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Abstract 
 
This essay explores the role that private protected areas have in conserving biodiversity, 
by considering their efficacy, the cost of management, their social impacts on 
neighbouring communities, and their impacts on biodiversity beyond their boundaries. In 
particular, it considers how private protected areas might differ from protected areas 
under state, shared or community governance. It finds that private protected areas do 
not face unique challenges or opportunities compared with other forms of protected 
area, although they experience certain key issues in a different way, such as the role of 
market activities in conservation, the uneven distribution of protected areas across 
biomes, and the social accountability of protected areas. It finds that private protected 
areas are best considered as a supplement, not a substitute, for other forms of protected 
area  
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Introduction  
 

Private protected areas (PPAs) have a long history. The earliest land trusts in the US 

date from 1891 (Bernstein and Mitchell 2009), NGOs have owned and managed land for 

nature in the UK since the late 19th century (Hodge and Adams 2012), and Ochoa 

Ochoa et al. (2009) cite the case of a Mexican PPA established in approximately 1824. 

PPAs were discussed at the first World Parks Congress in 1962 (Langholz and Lassoie 

2001). Yet compared to other forms of protected area, they have been relatively 

neglected within the literature, which may be part of a wider tendency amongst 

conservation scholars to focus on state land, where data and access is more readily 

available, than private land (Knight 1999). The purpose of this essay is to explore the 

role of PPAs in conserving global biodiversity, specifically by attempting to answer the 

four questions on protected areas identified by Sutherland et al. (2009) as having the 

greatest potential impact on conserving global biodiversity. These questions are part of 

a longer list of 100 questions drawn up by a large panel of experienced experts to guide 

future research and practice in biodiversity conservation. It represents the best current 

attempt to create an overview of the most important and pressing issues. I consider 

what the answers to these questions are for PPAs, and how this might differ to protected 

areas under other forms of governance. These questions are: (1) How effective are 

different types of protected areas (e.g., strict nature reserves, hunting reserves, and 

national parks) at conserving biodiversity and providing ecosystem services? (2) What is 

the management cost per hectare required to manage protected areas effectively, and 

how does this vary with management category, geography, and threat? (3) What are the 

human well-being costs and benefits of protected areas, how are these distributed, and 

how do they vary with governance, resource tenure arrangements, and site 

characteristics? (4) How does the management of protected areas affect conservation 

beyond the boundaries of the protected area, such as through the displacement of 

human populations, hunting, or fishing? These questions are not listed in priority order. 

Analysing PPAs is important because they are relatively rarely studied, yet they make a 

significant contribution to conservation in some areas, they may be increasing in 

number, particularly given neoliberal tendencies in conservation which emphasise an 

increased role for private actors (Büscher and Wande 2007; Igoe and Croucher 2007; 
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Büscher 2008; Holmes 2012), and because PPAs may work differently to other forms of 

protected area (Langholz and Lassoie 2001). In answering these, I do not pretend to 

produce detailed and definitive answers but to outline key trends as well as gaps in 

knowledge. This paper begins by exploring definitions of protected areas, before 

exploring each of the four questions. 

 

1. What is a private protected area? 

 

Building on earlier explorations (Langholz and Lassoie 2001; Langholz and Krug 2003), 

definitions of what constitutes a PPA have become clearer following the publication of 

the most recent IUCN guidelines (Dudley 2008). These define a protected area as “A 

clearly defined geographical space, recognised, dedicated and managed, through legal 

or other effective means, to achieve the long-term conservation of nature with 

associated ecosystem services and cultural values” (Dudley 2008 p8), and defines 

PPAs as those “under individual, cooperative, NGO or corporate control and/or 

ownership, and managed under not-for-profit or for-profit schemes....[where] the 

authority for managing the protected land and resources rests with the landowners, who 

determine the conservation objective, develop and enforce management plans and 

remain in charge of decisions, subject to applicable legislation” (Dudley 2008 p26). This 

distinguishes PPAs from protected areas under state, shared, or community or 

indigenous governance. PPAs can fall under any of the IUCN management categories, 

which are used to distinguish between different kinds of protected areas which have 

different goals and serve different purposes (see table 1). Hannah’s (2006) review of 

Canadian PPAs explores examples whose management ranges from category 1a to VI, 

with a variety of owners and stark differences in size. Many countries do not provide any 

legal frameworks for recognising PPAs as distinct from any other form of private land 

use, including those with considerable numbers of PPAs, such as South Africa and Chile 

(Corcuera et al. 2003; Pasquini et al. 2010), but these are recognised within this IUCN 

definition.  
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Table 1: Definitions of the IUCN protected area management categories (adapted from 

Dudley, 2008) 

 

Category Definition 

Ia Strict nature reserve – “areas set aside to protect biodiversity and also 
possibly geological/geomorphological features, where human visitation, use 
and impacts are strictly controlled and limited to ensure protection of the 
conservation values” (Dudley, 2008, p13) 

Ib Wilderness areas – “large unmodified or slightly modified areas, retaining 
their natural character and influence, without permanent or significant 
human habitation, which are protected and managed so as to preserve 
their natural condition.” (Dudley, 2008, p14) 

II National park – “large natural or near natural areas set aside to protect 
large-scale ecological processes, along with the complement of species 
and ecosystems characteristic of the area, which also provide a foundation 
for environmentally and culturally compatible spiritual, scientific, 
educational, recreational and visitor opportunities.” (Dudley, 2008, p16) 

III Natural Monument “areas set aside to protect a specific natural monument, 
which can be a landform, sea mount, submarine cavern, geological feature 
such as a cave or even a living feature such as an ancient grove. (Dudley, 
2008, p17) 

IV Habitat/species management area “areas aim to protect particular species 
or habitats and management reflects this priority. Many category IV 
protected areas will need regular, active interventions to address the 
requirements of particular species or to maintain habitats, but this is not a 
requirement of the category.” (Dudley, 2008, p19) 

V Protected landscape/seascape “area where the interaction of people and 
nature over time has produced an area of distinct character with significant 
ecological, biological, cultural and scenic value: and where safeguarding 
the integrity of this interaction is vital to protecting and sustaining the area 
and its associated nature conservation and other values (Dudley, 2008, 
p20) 

VI Protected area with sustainable use of natural resources “protected areas 
[that] conserve ecosystems and habitats, together with associated cultural 
values and traditional natural resource management systems. They are 
generally large, with most of the area in a natural condition, where a 
proportion is under sustainable natural resource management and where 
low-level non-industrial use of natural resources compatible with nature 
conservation is seen as one of the main aims of the area.”(Dudley, 2008, 
p22) 

 

Problems remain with this IUCN definition, particularly in how it defines and 

distinguishes between ownership and control. Firstly, ownership within PPAs is often 
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fuzzy, with private individuals or NGOs blending with governments or communities, 

blurring the lines between what is a private, state or community or indigenous protected 

area. Secondly, this definition is unclear of whether the defining feature of PPAs is that 

the land is privately owned, or whether it is privately controlled, where primary 

responsibility and ability for making land management decisions lies with a private actor. 

Whilst in most cases the person or organisation who owns the land may also have full 

management responsibilitu and capacity, there are some cases where control of state-

owned protected areas is subcontracted or held in trust by a corporation or NGO (e.g. 

Büscher and Wande 2007; Carter et al 2008; Holmes 2012, 2013), making it unclear if 

these are private or state protected areas. Secondly, there is uncertainty over whether 

PPAs have sufficient longevity to qualify as protected areas, given that they depend on 

the ability and will of private owners to maintain them, which may be more fragile than 

the forces underpinning state or community protected areas. For example, owners may 

die, or lack the will or resources to maintain them.  Even state recognition and legislation 

of PPAs may not protect them from legal challenges and threats such as mining 

exploration (Rissman and Butsic 2010; Adams and Moon 2013), although this can also 

apply to protected areas under other forms of governance. Thirdly, there is uncertainty 

and contradictory statements in key documents (e.g. Dudley 2008) over whether certain 

conservation tools, such as easements or hunting estates, can be considered as PPAs. 

Quibbles over definitions of private protected areas are more than merely semantic. A 

clear definition is important for measuring how many PPAs there are and what 

contribution they make to conservation. Furthermore, countries looking to formalise, 

recognise or incentivise PPAs may draw upon the IUCN definition to inform this process, 

and lack of clarity may hinder this process. 

 

2. How effective are different types of protected areas (e.g., strict nature reserves, 

hunting reserves, and national parks) at conserving biodiversity and providing 

ecosystem services? 

 

In considering the effectiveness of PPAs, relative to other governance systems for 

protected areas, I interpret effectiveness in two ways: firstly, their effectiveness in adding 
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to the global total of land contained within a protected area, and secondly, their 

effectiveness in conserving the biodiversity contained within them. 

  

There is a lack of clarity on the effectiveness of PPAs in adding to the global total of 

protected area, even considering the uncertainty over definitions of PPAs. A search for 

protected areas containing “private” as part of their title or designation in the World 

Database of Protected Areas (WDPA) (IUCN/UNEP-WCMC, accessed 11th October 

2012) reveals 6169 areas in 25 countries (0.04% of total entries contained within the 

database), across all management categories, covering at least 25,357 km2 (equivalent 

to 0.14% of total area recorded in the database). This is an undercount, not least 

because the database relies on data supplied by individual national governments, yet 

many do not recognise PPAs and have no data on them. Some large and longstanding 

PPAs are missing, including Parque Pumalin in Chile (3109 km2, established in 1994) 

and the Savé Valley Conservancy in Zimbabwe (3400km2, established in 1991). Country 

level studies show trends missing from the database, and some individual countries 

show significant areas of PPAs. Carter et al. (2008) calculate that 13% (125,657km2) of 

Tanzania is contained within PPAs, most of which is land managed for commercial 

trophy hunting. Gallo et al. (2009) found that private protected areas cover 24% of the 

Klein Karoo eco-region in South Africa, compared to 14% covered by state PAs. Overall, 

enclosed private game areas (a broad category which encompasses areas dedicated to 

hunting, ecotourism and other activities) cover 16.7% of South Africa, compared with 

6.2% gazetted as state protected area (Snijders 2012). Langholz (1999) estimates that 

PPAs covered 1.2% of Costa Rica, and CODEFF (2005) estimate that 16,042km2 of 

Chile (2.12% of total surface area) is covered by PPAs. In Canada, one NGO (Nature 

Conservancy of Canada) manages 18,000 km2 of wild land (Hannah 2006), 0.18% of 

total national land surface area. These studies suggest that PPAs make an important 

national and local contribution to protected land in some countries, although much data 

is missing, and PPAs appear to be less significant at a global level.  

 

The contribution of PPAs to global protected area coverage is not just the extent that 

they cover, but their uneven distribution amongst areas and biomes. Firstly, as 
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transferable property rights are generally more established for land areas than sea 

(Schlager and Ostrom 1992), we can expect PPAs to be disproportionately terrestrial – 

of the 6169 areas in the WDPA which contain the phrase “private” as part of their title or 

designation, only 36 have a marine component, of which 18 are located in Bermuda. 

Some marine PPAs are recognised within the literature (e.g. Francis et al. 2002). 

Beyond these, there are examples where recreational diving companies have secured 

de facto but not de jure control over all access to some coral reefs, which they operate 

as quasi-PPAs, and which can be effective in conserving reef fish diversity (de Groot 

and Bush 2010).  It is worth considering that protected areas under all governance 

categories are overwhelmingly (IUCN-UNEP/WCMC 2012). Secondly, the distribution of 

PPAs may be uneven due to the availability of private land which can be used for 

conservation, and to the incentives which drive the creation of PPAs. 73% of PPAs in 

Costa Rica border the coast, most likely because formally declaring land as PPA gives 

landowners more secure tenure than they would have otherwise, particularly against 

squatter invasions, and coastal lands are a prime site for local government to 

expropriate land for tourism development and for squatters to invade (Langholz et al. 

2000). In Chile, the state has traditionally established protected areas on marginal land 

where there is little political opposition to conservation (Pauchard 2002), and 

consequently 84% of the total area contained within state protected areas is located in 

the austral regions (Pliscoff and Fuentes Castillo 2011). By contrast, Chilean PPAs 

disproportionately protect temperate forests, which have greater levels of endemism and 

are under greater threat of habitat destruction than austral regions, yet they are under-

presented in the state system, a trend which may be linked to the long history of middle-

class nature based tourism in these areas (Myers et al. 2000; Corcuera et al. 2002). 

Gallo et al. (2009) found that PPAs in the Klein Karoo are found disproportionately in 

lowland areas, , whereas state protected areas tend to be found in highland areas, 

which are cheaper and easier to conserve because they have low agricultural 

productivity and therefore lower opportunity costs. Here, PPAs cover nearly three times 

as much land as state protected areas, but they also conserve nine times as much 

habitat defined as endangered and critically endangered compared with state protected 

areas. Fisher and Dills (2012) found that property owned in the US by The Nature 
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Conservancy was disproportionately found in areas deemed by The Nature 

Conservancy to be a high conservation priority. Langholz and Lassoie (2001) argue that 

many PPAs are contiguous with state protected areas, and therefore contribute to 

conservation not just by increasing the total area under protection but by serving as a 

buffer zone or biological corridor for state areas. These examples indicate that the 

contribution that PPAs make to the effective conservation of biodiversity is not just that 

they add to the total area under protection, but that they may be conserving areas and 

biomes which are under-represented in state protected area systems, or which contain 

higher levels of endangered or endemic species. 

 

There is conflicting evidence over whether PPAs are more effective at conserving the 

biodiversity contained within them than protected areas under other forms of 

governance. Krug (2001), and Sims-Castley et al. (2005) argue that whereas state 

protected areas have few incentives to innovate or become efficient and are subject to 

changing political priorities and corruption, PPAs are more effective because they often 

have more flexible management structures, and because they are often under 

commercial pressures to minimise costs and maximise revenue. Cooke et al (2011) 

argue that local people may see private conservation as more legitimate than state 

conservation as it does not challenge private property rights in the same way as many 

state conservation initiatives, exposing it to less opposition and making it more effective.  

Hannah’s (2006) survey of Canadian PPAs finds that they are well governed, and 

Francis et al’s (2002) study finds that the marine PPAs in the Indian Ocean contain 

healthier ecosystems than nearby state administered marine protected areas. 

Conversely, Langholz and Lassoie (2001) argue that, with a few exceptions, PPAs tend 

to be small and cannot conserve megafauna effectively. Pasquini et al’s (2011) survey 

of NGOs who own PPAs found concerns over whether PPAs had sufficient legal and 

administrative expertise or institutional strength to effectively manage PPAs. It is worth 

considering that there are also concerns over the size and management expertise of 

protected areas under other forms of governance. Others argue that, as they are not 

backed by an institution as powerful or permanent as the state, owners may struggle to 

sustain PPAs and give them longevity to effectively conserve biodiversity in the long 
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term (Langholz and Lassoie 2001; Pasquini et al. 2011). Whilst there appears to be no 

empirical studies exploring how many PPAs have collapsed, unlike for state protected 

areas (Mascia and Pailler 2011), there are concerns over the ability of PPAs to sustain 

long term financial health, particularly those depending on ecotourism and other 

economic activities, which are subject to given shifting tourism trends and economic 

fluxes (Langholz and Lassoie 2001, Cousins et al. 2008). There are some high profile 

failures; John Wamsley, a critic of the inefficiencies of state protected areas, created a 

company in 1988, Earth Sanctuaries Limited, to run a network of for-profit PPAs in 

Australia, funded by ecotourism and other commercial activities. The company was 

listed on the Australian stock exchange in 2000, but was unable to make a profit and 

folded in 2006 (Sydee and Beder. 2006; Figgis et al. 2005). However, ecotourism 

revenues have sustained many large and economically successful for-profit PPAs in 

southern and eastern Africa for decades (Sims-Castley et al. 2005). Whilst discussions 

over the longevity and contribution of PPAs often focus on commercial activities and 

profit motives (Krug 2001; Langholz and Lassoie 2001; Sydee and Beder 2006), altruism 

and the commitment to conservation by owners may make a greater contribution. For 

example, even though private game reserves in South Africa can be very profitable, 

Pasquini et al’s (2011) survey found that owners were more motivated by conservation 

than financial goals (see Wallace 2005, for a similar finding with US conservation 

easements). This implies that such PPAs may be more resilient to economic fluxes 

which affect commercial activities, and there is no fundamental reason why PPAs should 

have less longevity than other forms of protected area. PPAs have been successfully 

run for over a century by NGOs in the UK (Hodge and Adams 2012), and many of the 

reserves operated by Earth Sanctuaries Limited were taken over by not-for-profit 

organisations after the company collapsed.  

 

When considering the effectiveness of PPAs in conserving biodiversity, it is worth 

considering what type of biodiversity they are conserving. As discussed above, PPAs 

may be disproportionately established in certain biomes with particular features or 

species. Furthermore, PPAs may be under pressure to make management decisions 

that protected areas under other forms of governance might not experience to the same 
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degree. For example, PPAs which depend on ecotourism may be under economic 

pressure to construct inappropriate developments or have visitor numbers which exceed 

capacity (Langholz and Lassoie 2001). They may overstock with charismatic species, 

exotic or extralimital species, or particular vegetation assemblages in order to be 

attractive to tourists or hunters, even if these may be of questionable conservation value 

(Sims-Castely et al. 2005; Lindsey 2006; Cousins et al. 2008; Snijders 2012). In South 

African game reserves, where the “big five” flagship species – elephant, rhino, lion, 

Cape Buffalo, leopard – are the main attractions to the tourist and hunting industries, 

PPAs may focus on conserving these at the expense of species which are less 

glamorous, less attractive to tourists, more expensive to maintain, and therefore less 

profitable (op.cit.). These reserves can be too small to sustain viable long-term 

populations of some large species without substantial management efforts (Hayward et 

al. 2007), and the construction of fences to contain animals within PPAs might disrupt 

migration patterns (Lindsey 2006). The South African model, which allows landowners to 

own wildlife living on their property and to benefit from it economically, may inadvertently 

incentivise PPAs to keep ownership over wildlife within their individual properties, and 

act against coordinated, large scale, management of species (Hayward et al. 2007). It 

should also be noted that PPAs have been at the forefront of reintroducing flagship 

species to their former range in South Africa, that they also conserve less glamorous 

species, and that re-introducing flagship species which have important ecological 

functions may have wider, positive ecological benefits on assemblages of flora and 

fauna (Hayward et al. 2007; Cousins et al. 2008; Snijders 2012). Protected areas under 

other forms of governance are also under pressure to create environments which are 

attractive to tourist, and which might undermine conservation goals, particularly given 

recent trends towards neoliberal forms of conservation in which even state protected 

areas are expected to pay for themselves through activities such as tourism (West and 

Carrier 2004). The difference may be that PPAs which depend economically on 

ecotourism may find it more difficult to resist such pressure, which may limit their 

conservation value.  
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Some indication of what measures can increase the effectiveness of PPAs’ contributions 

to conservation can be gained from the limited data on what drives their creation. 

Financial incentives, particularly around tax deductions, have been influential in 

promoting PPAs in the US and Australia (Merenlender et al. 2004; Adams and Moon 

2013). Formalisation and legal recognition of PPAs, and the creation of associations of 

PPA owners, has been important in Costa Rica and Paraguay, particularly when it 

strengthened land owners’ tenure (Langholz 1999; Quintana 2005). The creation of legal 

structures which allow landowners to enclose and legally own wild animals on their 

property, and to profit from them, were essential to the explosion of PPAs in South 

Africa. Yet the creation of many PPAs can be attributed not to laws or policies to 

encourage them, but to the altruism of owners and to wider contextual factors, such as 

the economic potential of the ecotourism industry in Eastern and Southern Africa (Carter 

et al. 2008), and the shift in rural economies from agricultural production to recreation in 

regions such as North America and South Africa (Merenlender et al. 2004; Snijders 

2012). As cases such as Chile demonstrate, it is possible to have significant numbers of 

PPAs in countries which do not legally recognise private conservation as a form of land 

use, let alone incentivise them, although the recently created PPA association in Chile is 

promoting legal recognition to encourage more private conservation. Although the 

national social, political, and economic contexts in which PPAs have emerged vary 

greatly, these examples imply that formal incentives such as financial benefits may not 

be essential, and that measures which incur minimal cost to government, such as legal 

recognition of PPAs and laws to allow ownership of wild fauna, may have a significant 

impact on PPA establishment. 

 

Yet whilst PPAs may be more or less effective than other forms of protected area, they 

contribute to conserving biodiversity by preventing land from being used for other, 

potentially damaging, land uses such as extraction or agriculture. This is only true if 

PPAs are a supplement to the state PA system, adding land to it, rather than a 

replacement or substitute for other forms of protected area governance. 
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3. What is the management cost per hectare required to manage protected areas 

effectively, and how does this vary with management category, geography, and 

threat? 

 

There are no studies which explore the relative cost of effectively conserving PPAs 

compared to similar protected areas under other forms of governance, although there is 

no reason why they should necessarily cost more or less. As discussed above, PPAs 

can generate sufficient income from commercial activities such as ecotourism and 

hunting to cover the costs of conservation. Indeed, they can be the most economically 

rational form of land use in some areas (Krug 2001).  

 

As well as costs, it is important to consider how income and profits vary by management 

category, geography, and other factors for PPAs which rely in some part on generating 

income through activities on their properties. Some business strategies and sources of 

income may be more viable in some PPAs than others. PPAs often use ecotourism to 

earn revenue because it promises considerable income with minimal environmental 

impact, yet not all areas contain biodiversity which can readily be marketed for tourism. 

The African Parks Network has a strategy of taking over the management of state 

owned protected areas in Africa which they consider to be failing, and operating them as 

de facto PPAs, funded through high end ecotourism. This is a lucrative but competitive 

market, but this business approach is only suitable for a handful of protected areas 

which have the species or natural features to be attractive to this market, leaving the 

vast majority unable to profit from their activity (Büscher and Wande 2007; Holmes 

2012). Income may fluctuate significantly as visitor numbers are vulnerable to changing 

fashions and geopolitical events. Similarly, emerging markets in payments for 

ecosystem services may generate more income in some places than others, such as 

biomes which contain larger amounts of carbon and therefore greater potential value 

from carbon markets. As a result, PPAs may be more likely to be established or 

successful in certain biomes with certain types of biodiversity which present business 

opportunities through tourism or payments for ecosystem services, such as those with 



 16 

large numbers of “charismatic megafauna” which tourists like to see, or high amounts of 

carbon, such as peatland. 

 

4. What are the human well-being costs and benefits of protected areas, how are 

these distributed, and how do they vary with governance, resource tenure 

arrangements, and site characteristics? 

 

There is relatively little literature exploring the social impacts of PPAs, and how they 

may differ from the social impacts of protected areas under other forms of governance, 

although some themes have been identified. Private protected areas have been 

criticised for preserving nature for the interests and enjoyment of a narrow and wealthy 

section of society. Firstly, whilst many PPAs are free to access, others can be extremely 

expensive, which can be particularly problematic when they are located in poor 

countries (Langholz and Lassoie 2001). Secondly, some PPAs in poorer countries are 

owned by wealthy foreigners, raising accusations of neo-colonialism, land grabbing and 

circumventing democratic processes (Langholz and Lassoie 2001; Zoomers 2010). The 

purchase of large tracts of land for PPAs in southern Chile by US entrepreneur and 

philanthropist Douglas Tompkins prompted strong debates about colonialism and 

sovereignty within Chile in the mid 1990s, resulting in presidential interventions 

preventing further land purchases. The controversy made PPAs a toxic political issue in 

Chile, so that whilst legal recognition of PPAs was proposed in 1994, the Tompkins 

controversy may have contributed to a failure to ratify such a law. Similar purchases in 

neighbouring Argentina by Tompkins and others have led to similar debates and angry 

political responses (Sanchez 2006), although Tompkins has committed to donating all 

his PPAs, totalling nearly 2 million hectares, to the Chilean and Argentinean states. In 

South Africa, the transition of lands from agriculture into game reserves is criticised for 

undermining food sovereignty (Snijders 2012). Thirdly, in some countries wealthy 

landowners with large holdings have been transforming their land from other uses into 

PPAs as a way of escaping land redistribution programmes (Langholz et al. 2000; 

Quintana and Morse 2005; Snijders 2012). Economic modelling indicates that land 

purchases for PPAs may push up property prices (Armsworth 2006), which may 
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exacerbate unequal land ownership by making it unaffordable for smallholder farmers, 

although in southern Chile, where smallholder farmers are abandoning and selling their 

land (Diaz et al. 2011), demand from conservationists may enable them to get good 

prices. Fourthly, local people may lay claim to the land and resources of PPAs controlled 

by wealthy or powerful individuals or organisations. Herders have been evicted from the 

Manyara Ranch PPA in Tanzania, and conflicts remain over distribution of costs and 

benefits from the ranch (Igoe and Croucher 2007; Goldmann 2011). Indigenous groups 

in Chile consider that part of a 115,000 hectare PPA created by one of the country’s 

richest men (and current president) occupies land which rightfully belongs to them 

(Meza 2009). Furthermore, the transition of land from other uses into PPAs can disrupt 

the employment conditions, access to land, and use of resources for people working or 

living in these areas (Snijders 2012), although the same is true of state areas.  

 

PPAs can have negative cultural impacts in addition to economic or livelihood effects. 

Brooks et al (2011) shows how private game reserve owners in South Africa create a 

particular version of history, revolving around ideas of wilderness and frontier 

settlement, in order to sell tourism. This vision glosses over the recent history of the 

area, and the culture and lives of the people who inhabit the landscape. The creation of 

PPAs in southern Chile by the Tompkins has provoked resentment by locals who claim 

the vision of the human-environment relationships within these projects undermines 

local culture, particularly gaucho identities (Jones 2012). 

 

Yet PPAs can bring social benefits to local populations. PPAs operating as ecotourism 

businesses in South Africa have been shown to increase local wages and employment 

levels, relative to the forms of land use that they replaced, although the inverse is true 

for hunting based game ranches (Langholz and Kerley 2006; Snijders 2012). Some 

large PPAs in Chile have been established on land vacated by bankrupt forestry 

projects, creating jobs to replace those previously lost in forestry. 

 

It is worth noting that all of the social impacts listed above could be equally applied to 

protected areas under other forms of governance. Herders in Tanzania and indigenous 



 18 

groups in Chile are in conflict with state protected areas (Igoe and Croucher 2007; Meza 

2009), state protected areas in South Africa are accused of producing a narrow and 

exclusionary vision of history (Carruthers 1996), protected areas have excluded local 

people throughout the world, and have been accused of neo-colonialism (West and 

Brockington 2006). The difference may be that PPAs are less democratically or locally 

accountable than protected areas under state, community or combined governance, 

although these protected areas may too be unaccountable and undemocratic (op. cit.).  

 

This essay contends that, although they are private activities on private land, PPAs 

should be considered to have social obligations to both local communities and the 

broader public. Local people may consider PPAs to be as socially harmful as other large 

private land uses such as massive hydroelectricity projects, even if these alternatives 

are potentially more environmentally destructive (Jones 2012). PPAs may even be more 

accountable to local populations and the wider public than other private land uses. 

Firstly, conservation is an activity which aspires to be a public good, saving biodiversity 

for all, even when it takes place on private land. In claiming to do conservation, PPAs 

are thus tacitly claiming to be acting in the public good, and are therefore to be held to 

higher standards of public accountability and public benefit than other private land uses 

such as farms. Secondly, PPAs may have further public obligations if they receive 

support such as subsidies from governments in recognition of the public benefits that 

they provide. Thirdly, Langholz and Lassoie (2001) and Cooke (2001) argue that PPAs 

can be more efficient at conserving biodiversity because they are more locally 

accountable than state protected areas, and are less likely to be opposed, although the 

relationship between local support for protected areas and efficacy of conservation is far 

from straightforward (Holmes 2013). 

 

5. How does the management of protected areas affect conservation beyond the 

boundaries of the protected area, such as through the displacement of human 

populations, hunting, or fishing? 
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I address the issue of the impacts of PPAs beyond their boundaries in two ways; firstly, 

by considering the direct impacts on land use and biodiversity on neighbouring areas, 

and secondly, by exploring the wider social and political implications of PPAs, and what 

this might mean for biodiversity.  

 

PPAs may have some direct positive conservation effects on wider landscapes beyond 

their boundaries. Langholz and Lassoie (2001) argue that individuals or organisations 

may be drawn to establish PPAs on the boundaries of pre-existing protected areas, and 

this clustering produces larger areas under protection than PPAs could produce 

individually.  For example, a number of PPAs have been established on the periphery of 

Kruger National Park in South Africa because of the economic potential of ecotourism 

activities, and consequently they act as a de facto park extension (Saayman and 

Saayman 2006). Even though wildlife regulations in South Africa may give PPAs 

incentives to resist large scale coordinated management of wildlife (Hayward et al. 

2007), some contiguous PPAs have removed fences separating individual properties to 

form a larger conservation unit which better supports biodiversity (Druce et al. 2008). 

Conversely, economic modelling by Armsworth et al (2006) predicts some negative 

consequences from land purchases for conservation. Firstly, such purchases may 

displace, rather than prevent, land development, and this development could be 

displaced onto land of high biodiversity value which might otherwise remain 

undeveloped. Secondly, the creation of conservation areas may make a region more 

attractive to developers, leading to an inflow of investment and development which may 

not otherwise happen. Thirdly, land purchases for conservation may increase land 

prices within a region, making further purchases for conservation more difficult. 

Economic modelling by Lennox et al (2012) predicts a similar effect for conservation 

easements, as individual landowners push for NGOs to pay higher prices for 

easements, increasing the costs of creating easements, and limiting the potential of this 

tool within the region.  

 

The broader social and political effects of PPAs, and their impact on biodiversity 

conservation, are important to consider, particularly if the role of PPAs was to expand. 
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Firstly, PPAs may allow environmentally harmful companies to “greenwash” their 

negative image. For example, conservationists in Chile have accused forestry 

companies of establishing forest PPAs in order to improve public perception of their 

environmental impacts. More broadly, PPAs associated with providing market solutions 

to conservation, either because they are businesses themselves or because they are 

funded by businesses, are accused of “greenwashing” capitalism in general (Büscher 

and Wande 2007; Igoe and Brockington 2007; Büscher 2008; Holmes 2012). They 

distract from capitalism’s role in driving biodiversity loss through the exploitation of 

natural resources to feed ever growing economies, markets, and consumers. Instead, 

they argue that capitalism and markets are the solution. Rather than saving biodiversity 

by consuming less, they argue that to save biodiversity, more consumption of the right 

things, such as ecotourism holidays or the products produced by companies which 

sponsor PPAs, is needed.  

 

The growth of PPAs may also lead to forms of moral hazard in conservation. A rising 

profile for PPAs may lead to states reducing their investment in protected areas, with the 

expectation that the private sector will replace it, part of wider shifts towards neoliberal 

conservation in which states are rolling back their direct involvement in saving 

biodiversity, whilst facilitating market and civil society involvement (Igoe and Brockington 

2007). As discussed in section 2, PPAs may only protect certain kinds of places and 

certain forms of biodiversity, and moves towards greater roles for PPAs may leave other 

areas unprotected. An over dependence on markets and private sector actors may only 

protect biodiversity which generates enough income to cover the costs of conservation. 

As Zimbabwean President Robert Mugabe argued, species must “pay to stay”, but not 

all species are able to do so. Markets in species can be ineffective for their 

conservation, or even counterproductive (Ehrenfeld 2008). Despite these potential 

dangers, it is worth noting that the great majority of protected areas are not under 

private governance, and that a large number of PPAs are motivated not by markets and 

profits, but by altruism (Wallace, 2005, Pasquini et al, 2011, Adams and Hodge, 2012). 

 

Conclusion 
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It is important to recognise that all the issues discussed above are not unique to PPAs, 

but also apply to protected areas under other forms of governance. The difference is the 

degree to which they apply. PPAs may, compared to state, co-managed or community 

protected areas, make a particularly important contribution to the conservation of 

biodiversity by adding to the total area under protection, by protecting places which are 

relatively neglected by other forms of protected area, and by potentially being more 

effective and efficient than other forms of governance. Yet they may be more exposed to 

problems such as becoming distracted from their conservation mission by income 

generating activities, their impact on land prices and development beyond their 

boundaries, concerns over greenwashing, and the consequence of this for biodiversity. 

Nevertheless, when evaluating the role of PPAs in saving biodiversity, it is important to 

consider what alternative forms of land use exist for sites currently under private 

protection, and the environmental (and social) impacts that these might have. One 

would expect a PPA to be more likely to produce positive environmental, and perhaps 

even social, impacts than a forestry enterprise or agriculture. Given that it is not clear 

that PPAs are any more effective, efficient, or socially beneficial than other forms of 

protected area, or that they have fewer negative consequences beyond their 

boundaries, they should be considered as an addition, rather than a substitute, to other 

forms of protected area.  
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