamale, interview, 24 October 2017).

This illustrates the hope that the economic results achieved in Murugu would motivate Kaden to
join the project in the future, and put the past behind as Murugu had seemingly done.

There is no doubt that there are more complex, historical reasons than those presented above for
one community to accept the CREMA and the other not. Rather than drawing out one single ‘truth’ to
the story, we are interested in patterns of truth that emerge from interviews. The patterns presented
above emphasize the importance of historical relations between state and society. Market-based
approaches to conservation largely rely on the economic rationality of those involved—in this case
it is assumed by those promoting access to the certified shea market that the added benefits from
certified shea trade will draw people to participate in conservation schemes. Here, however, we see
that this market logic is far less important in drawing people towards market-based conservation than
state-society historical relations of land distribution and access. Below we show, however, that is it is
not state officials but rather non-state ones that broker and mediate who is able to benefit from shea
land formalization.

3.3. Traditional Authorities and NGOs Producing the Winners and Losers of Shea Land Formalisation

In this section, we interrogate the implications of the respective decisions to accept and reject the
CREMA for shea collectors, and we highlight the role of broker institutions, specifically the NGO and
traditional authorities, in brokering access to CREMA benefits. Connecting female collectors with a
company that trades certified organic shea nuts in the CREMA aimed to improve income from natural
resource production, and women in Murugu obtained higher returns from the sale of shea nuts to the
company than those in Kaden. In Murugu, we therefore expected collectors to feel empowered from
the connection to certified shea nut markets, however the women described these increased benefits
as marginal. Conversely, in Kaden, we expected residents to feel empowered since they rejected
the CREMA, but women and some young men actually explained that they felt left out of potential
CREMA benefits. We argue that these surprising perspectives can be better understood by examining
the role played by ‘access gatekeepers’, namely NGOs and traditional authorities, in brokering land
formalization in each case, starting with that of Murugu.

3.3.1. Improving Shea Benefits in Murugu

NGOs often assist a given community to develop a CREMA, but like other integrated conservation
and development projects [45], CREMA is still a top-down approach with paternalistic undertones.
Although the NGO does not define the resource regulations inscribed in the by-laws of a CREMA,
its objectives can be influenced by the NGO. The NGO’s facilitating role in the development of
regulations is a powerful one. The communities are also dependent on the NGOs’ knowledge
and networks to develop the CREMA, and the community-NGO relationship sometimes comes
across as being similar to a parent-child relationship, as described by a member of the CREMA
Executive Committee:

‘The NGO is a start of the concept. If you give birth to a new born baby, you will eventually teach
it how to sit, how to crawl, how to walk. When the child starts walking, then it is a bit matured. Soon
it will do his or her walking without your help. So, we are still under them, to give us the support.
When we get on our toes fully, we can operate on our own, without a NGO.’ (CREMA Executive
Committee member, Murugu, interview on 14 September 17).

This does not mean that communities do not have agency within this process, as the case of Kaden
demonstrates [46], but does mean that NGOs can select whom to support and whom to exclude [47].
They are able to choose which community gets the opportunity to be empowered and how they become
so. This is well illustrated in the perceptions of women about the added value of their connections
with the certified organic shea markets.
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In Murugu, we expected the beneficiaries of the project to feel empowered from it, but interrogating
perceptions showed a more nuanced picture. As seen before, women are traditionally only marginally
involved in political decision-making regarding natural resource management in northern Ghana [48],
and the CREMA and shea certification in Murugu aimed to counteract gender inequalities. This is
clear from the slogan of the company that states: ‘Empowering Ghanaian Women through Shea
Butter’. A staff member from the company further explained that: ‘It is business, doing the certification
with the women, but it is also empowerment.’ (Company, Operations manager, Tamale, interview,
24 October 2017).

The certified trade in Murugu includes formal contracts between the company and female
collectors, quality standards, and predefined price per quantity (nuts are weighed before selling).
Outside the CREMA, collectors do not have a formal trade relationship with the middlemen or
female traders. They are not bound to one specific trader, and the price is negotiated between them
without weighing the nuts and without a formal contract. Within the CREMA, women sign a contract
with the company that binds them to ‘not take nuts from non-registered collectors and sell them to
[the company]’ (Company n.d.). The CREMA allows the company to become another, albeit exclusive,
middleman in the shea trade.

Women have been empowered through the added economic value from trading within the
certified organic shea market. A CREMA committee member said that women participate actively and
not only passively as was feared, because of the gendered power structure:

‘They [women] knew within themselves that they should be part of decision making, but in the
past, when women were invited into decision making, they were quiet, they would not say anything.
( . . . ). There was a fear and belief that women are to accept, whatever the man says. Now they are
beginning to understand that they also have the right to contribute and that their contribution can be
accepted.’ (man, Murugu, interview on 21 September 2017).

Different interviewed women stated that the certification project recognized them as shea
producers, which made them feel proud, and indeed confident in their rights. An anecdote from the
field illustrates this whereby one day, during the fieldwork, women criticized the company buying
nuts just like the previous middlemen, without weighing and handing out of correct receipts:

‘We thought that it [selling nuts to the company] would be different from how the middlemen buy
it. When they came, they said they will weigh the shea nuts. But now, they are not weighting, and they
are buying the same way as the middlemen. There is not any difference.’ (Organic shea collector 5,
female, Murugu, interview on 13 October 2017).

When this critique emerged, the CREMA Executive Committee immediately took responsibility
and organized a meeting with the company. A field officer from the company apologized for the
incorrect way in which the nut trade had been conducted, and promised to purchase the nuts in the
future, according to the way it was defined in the contract. This incident shows that women were able
to raise their voice and were confident that they could claim their rights.

On the other hand, the added value of the project seemed to be too marginal to lead effectively
to female empowerment. The general expectation underlying the CREMA connection with certified
shea markets is that a higher income from certified shea nuts automatically empowers women,
but interviews with female collectors in Murugu challenge this expectation. Interviewees explained
that the additional income did not make a significant difference in their livelihood opportunities,
which meant that they used the marginally higher income to pay for regular expenses such as, ‘to buy
ingredients for the meals, for school fees and for health expenses.’ (Woman, shea collector, Murugu,
interview, 12 September 2017). It is undisputed that the additional income is urgently needed, but these
statements show that the additional income from certification contracts is not sufficient for women to
move beyond covering basic, gendered, expenditures in their lives.

So, the improvements for women within the CREMA have been marginal, but they have
nonetheless been an improvement, and these have been achieved because the NGO was able to
convince communities to engage shea land formalization through the CREMA. To situate this within
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the wider debate at hand here, we show that it is not the logic of economic profit maximization that
makes market-based conservation work in this case [9,10], but it rather takes place through the kinds
of historical land relations that state and society have entertained, as they are mediated by the land
formalization encounter between traditional authorities and the NGO. Understanding this encounter
enhances our understanding of the conditions under which the benefits of market-based conservation
are distributed. Below, we show that such encounters also occurred but took a different path in Kaden,
where the CREMA was rejected.

3.3.2. Exclusion from Organic Shea Benefits in Kaden

In Kaden we expected residents to feel empowered since the formalization of resource rules
and trade was actively rejected, however this is not the perception of those interviewed in Kaden.
Generational and gender hierarchies run deep, and elder men are respected and powerful in Ghana,
while women and younger men have to accept their decisions [49]. These generational and gender
power relations shaped the rejection of CREMA in Kaden, and interviews with women and young men
show that they could not influence these decisions regarding CREMA land formalization. A young
man from Kaden explained this feeling of powerlessness, concerning the CREMA rejection when he
stated that ‘we the young men, are realizing, that our elders are cheating us, but we have nothing to
say about it. We don’t know what to do ( . . . ) we are only waiting for our turn to come.’ (man, Kaden,
interview on 5 October 2017).

The same sense of subordination emerged in interviews with women in Kaden. One woman,
the leader of the woman’s group, described figuratively her powerlessness regarding the CREMA
decision: ‘you are willing to give the book to me and my father says, I shouldn’t collect the book. Can I
collect it?’ (Magazia, shea collector, Kaden, interview on 5 October 2017). With this metaphor, this
woman meant that even if she had wanted the CREMA, she felt like she had to accept the traditional
authorities’ decision. In Kaden the rejection of the CREMA by traditional authorities meant that
women were automatically excluded from the better paid certified shea market, since the company is
only active in CREMA communities.

‘The NGO mentioned that, as long as they [Kaden] are not willing to sign on to the CREMA
management, they should also not benefit from anything that comes because of the CREMA. So, it is
something that is like a control.’ (Company, operations manager, Tamale, interview, 24 October 2017).

Another company staff member explained that the company would have been interested in
buying nuts from Kaden for logistical and quantity reasons. However, because it was not partnering
with the NGO, they remained loyal and supported the NGO’s view: ‘If I would go there to buy nuts,
it would be somehow a betrayal to the partner [NGO].’ (Company, Field officer, Murugu, interview,
14 October 2017). As the activities of the company in the Mole area coincide with the surface area of
the CREMA, this segregates Murugu’s and Kaden’s respective abilities to benefit from engaging the
certified nuts market.

The rejection of traditional authorities to agree to form a CREMA has implications that go beyond
the specific CREMA initiative. An interviewee in Kaden for example complained that NGOs generally
do not come to Kaden anymore: ‘NGOs either go to Yazori or Murugu, help will not come here
[to Kaden]. That means we are losing.’ (male informant, Kaden, interview on 5 October 2017).
From the perspective of the NGO, their non-engagement with Kaden is legitimate, as Kaden was
not cooperative. An ex-field officer explained the exclusion by Kaden’s dismissive attitude: ‘I don’t
even stop there [in Kaden], because, I don’t have enough time to waste on places that I know won’t
cooperate.’ (ex-NGO field officer, Damongo, interview on 18 October 2017). The rejection of the
CREMA in Kaden could be celebrated as a feat of empowerment, but the community also ‘said no’ to
development [50]. This is now seen by many as a loss: many services are coordinated through NGOs,
which are part of a tight network of service providers who choose the communities with which they
work. This gatekeeping process has been key to the conditions under which access to shea takes place
in the study area.
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Husseini et al. [51] also describe that the exclusion of women in the management of forest reserves
in Ghana was legitimated by traditional gender roles. In Kaden, women generally argued that the
CREMA is about forest and land matters and therefore part of men’s responsibilities: ‘Women don’t
know about forest/bush matters’ (shea collector, Kaden, interview, 6 October 2017). Another one
explained: ‘we are women; we cannot talk about the CREMA. We are just there to marry, but not to
focus on such things’ (shea collector, Kaden, group discussion, 27 October 2017). Although it aimed
to empower women, talks about shea land formalization under the CREMA model has brought the
business of women-organized shea collection into that of land and politics, a domain that is traditionally
overseen by men and traditional authorities [24,52].

Here we have shown that uneven access to certified shea takes place under this form of
market-based conservation, through the negotiated encounter of NGOs and traditional authorities.
Participating in this form of conservation does not follow an open market logic: individual women
cannot choose to freely engage in the market of certified nuts. Their engagement in this market
depends on brokers, such as traditional authorities, who make the decision to accept or reject a CREMA
project, and a NGO that choose which communities should benefit from certified nuts and which ones
should not. Here we have shown that land formalization has been a key moment during which these
dynamics occur.

4. Conclusions

Community-Based Natural Resource Management was initiated in many places to improve the
use of natural resources through participatory methods [1], and in the search for a ‘reconciliation
between conservation and livelihoods’, market-based conservation approaches have emerged [7].
The case we discuss here, combining the CREMA model in Ghana with the connection to certified
organic shea trade, illustrates such a market-based approach to conservation, and we have specifically
been concerned with understanding how the benefits of such an approach become distributed in the
case study area, between different communities.

In much of the literature on market-based conservation, the focus has been on the retreat of the
state and the creation of new markets (e.g., for so-called Payments for Ecosystem Services, and for
carbon) and this raises questions about the new role that the state assumes within this trend. In this
paper we focus on the role of the state as a distributor of property rights, and specifically on the
process of land formalization, which appears to be key to articulating conservation and trade objectives,
especially in postcolonial contexts where much governance takes place informally [53,54]. As we show
here, many institutions are however involved in the process of shea land formalization (traditional
authorities, NGOs, state), and these do not inter-relate on a historical blank slate. Rather than the
economic profit maximization appeal that underlies a market-based conservation logic, these historical
land relations, as they occur in the brokering of shea land formalization, influenced the conditions
under which benefits from the certified organic shea market could occur or not.

This paper unpacked the power relations between the different actors involved in the certification
and formalization process and showed how, during the brokering of shea land formalization, winners
and losers are produced. The different narratives of legitimation that we analyzed illustrate the
importance of past state-society relations in mediating the conditions under which market-based
conservation takes place, or not, and the role that land formalization brokers play in to rehearsing
these histories. In Kaden, the decision to not join the CREMA project was influenced by the tense
historical relations with the state, after the creation of Mole National Park. Traditional authorities
feared that history would repeat itself, through a CREMA as a National Park dressed up in new clothes.
NGO and park officials presented this rejection as a function of Kaden residents’ engagement in illegal
poaching and logging activities. The CREMA-acceptance in Murugu, on the other hand, was explained
through the recovery of trust in the government: Murugu could heal from the wounds sustained from
the establishment of Mole National Park. In the latter community, female shea collectors benefitted
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economically, if only marginally, to the connection that the CREMA enabled with certified organic
global shea markets, whereas in Kaden they did not.

We would like to conclude by addressing conservationists and by highlighting that granting
access to the global market is a powerful instrument used in market-based conservation, which should
be implemented with care. In this case study, certification has been tied to the CREMA and with it
to the shea land formalization process. The condition to be part of the CREMA in order to certify
shea nuts, constructed a barrier for shea collectors to enter the certified market. Brokers (in this
case, a NGO and traditional authorities) play a powerful role in gate-keeping access to these markets.
This case points out that access is not only tied to finance, technology and information [55] but also
to the politics of resource management. Research has shown that the success of CBNRM projects is
firstly, dependent on understanding the complexity and diversity of and the power relations within
communities [56]. Secondly, taking into account historical relations with the government, including
appropriation of community natural resources by the state is key [57]. Thirdly, in order to build
up a functioning CBNRM initiative and reduce inequalities within it, a common understanding of
different rationales that underlie motivations on how to use and regulate access to natural resources
need to be considered [56]. Almost 20 years after conservationists have pointed out the importance of
‘good-neighborhood policies’ with local communities and in relating resource rights to the certification
of NTFPs for conservation [55], we see that the socio-historical politics of land formalization underlying
certification programs still require attention.
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