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Building Capacity to Enhance 
Protected Area Management Effectiveness: 
A Current Needs Assessment for the Asian Context
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Introduction
Effectively managing the world’s growing system of protected areas is a key chal-
lenge for global biodiversity conservation in the 21st century. An expanding array of external 
threats continually tests the abilities of protected area professionals to maintain the integrity 
of the protected area units and systems for which they are responsible (Chape, Spalding, and 
Jenkins 2008). Demand for resources (e.g., clean water, timber, grazing, wildlife products) 
for both subsistence and commercial use puts pressure on protected areas in all regions. 
Global-scale environmental change (e.g., climate change, desertification, invasive species) 
and localized catastrophic events (e.g., earthquakes, tsunamis, hurricanes, and typhoons) 
add further complexity to the task of ensuring a robust and resilient system of landscapes 
and seascapes devoted to conservation. Finally, there is an increasing recognition of the need 
to view protected areas within the context of regional economic development and human 
livelihood concerns. All of these factors taken together suggest that the modern protected 
area professional must rise to the challenge of a truly integrated approach to management that 
applies principled decision-making based on the use of sound science from a wide range of 
ecological and social science disciplines.

This need for an interdisciplinary, systems-thinking protected area management para-
digm that embraces complexity and promotes adaptation to changing conditions is illustrat-
ed in the context of protected area management within the vast Asian region. Approximately 
12% of the terrestrial landmass (World Database on Protected Areas 2011) and 2% of marine 
areas in Asia have been established as protected areas. Recent growth in establishment of 
protected areas in Asia reflects an increasing recognition of the vast extent of globally sig-
nificant biodiversity hot spots, endangered species, and unique landscapes present in the 
region. Asian protected areas are juxtaposed with a very diverse mosaic of human commu-
nities that represent more than half of the world’s population. While economic development 
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is proceeding at rapid rates in several of the region’s 24 nations, very high levels of poverty 
also exist, with six countries (Bangladesh, Bhutan, Cambodia, Lao PDR, Myanmar, Nepal) 
categorized as least-developed countries (LDCs) (United Nations Conference on Trade and 
Development 2012). Population densities across the region are 1.5 times the global average, 
leading to elevated pressure on natural ecosystems (IUCN 2011). Relationships between hu-
mans and natural resources are also complex and varied across the region. For example, in 
India alone 91 “eco-cultural” zones have been identified where distinct patterns of culturally 
based land use systems are evident (Singh 1992). These areas are inhabited by 4,635 differ-
ent ethnic communities, speaking 325 languages/dialects (Singh 1992). Promoting protected 
area benefits such as biodiversity conservation, provision of ecosystem services, and carbon 
sequestration is particularly challenging in such a diverse socioeconomic, cultural, and eco-
logical context. 

For decades, global forums such as the International Union for Conservation of Nature 
(IUCN) World Parks and World Conservation congresses, the Convention on Biological Di-
versity Conference of Parties, and others have focused considerable attention on the need 
to improve management effectiveness for protected area systems to enhance their sustain-
ability as a mechanism for conservation. This was one of the key messages to emerge from 
the most recent World Parks Congress in Durban, South Africa, in 2003 (Sheppard 2004). 
Recent literature has also highlighted the importance of monitoring management effective-
ness indicators for protected areas to inform the development of appropriate interventions to 
improve success (Hockings et al. 2006; Leverington et al. 2010; Mathur et al. 2011). Where 
such effectiveness evaluations have been performed, deficiencies in management (e.g., lack 
of skilled staff, inadequate administrative practices) have often been identified as a central 
point of concern (McNeely, Harrison, and Dingwall 1994; Hockings 2003; Appleton 2003; 
Mathur et al. 2011). Expertise of protected area professionals has been found to be lacking in 
several key areas, including natural resource management principles, research and monitor-
ing techniques, general leadership and communication skills, and the ability to understand 
and provide adequate opportunities for the involvement of local stakeholders in management 
decisions (Hockings et al. 2005).

Capacity building to enhance leadership skills and technical abilities for adapting to 
change has long been applied in the global development context. The process of building 
capacity can be focused at individual, institutional, and societal levels (Lusthaus, Adrien, 
and Morgan 2000). Within protected area management, capacity-building initiatives often 
target individual managers and aim to promote professional development through building 
on existing knowledge and experience and providing new concepts and tools to address con-
temporary challenges. This approach was a focal point of discussion during the 2003 World 
Parks Congress. One of the recommendations emerging from a workshop stream entitled 
“Developing the Capacity to Manage Protected Areas” pointed to the need for enhanced na-
tional and international collaboration in capacity development activities. Specifically, partic-
ipants suggested that IUCN and its World Commission on Protected Areas (WCPA) should 
promote the sharing of best practice experience among a suite of global partners and thereby 
enhance the ability of protected area managers worldwide to develop appropriate responses 
to change (IUCN 2005).



156 • The George Wright Forum • vol. 30 no. 2 

Promoting collaborative partnerships and the sharing of institutional knowledge to build 
capacity for effective protected area management remains a salient point of discussion leading 
up to the next IUCN World Parks Congress in 2014. To contribute to this discussion, this 
paper is intended to provide a brief overview of current needs for protected area capacity 
building in the Asian context. This effort grew out of an on-going multi-institutional capac-
ity-building partnership between Colorado State University (CSU), USA, and the Wildlife 
Institute of India (WII). A brief overview of this partnership and its goals and activities will be 
followed by a presentation of the results of an expert panel session on protected area manage-
ment in Asia that was conducted at the IUCN World Conservation Congress in Jeju, Repub-
lic of Korea, in September 2012. These results will be discussed in the context of identifying 
cross-cutting issues, capacity-building themes, and opportunities for expanded partnerships 
to enhance protected area management effectiveness in Asia and beyond. 

A partnership to build capacity for effective protected area management 
in India and the USA
In 2008, CSU and WII entered into an international memorandum of understanding to fa-
cilitate collaborative conservation research and outreach efforts that make the best use of 
expertise and resources available at both institutions. The partnership has resulted in sev-
eral collaborations to explore and address global conservation challenges. Initiatives have 
included thematic workshops and conference sessions in both countries, student and faculty 
exchanges, cooperative research, and capacity building for protected area and wildlife man-
agement. The broad goals of this partnership include the following:

•	  Promote cooperation between institutions;
•	  Share benefits of institutional knowledge and accomplishments;
•	  Encourage collaborative research and outreach initiatives; and
•	  Enhance professional development by facilitating increased understanding between 

the parties and their respective countries.

One particular effort carried out under this partnership that is of most relevance to this 
paper is a jointly developed and implemented training program for Indian Forest Service 
(IFS) officers. The IFS Mid-career Training Program is designed to provide professional de-
velopment training for IFS officers currently serving in a variety of natural resource capacities 
throughout India, including the management of protected areas. The goal of the program is 
to enhance the technical competencies and leadership skills that are needed to address the 
complex challenges of resource stewardship in a changing world (Indira Gandhi National 
Forest Academy 2013). A collaborative assessment of needs for this program identified ar-
eas where partner institutions could provide specific expertise to promote more integrated, 
multi-disciplinary approaches to protected area management. Indian institutions carry out 
specific training modules on topics such as wildlife and biodiversity conservation, environ-
mental impact assessments, management principles (personnel, etc.), and project implemen-
tation, monitoring, and evaluation. Foreign institutions provide complementary training to 
enhance integrated thinking about contemporary issues.
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 For example, CSU’s Department of Human Dimensions of Natural Resources has de-
livered training modules focused on integrating social considerations and the application 
of social science concepts and methodologies to inform conservation planning and deci-
sion-making. These sessions provide problem-based instruction focused on case examples 
from USA and India to illustrate the applied utility of the social sciences. Specific cases in-
clude landscape-scale conservation initiatives involving multiple stakeholders, planning and 
management that are focused on relations between protected areas and local communities, 
and human–wildlife conflict mitigation approaches that incorporate an understanding of so-
cial factors to enhance effectiveness. More detailed overviews on the design, content, and im-
plementation of this program are provided in a recent publication in the Journal of Park and 
Recreation Administration (Teel et al. 2013) and annual summary reports on the CSU-led 
training efforts (Don Carlos and Teel 2010; Don Carlos, Teel, and Clarke 2011; Don Carlos, 
Teel, and Adams 2012).

The CSU–WII partnership provides one example of a model framework for internation-
al collaboration to enhance protected area management effectiveness through capacity build-
ing. Both institutions share a commitment to expanding such efforts in a broader geographic 
and cross-cultural context. Participation of the CSU–WII team in the 2012 IUCN World 
Conservation Congress was focused on exploring challenges and opportunities relevant to 
protected area capacity building in this region. The following section discusses the process 
and outcomes of an expert panel discussion on this topic that was developed and facilitated 
by CSU and WII representatives. 

Assessing capacity building needs for effective protected area management 
in the Asian context: Process and results
The CSU–WII team organized a panel of global protected area management specialists with 
a particular focus on experience within the Asian context. Participants represented sever-
al global conservation organizations, including IUCN’s Global Protected Areas Program, 
WCPA, and Species Survival Commission (SSC), as well as the United Nations Develop-
ment Program–Global Environmental Facility. Also on the panel were IUCN country repre-
sentatives and other protected area specialists representing several Asian nations, including 
Thailand, Japan, Nepal, Bangladesh, Sri Lanka, and Lao PDR. The event was formatted as 
a round-robin panel presentation followed by a facilitated discussion that took place in the 
WCPA Protected Planet Pavilion. Participants were contacted ahead of time and asked to 
prepare a short presentation that highlighted the 3–5 most critical capacity-building needs to 
enhance protected area management effectiveness within their respective countries or Asia as 
a whole. Participant comments on protected area capacity-building needs were documented 
by CSU–WII facilitators. Specific needs identified by panelists were transcribed and ana-
lyzed to identify predominant capacity-building thematic topics and sub-themes. In total, 
101 comments from 20 different panelists were coded under 16 topic areas (Table 1). Sub-
themes reflect more specific contextual information regarding a particular topic.

General natural resource management skills and communication skills were the most 
commonly mentioned needs for protected area professionals in Asia (13 mentions each, Ta-
ble 1). Needs associated with natural resource management skills were focused on planning, 
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Table 1. Thematic topic areas identified as critical capacity-building needs to enhance protected 
area management effectiveness in the Asian context. The needs assessment was conducted as part 
of a special expert panel discussion on protected area capacity building at the IUCN World Con-
servation Congress in Jeju, Republic of Korea, September 2012.
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research, inventory, and data management, as well as the application of technological tools 
(e.g., Geographic Information Systems). Comments on the need for better communication 
skills were primarily focused on the ability of protected area professionals to raise awareness 
(e.g., among policy-makers and/or the general public) about the value of the protected areas 
they manage, including biodiversity conservation and the provision of ecosystem services. 
These comments also included several mentions of the need to better communicate the ben-
efits of specific training and capacity-building efforts. Other communication skill needs iden-
tified by the panelists included interpersonal communication techniques relevant to person-
nel management and team building. The need to build capacity for improved participatory 
management practices was also one the most commonly mentioned topics (12 mentions). 
Stakeholder and community relations and the need to integrate poverty and livelihood con-
siderations into decision-making were common sub-themes under this topic. Understanding 
indigenous cultures and the incorporation of local and traditional ecological knowledge was 
also mentioned by several of the panelists.

The next most commonly mentioned needs (identified by seven panelists each) for pro-
tected area management in Asia were related to mainstreaming efforts to monitor and evalu-
ate management effectiveness, fostering greater collaboration and partnership building, and 
enhancing the understanding of adaptation strategies to promote the resilience of protected 
area systems in the face of global climate change. These needs were followed by a focus on 
the design and delivery aspects of capacity-building initiatives (6 mentions). Under this top-
ic, panelists emphasized the need to take advantage of available technologies to enhance the 
impact of training efforts through remote and electronic delivery. Another sub-theme under 
training design focused on contextualizing programs using a workshop model and locally 
relevant content and languages.

Remaining capacity-building needs were mentioned by approximately one-fourth or 
fewer of the panelists. These included connectivity issues within protected area systems, 
ecological restoration skills, and techniques for addressing human–wildlife conflict in and 
around protected areas (five mentions each). Invasive species management, resource protec-
tion/law enforcement, and integrating protected area management with other sectors such as 
agriculture and tourism were each mentioned by four panelists. Sustainable funding mecha-
nisms, adequate policy formulation and implementation processes, and tourism/visitor man-
agement were the least-mentioned topics that were raised by more than one panelist.

Discussion and conclusions
Results of the Asian protected area management capacity-building needs assessment pre-
sented here reflect those of previous efforts. For example, a survey was conducted in 2010 
on the future direction of WCPA in Asia (Shadie 2011). Input provided by 127 WCPA and 
other protected area officials in the region suggested the following six capacity needs as top 
priorities: climate change adaptation, co-management and use of traditional knowledge, nat-
ural resource management, planning, sustainable development, and human–wildlife conflict. 
Participants in the Jeju 2012 needs assessment reiterated all of these themes as critical to en-
hancing protected area management effectiveness in Asia. The focus on certain topics, such 
as general natural resource management principles, participatory management, and climate 
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change adaptation, suggests the continued centrality and importance of these themes to in-
form the development of future capacity-building efforts in the region. 

A cross-cutting issue that emerged from this discussion was the importance of incorpo-
rating social science considerations in protected area capacity building. Several themes, such 
as participatory management, communication skills, collaboration/partnership building, and 
human–wildlife conflict, illustrate a need to build capacity among Asia’s protected area pro-
fessionals to integrate the social sciences into management practice. While this trend is not 
specific to the region (Mascia et al. 2003), the challenges facing protected areas in Asia are 
strongly indicative of the need for a greater focus in this area. Such an emphasis could en-
hance the understanding of the complex social–ecological systems that characterize modern 
protected area sites and networks and better equip managers to approach problem solving 
from a multi-disciplinary perspective. 

Developing innovative mechanisms to enhance protected area management effectiveness 
in the face of accelerated change continues to be a key challenge for the global conservation 
community. Building capacity among protected area managers has been consistently iden-
tified as a promising means by which to address this challenge (Child 1994; Appleton et 
al. 2003; Bonine, Reid, and Dalzen 2003; Mathur et al. 2011). Periodically assessing the 
capacity needs of protected area managers is critical to informing the development of targeted 
interventions that maximize efficiency and impact. Such interventions can also be enhanced 
by forming collaborative partnerships that utilize specific expertise offered by a wide range of 
conservation organizations. 
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