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Abstract 

Bushmeat is essential for both food security and the local economy of rural populations living in the 

Congo Basin. Since the 1990s, environmental movements have raised concerns about the negative 

impact of subsistence and commercial hunting on wildlife in tropical forests, due to weak bushmeat 

trade management with open-access to wildlife resources and massive over-exploitation. Analysis of the 

Central African Republic’s situation reveals a different reality, with clear evidence of strong social 

regulation in terms of access to common wildlife through the Village Hunting Territory (VHT) system. 

An analysis of the VHT Model highlights the presence of governing bodies and rules at village level, 

determining the working practices of hunting within defined areas. This model echoes Ostrom's 

proposition for sustainable common pool resource management. In order to achieve sustainable and 

equitable management of bushmeat, there is a need to formalize the VHT at State level, to integrate the 

different lifestyles of non-territorial actors, namely the Pygmies and pastoralist Peuls in the village 

territory, and finally to encourage further research on the implementation of relevant indicators to assess 

the level of impact of hunting on wildlife. 
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Introduction 

For the countries of the Congo Basin, hunting has been a part of their history for thousands of years. 

For the last thirty years, in a context of population growth, environmentalists raised the issue of 

depletion of wildlife in tropical forests with the bushmeat crisis (Rose 1996). If biodiversity 

conservation is an important concern for the international community, bushmeat still plays a major 

role in the economic growth of rural areas (FAO 2015). Therefore, the question of its sustainability is 

crucial, and the governance of wildlife as a common pool resource is a major concern both for 

conservationists and practitioners. A part from the lack of effective governance systems (Van Schaik 

and Rijksen 2002); open-access is being blamed for fuelling the empty forest syndrome (Redford 

1992), both subsistence and commercial hunting being considered as the main causes of wildlife 

losses. Challenging the “Tragedy of the Commons” theory (Hardin 1968), Ostrom (2010) offers an 

alternative approach to governing the commons with the concept of common pool resources where 

people can effectively and equitability manage their natural resource resources through their own 

rules and institutions.  

Land use has been extensively studied in Africa in recent years and the question of access to land and 

natural resources largely promoted through numerous community-based management programmes 

(Hulme and Murphree 2011, Adams et al. 2004). However, if the question of land access is well-

understood as far as agriculture is concerned, little is known about the social organization of hunting, 

and often driven by the preconceived ideas of wildlife being an open-access resource. The concept of 

the Village Hunting Territory (VHT) has been identified in the forest areas of Southwest CAR, first 

through anthropological researches in the village of Barondo (Lambert 2007, Moussa 2007) and in the 

context of the PGTCV project (Roulet et al. 2008).  
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VHT can be defined as a portion of nature, where wildlife is perceived as a common resource and on 

which hunting is self-governed. Typically, the village hunting territory (VHT) model meets three 

conditions: (i) a spatial logic in land use; (ii) the presence of management bodies and (iii) the 

existence of management rules.  

In this paper, based on field observations, we attempt to describe how VHT is functioning and discuss 

about the shortcomings of the VHT model as potential ways to improve the system in order to foster 

and sustain an equitably management of bushmeat trade. 

 

Methodology/approach  

Study area  

The study has been undertaken in the south-west of the CAR, in the Lobaye Valley, from 2005-2008, in 

the context of the Project for the Management of Villagers’ Hunting Territories
1
 (PGTCV). The Lobaye 

Shanga interfluve ranges from densely semi-deciduous forest in south of Lobaye river, to wooden 

savannah/gallery forests mosaic in the north (Fig. 1). 

From an anthropological perspective, four different ethnic groups were involved in the study. The two 

main ones are the Bofi group related to the Gbaya and the Banda-Yanguérés part of Banda ethnic group 

who had migrated to Berberati Region in the 19
th
 Century. Semi-nomadic Pygmy communities known 

as Bofi Pygmy and nomadic pastoralists, the Mbororo group (Peul), are also key players.  

The pilot village of Banga was mainly inhabited by Bofi and a number of Bofi Pygmies. As in other 

Bofi village, Banga is located in savannah patches inside the forest, likely to reject deep forest lifestyle. 

Oppositely, Bounguélé is located in the heart of the forest, along the Bambio-Nola-Berberati road built 

in the 1940s. The village was mainly inhabited by Banda-Yanguéré group. Like Bofi, the Banda-

Yanguéré group follows a patrilineal pattern in acephalous society. They also maintain dominance 

relationships with the semi-nomadic Pygmy in the vicinity of the village. 

 

Fig. 1: Study area showing the location of the pilot villages of Banga and Bounguélé 

Data 

Hunting practices of villagers were closely monitored by the PGTCV’s agents living there. Data were 

obtained using participatory inquiry, interviews, attendance of meetings and direct observations. Projects 
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staff regularly joined the hunters during the hunt and at camp sites. Finally, a set of approaches and 

techniques that combined the tools of modern cartography with participatory methods was used to 

integrate the spatial knowledge of local communities in academics mapping. 

 

Results  

A specific geographical area 

In the case of the Lobaye valley communal land can be divided in three management unit: (i) organized 

around the settlements the first type concerns family gardens and high value perennial crops, such as 

coffee plants, (ii) close-by the previous one are fallows and land utilized to produce annual crops such as 

manioc, groundnut, maize or squash, (iii) the third one concerned by the VHT is the outer part of the 

territory consists of forest areas used for hunting and NTFP gathering activities (Fig. 2). 

 

Fig 2: Land-use plan adapted from Roulet et al. (2008) 

Specific Boundaries 

Boundaries constitute an important part of the traditional geographic approach. During the mapping of 

VHT boundaries, it became clear that the concept of linear borders failed to capture the reality of the 

system. Members of a community respect VHT boundaries according to topographical features, 

symbolic characters or because of the presence of specific natural resources. Moreover, sense of 

ownership is greatly strengthened by the level of knowledge and use of a terrain. For example, as you 

move further away from a village, ownership is physically marked by the opening of tracks. Logically, 

the area of influence of each village decreases with distance, which is consistent with the fact that VHT 

size rarely exceeds a day walk. The boundaries between adjacent VHTs remain blurred and are in fact 

more like buffer areas within the confines of territories that can be used by anyone (Fig. 2).  

Hunting village territory governing bodies 

Organizational structure of village communities. The main structure of tenure systems being based on 

the traditional village community, the tenure inheritance often follows a patrilineal system. The 

organizational structure of village communities can be classed in five levels of increasing significance: 

(1) the household is the basic unit and consists of one adult male, his wife and their unmarried children; 

(2) the extended family includes all direct living descendants of the head of the family; (3) the lineage is 

composed of the descendants of a common ancestor considered to be the founder of the line; (4) the 



 

 

fourth level is the village which forms the basis of social life; and (5) the clan who brings together a 

group of people with a common ancestor.  

Traditional chieftaincy system. The VHT governing body has a two-level structure: the traditional 

village leadership and the State’s representatives. Administrative officers are responsible for the 

implementation of national policies e.g. the control of the use of and access to wildlife. In practice the 

forest is perceived by local communities as a common property and it is the traditional leaders who 

assign land use rights to community members.  

Functioning of governing bodies. The VHT model governing body, made up of the village chieftaincy 

and lineages, is based on consensus decision-making. At village level, every collective decision requires 

the approval of all lineages, and the elders are generally part of the village council. For instance, in cases 

of intra-lineage disputes, the head of the lineage is the first to be consulted. The head of the village will 

intervene in cases of disagreement between lineage members.  

Rights and management rules in the village hunting territory  

Contrary to widespread opinion, common wildlife does not come under open-access but is regulated by 

four types of rights related to access and exploitation : (1) the right of access and extraction allows 

access to a resource and authorises the removal of it; (2) the management rights define how, when and 

where the removal can take place; (3) the right of exclusion ban those who are excluded; (4) and the 

right of alienation authorizes the sale or rent of the resource to a third party (Aumeeruddy-Thomas and 

De Garine 2008) .  

Native villagers hold legitimate rights of access and harvest wildlife in the VHT. The village forest is 

not an open-access area and, in principle, non-natives would not be permitted to hunt there. However, 

temporary hunters are frequently welcomed, such as neighbouring villagers, relatives or even friends.  

In the Bofi and Banda Yanguere ethnic groups, the affiliation is patrilineal. Each village has a portion of 

land, called a “village forest”, for which the implicit boundaries are known to all. Access is restricted to 

the village’s founder lineages and their wives only. The village community, bringing together all 

lineages, defines the boundaries of the VHT and the exclusion of outsiders. Nevertheless the rules are 

flexible between neighbouring villages, and this is marked by the presence of areas of common land at 

the edges of village forests (Fig. 2). Privileged relationships, such as marriages, can be built between 

lineages of neighbouring villages, opening specific rights for hunting in the respective village forests. At 

the beginning of hunting season the construction of a temporary camp marks ownership (Fig. 2). As 

traps are set and paths used, private access is reserved and hunting from the area opens up the rights 

once more to a new exclusive user. However, even if use of land is relatively individual, then game is 

subject to redistribution requirements.  

Friendship also plays a major role in determining rights of access and to hunt and non-native hunters 

may be granted hunting rights in village forests. Upon arrival, the newcomer is totally dependent on his 

friend, staying at his home and accompanying him on hunting trips, and is obliged to redistribute any 

game caught. Specific rules can also be applied to non-native hunters and bushmeat traders may 

temporarily be accepted into the VHT. The candidate must introduce himself to the chieftaincy and 

generally offers presents to show his respect and appreciation of the authority of the village institution. 

The candidate is assigned to a hunting team from the village that will accompany him on all hunting 

trips. The team is paid by the candidate and a portion of the game harvested is given to the community. 

Another variant of the model is observed in the savannahs where fire-hunting continues to take place. 

Only a few lineages hold the right to set fires and the appropriation of the game collected from the fire 

during dry season. After the fire the land and remaining wildlife are returned to the village community.   

 



 

 

Discussion 

Wildlife Access and Self-Governance  

This form of self-governance of wildlife resources closely echoes the Commons governance model, 

introduced by Ostrom (2010). In contrast to the Tragedy of the commons (Hardin 1968), Ostrom 

demonstrates that common pool resources may be managed by voluntary organizations rather than by a 

coercive state or the market. For the model to function effectively, Ostrom offers 8 principles, identified 

from successful practice in sustainable and equitable governance of commons in the community. 

Individuals with rights to harvest resources must be clearly identified, as should the boundaries of the 

common pool resources. In this respect, the VHT model fully meets this criteria and match with the 

rules governing the use of common goods for local needs. Nevertheless, there are limitations and VHT 

model to be efficient, should ensure that everyone can participate in modifying the rules, therefore 

integrating all stakeholders into the system. In addition, there is a need for an official recognition of 

these rights so that the governing bodies can’t be challenged by external governmental authorities. Our 

recommendations are outlined in the following section.  

Integrating non-territorial actors: the case of the Pygmies and the Peuls  

The question of integrating non-territorial actors arises when considering the collective-choice principle 

identified by Ostrom as being necessary for successful governance.  

The Pygmy. Roulet (2010) has previously discussed the case of the Pygmy ethnic group. Traditionally, 

and with their vision of non-limited space, Pygmies develop avoidance strategies, moving away from an 

area when there is an emerging conflict or when there is competition for resources. However, with the 

monetisation of the economy and the construction of roads by the forest industry, the social and strategic 

practices of the Pygmy people have changed (Fargeot and Roulet 2011) with a tendency of settling 

whilst continuing to exploit a specific territory area by hunting and gathering. By setting up trade camps 

in the vicinity of villages, the Pygmies demonstrated their desire for emancipation with the risk of 

becoming dependent upon bushmeat traders and of getting into debt. This highlights the need to provide 

long-term, sustainable intervention in order to guarantee the basic rights of these semi-nomadic peoples, 

to change the balance of domination in the villager-Pygmy relationship and to enable the Pygmies to be 

truly integrated into wildlife management governing bodies.   

The Mbororo pastoralists. When looking at the case of the Mbororo pastoralists, a different issue is 

raised. Nomadic cattle breeding in the CAR has witnessed, since the arrival of the first herds in the 

1920s, numerous conflicts between sedentary farmers and the Peul pastoralists. In fact, the practice of 

burning savannahs is a key component in pasture management. We have highlighted the social and 

economic importance of fire hunting for villagers, which is linked to a strong feeling of ownership of the 

savannahs. This ownership relies on the right to set fires, which in turn gives the right to ownership of 

the game harvested during fire-hunting. As a consequence, a conflict arises in the management of two 

distinct resources in the common areas of the central African savannah: bushmeat for the village hunters 

and grass for the nomadic pastoralists. Furthermore, occupation of the space differs between, on the one 

hand the village territory, and on the other hand the transitory presence in both time and space of the 

Peuls. In order to sustainably resolve conflicts and enable a common governance of resources, the 

conflicts need to be accurately documented, and within in much a broader vision than that of village 

territory.  

Official recognition of the VHT  

Although the VHT model is currently in practice, the issue of its legality needs to be clarified. VHT 

status has not yet been recognized by the CAR government. The VHT’s official contribution would be 

to help secure current practices and prevent conflict situations between users. It would also allow for the 

extensive management of the natural environment in relation to the use of fire-hunting in the savannahs 



 

 

and garden hunting practices in forest areas to continue. Official documents concerning decentralisation 

at village level are available, and all that is needed, in a minor amendment, is the acknowledgement of 

actual role of the chieftaincy in the management of village territory natural resources, whether for land 

use, commercial hunting or gathering activities. In practical terms, village practices related to wildlife 

could be gradually brought together in an internal bylaw, based on the approach of approved hunting 

associations in France. Under this system, the law sets the general framework and principles of action 

and then each association is free to organise itself in accordance with its needs.  

Deeper into the management of bushmeat resources  

The existence of rules which govern access to wildlife resources contributes to the sustainability of the 

bushmeat system in the CAR. However, even if access to the hunting territory is tightly constrained 

socially, no wildlife management rules could be identified at VHT level. One might wonder whether 

such an approach is relevant in terms of common wildlife management and whether in fact the absence 

of management rules reflects an abundance of resources; villagers would not feel the need to impose 

restrictions unless they felt the resource was becoming scarcer. Economic constraints and opportunity 

cost would therefore be important factors in determining hunting regulations. Given the importance of 

the issue, more research is needed to clarify the situation and to suggest initiatives for a sustainable 

bushmeat trade, from the bush to the table.  

 

Conclusions/outlook 

The concept of a VHT, as defined in this paper, is a handy tool to understand the organization of 

common wildlife management in central Africa. The observations disprove the preconceived idea that 

African wildlife is an open-access resource and challenge the alarmist predictions of the bushmeat crisis 

leading to an empty forest syndrome. Our major finding is that wildlife access is constrained in the CAR 

by social regulation. It echoes Ostrom’s finding who considers that wildlife has to be considered not as 

an open-access resource but as a common pool resource which can be self-managed by the local 

community. On the question of the CAR's bushmeat crisis situation, the concept of VHT could support a 

possible form of bushmeat regulation, but this institutional frame work still request a stronger support 

from the authorities. 
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