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Case Study: Incentive Measures in Ecuador

Comuna of Loma Alta is located in the Colonche Mountains of coastal Ecuador and comprises four villages – Loma Alta, El Suspiro, La Union, and La Ponga. In Loma Alta, communities own property rights to 6,842 ha of land. The members of what is called Comuna have a structured property right over land, including some forested lands. The Comunas has been recognized as the form of local institution since the Law of Comunas was instituted in 1936.

Despite the fact that there are property rights over land for some locations, the lack of local institutions that regulate the use and regeneration of the forest ecosystem endangered the sustainability of ecosystem services from the rain forest. Limited oversight and rule exists regarding the cutting of trees, hunting inside the forest ecosystem, and the cutting of forests for agricultural and pasture uses. The allocation of property rights to selected parts of the forest also makes sustaining a contiguous integral ecosystem difficult. Comparatively, the part of the forest that is not assigned property rights is the extensively exploited segment in the rain forest. As a result, Loma Alta forested lands deteriorated at a rate of 10 ha per year converted to agricultural cultivation and 30 ha per year to pasture uses.

Due to encroachment in to the forest, in 1986 the government of Ecuador designated a protected area. By 1987, the Ministry of Agriculture created a 1650 hectare land a protected forest area. However, a large amount of land still remained open for public access. Due to the attractiveness of Carludovica palmate (Paja toquilla), plants whose leaves are sold to make hats, a significant amount of land is cleared for this purpose. Carludovica is one of the highly valued agricultural commodities. Both forested lands with property rights ownership and public forested lands are cleared for high value agricultural production. This trend did not result in the maintenance of sustainable forest eco-service uses. 

The fact that the four villages that benefit from the forest are located at some distance from the forest made regulation and enforcement costs high. This hampered proper transition towards the creation of local institutional capacity to preserve the resource. Furthermore, major stake-holders did not perceive the benefits of preservation to justify the perceived costs. Hunters do not have sufficient incentive to participate in sustainable practices as the activity did not contribute a significant proportion to their livelihood. Farmers and loggers extensively used the forest for a long time period, as the alternative economic incentive is strong compared to the perceived benefits of sustainable practices. People living outside the village also exploited the forest resources due to the absence of regulation and have little incentive to effectively participate in conservation efforts.

The lack of knowledge in terms of the relationship between sustainable ecosystem use and livelihoods, and lack of a concerted effort to support local institutions in initiating sustainability-enhancing institutional practices, adversely affects the rain forest. This case study is a good example of how economic incentives in alternative activities with a lack of properly defined property rights and participatory sustainable resource management institutions can have an adverse effect on ecosystem management.
