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ABSTRACT

This study assesses the awareness and perception of local communities towards
the conservation of wildlife resources in Obi Local Government Area of Benue
Sate with a view of proffering suitable options towards wildlife conservation in
the study area. One hundred and eighty copies of questionnaire were randomly
and proportionately administered in six Wards of Adum, Adiko, Itogo, Odiapa,
Obarike and Okpokwu out of the twelve existing Wards in the study area. Data
obtained were subjected to descriptive statistics (percentage, pie chart, and
histogram). The findings reveal among others 52% of the respondents perceived
that wildlife conservation is for the establishment of game reserves, and few
indicated that poaching isa major problem of wildlife conservation in the study
area. The research recommended the enforcement of laws, enlightenment
campaigns, and employment of the locals and provision of social amenities to
the communities.
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INTRODUCTION

Wildliferesourcescontributedirectly and indirectly toloca and nationa economy through
revenue generation and weal th creation. People depend on wildlifefor shelter, food, other
ecosystem goodsand servicesand thefulfillment of critical ecologica functionsthat are
important for theweb of lifeand itsassociative or supportivesystems. Ormsby and Kaplin
(2005) and Allendorf, Smith and Anderson (2007) report that attitudes (awarenessand
perception) toward protected areastaff and the perceptions of management practices
affect peopl € sattitudes. Conflictswith managersdueto resource extraction, strict rules
onforest resource use, and access (Heinen and Shrivastava, 2009; Shibia, 2010), rude
behaviour (Ormsby and Kaplin, 2005), or harassment by park rangers(Infieddldand Namara,
2001) generate negativeattitudestoward protected areas. Mutudly supportivere ationships
between communitiesand nearby protected areasarecritical to thelong-term success of
conservation efforts. In Sub-Saharan Africa, many protected areaswerefirst created
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during colonial timesashunting grounds or parksfor European elites, withlittle or no
regardfor theneedsor desiresof local communities(Andersonand Glove, 1987; Neumann,
1998; Adams, 2003). Conservation practicesall over theworld are changing fromthe
traditiona management approach with emphasison treesto managing natural resourcesin
away that ensuresgreater flow to all stakeholdersespecialy loca communities. Theshift
inemphasisisinformed by thefact that thelocal communitiesareinextricably tied totheir
cultura resource basewhether used asasource of food, medicine, fuel or for maintaining
ecol ogica balance (Bisong, 2001).

Ashuman population grows, demand for necessities of lifeincrease. Thelack of
involvement of the local community in the decision making processes and in forest
management groups areimportant determinants of negative attitudestowards protected
areas(Silori, 2007). The prevalent negative attitudestowards conservation exhibited by
rural and some urban people stem out of poverty. This peopletend to practice akind of
bi omass-based subsi stence economy wherethey collect their daily needs such asfood,
fud, building materids, medicineandthelikefredy fromtheimmediateenvironment (Agrawa
and Gibson, 1999).

As biodiversity in the tropics becomes ever more threatened, scientists are
increasingly recognizing the need to addressthe problems of poverty and socio-economic
development along with conservation in the developing world. In the past decades,
integrated conservation and devel opment projectshave becomeand emerging trend inthe
conservation of biodiversity inand around protected areas (Newmark and Hough, 2000).
Thisstudy therefore, assessestheleve of awvarenessand perception of local communities
towardswildlifeconservationin Obi Local Government areaof Benue State, Nigeriawith
aview to proffering suitable optionstowardswildlife conservationin thearea.

MATERIALSAND METHOD

This study is conducted at Obi Local Government Area of Benue State. The Stateis
located between latitudes 12°41'N and 10°40N and L ongitudes 8°3'Sand 9°50'S. It has
an estimated human population of 350,000 people (National Population Commission,
NPC, 2006). Structured questionnaire, Participatory Rural Appraisal (PRA) and formal
interviewswere used to dicit information about thecommunities awarenessand perception
towards wildlife conservation in the study area. One hundred and eighty copies of
guestionnairewererandomly and proportionately administered to therespondentsin six
out of thetwelveexistingwardsin the Local Government, however, only 144 copiesof the
guestionnaire were retrieved. Data collected were subjected to descriptive statistics
(frequency tablesand percentages) based on Uzoagulu’ sguidelines (1998), which state
that the employment of statistical toolsdependson thetype of datacollected.

RESULTSAND DISCUSSION

Demographic Characteristics: Table 1 shows the results of the demographic
characteristicsof therespondents. M ore than 50% of the respondentswere maleswhile
theremaining werefema es. Theresultsof theagesof respondentsinthestudy areashowed
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that respondentswithintheagesof 15—19years weretheleastin number. Mg ority of the
respondents had tertiary education. Hunting and civil servicejobswere more prominent
within the study areathan farming, fishing, trading and applicants. The demographic
characteristicsof respondentsin the study signified that mgjority of themweremales. The
involvement of moremen inwildlife activitiesespecialy poaching constitutesthreat to
wildlife conservation. Theage group of respondentsindi catesthat those betweenthe ages
of 40—44yearsaremoreinvolvedinthewildlife harvest. They arealsothemost energetic
and active membersof the society, which showsthat the aged people have moreinterestin
wildliferesources. Mgority of therespondentsinthe study areaattained tertiary education.
Moredestructionisexpected onwildlifeif thistrendisunchecked or alowed to continue.
The primary occupations of therespondentsare hunting and civil servicewhilefew are
traders. Theinvolvement of themgjority of therespondentsin hunting activitiesisequdly a
dangeroussignal to wildlife conservation as observed by Oates (1990).

Sateof Wildlifein the Sudy Area: Table 2 showsthat few of the respondentsindicated
that wildlifeisontheincrease, 18% responded that it has decreased while 19.4% responded
that itisnether increasing nor decreasing. Thestatusof wildlifeinthestudy areaasobserved
by themgjority of therespondentsisyet to be decided. Only 3.4% responded that wildlife
isintheincrease. They might have probably refused to disclosethetrue status so asto
enablethem continuewith poaching activities. Oates (1990) observesthat poaching has
great negativeimpact onwildlife population.

Problemsof Wildlife Conservation: Some of the problems observed were poaching
with 29.9% respondents, land acquisition 25%, wildfire 7.6, poor funding 4.2% and politica
instability 2% of therespondents, whilethosethat wereindecisivewere 31.3% (table 3).
Thisresult corroborateswith that of Oates (1990) who observesthat one of theimmediate
problemsof wildlifeispoaching.

Respondents Suggestions toward I mprovement in Wildlife Conservation: Data
obtained on table 4 show that 14.5% of the respondents suggest the avoi dance of bush
burning, 36% opted for theenforcement of laws, 31.3% suggested enlightenment campaigns,
3% werefor wildlifepatrol intengfication, while4.2% suggested the prohibition of poaching.

Reasonsfor Wildlife Conservation: Dataon table5 indicatethat 52% of the respondents
showed that it isfor the establishment of gamereserves, 16.7% arefor introduction of
species, 11.1%for provision of social amenities, 8.3% for the creation of employment,
and 11.8% wereindecisive. Allendorf, Smith and Anderson (2007) and Silori (2007)
report that wildlife conservation providesemployment and social amenities. Other reasons
not indicated by the respondentsor they are not aware of included recreation and tourism
asobserved by Allendorf, Smith and Anderson (2007).

Table 1: Demographic Characteristics of Respondentsin the Study Area

Sex Distribution Frequency Percentage
Male 78 54.2
Femae 66 458

Total 144 100
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AgeGroup

15-19 9 6.3
20-24 2 146
25-29 2 153
30-34 12 83
35-39 5 174
40-44 40 217
45 and above 15 104
Total 144 100
Educational Leve

Informal 3 21
Primary 46 319
Secondary v\ 306
Tertiary 51 B4
Total 144 100
Occupation

Farming PA] 16
Hunting A 236
Fishing 13 125
Trading 15 104
Civil Service A 236
Applicant 2 139
Total 144 100

Source: Field Survey, 2012

Table 2: Respondents Comment on the State of Wildlifein the Protected Area

Comments No. of Respondents Per centage
Increasing 5 34
Stable 2 194
Decreasing % 13
Undecided &b 5

Total 144 100

Source: Field Survey, 2012

Table 3: Problems of Wildlife Conservation in the Study Area

Problems|dentified No. of Respondents Per centage

Poaching 43 29
Wildfire n 76
Land Acquisition ) o)
Poor Funding 6 42
Political Instability 3 20
Undecided 45 313
Total 144 100

Source: Field Survey, 2012
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Table4: Respondents' suggestionstowardswildlife conservationinthe study area

Suggestion No. of Respondents Per centage
Avoidance of bush burning 2 145
Enforcement of Laws 2 b
Enlightenment Campaigns 45 313
Wildlife Patrol Intensification 4 3
Prohibition of poaching 6 42
Undecided 124 n

Total 144 100
Source: Field Survey (2012)

Table5: Respondents Reasonsfor Wildlife Conservation

Reasons No. of Respondents  Percentage
Establishment of gamereserves 75 52

I ntroduction of species 24 16.7
Provison of socia amenities 16 111
Creation of employment 12 8.3
Indecisve 17 11.8
Total 144 100

Source: Field Survey (2012)

CONCLUSIONAND RECOMMENDATIONS
Theawarenessand perception of local communitiestowardsthe conservation of wildlife
resourcesin Obi Local Government Areaof Benue Statewas surveyed. Theprimary am
wasto proffer suitable optionstowardswildlife conservationwithin the study area. Results
obtained indicatethat most of the residentssubsist on hunting and poachinginthearea. In
other words, it could besaid that their economiclifedependson theuse of wildliferesources.
Thegreatest implication of thisnegativeattitude, if not checked, isthat posterity will suffer
intermsof diminishing natural resourcesin the protected areas. Poaching and hunting must
bediscouraged. Althoughlocal communitieshave suffered fromneglectsinthepast, wildlife
resources exploitation should not be seen asthe only source of livelihood. Based onthe
findings of thisresearch, the following recommendations are hereby advanced. The
Government should create gainful employment, provide social amenities, enforcelaws
against poaching and finally, intensify awareness on wildlife conservation through
enlightenment campaigns.

REFERENCES

Adams, W. A. (2003). Nature and the colonial mind. In Decolonizing Nature: Srategies for
Conservation inthe Postcolonial Era. W.A. Adamsand M. Mulligan (eds.) London: Earthscan.

Agrawal, A. and Gibson, C. C. (1999). Enchantment and Disenchantment: the role of community in
Natural Resources Conservation. World Devel opment, 27(2), 225—247.

Allendorf T.D., Smith J. L. D. and Anderson D. H. (2007). Residents' perception of Royal Bardia
National Park, Nepal. Landscape and Urban Planning, 82, 33 —40.

Journal of Environmental Issues and Agriculture in Developing Countries, Volume 6, Number 2 & 3, December 2014 5
ISSN: 2141-2731



Anderson, D. and R. Grove (1987). The scramble for Eden: Past, present and future in African
conservation. In D. Anderson and R. Grove (eds.) Conservation in Africa: People, policies
and practice. Cambridge: University Press.

Bisong, B. F. (2001). Farming systems and forest biodiversity conservation: Towards a theory and
model for sustainable natural resource management. In Bisong, F. E. (ed.) Natural resource
use and conservation system for sustainable rural development. Calabar: BAAJ International
Coy.

Heinen, T.T. and R. J. Shrivastava (2009). An analysis of conservation attitudes and awareness.http:/
/dx.doi.org/10.1007/s11111-009-0086-0. Retrieved 12th September, 2013.

Infield, M. and Namara, A. (2001). Community attitudes and behavior towards conservation: an
assessment of acommunity conservation programme around L ake Mburo National Park, Uganda.
Oryx 35, 48-60.

National Population Commission (NPC) (2006). Population Census, Official Gazette (FGP71/52007/
2, 500). www.nigerianstat.gov.ng. Retrieved on 15th June, 2013.

Neumann, R. P. (1998). Imposing Wilderness: Sruggles over Livelihood and Nature Preservation
in Africa. Berkeley: University of CaliforniaPress.

Newmark, W.D.and J. L. Hough (2000). Conserving wildlifein Africa: integrated conservation and
devel opment projectsand beyond. BioScience, 50(7), 585-592.

Oates J. F., White D., Gadissy E. |. and Busong P. O. (1990). Conservation of Gorilla and other
species. A feasibility report to Cross River National Park, Okwango Division. Unpublished.

Ormsby, A. and Kaplin, B. A. (2005). A framework for understanding community resident perceptions
of Masoala National Park, Madagascar. Environmental Conservation, 32: 156-164. http:/
dx.doi.or/10.1017/S0376892905002146.

Shibia, M. G. (2010). Determinants of attitudes and perceptions on resource use and management of
Marsabit National Reserve, Kenya. Journal of Human Ecology, 30, 55-62.

Silori, C. S. (2007). Perceptions of local people towards conservation of forest resourcesin Nanda
Devi Biosphere Reserve, North-Western Himalaya, India. Biodiversity and Conservation, 16,
211-222.

Uzoagulu, A. E (1998). Practical Guideto Writing Research Project Report in Tertiary Institutions.
Enugu: John Jacob Classical PublishersLtd., Nigeria.

Journal of Environmental Issues and Agriculture in Developing Countries, Volume 6, Number 2 & 3, December 2014 6
ISSN: 2141-2731



