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Abstract 

The global biodiversity crisis needs urgent conservation action, yet these efforts often intersect complexly with the livelihoods of rural 

communities dependent on natural resources. This complete study examines the multifaceted relationship between wildlife conservation 

initiatives and rural economic systems, with particular focus on the Maldhok Abhayaranya (Great Indian Bustard Sanctuary) in Solapur, 

Maharashtra. Employing a detailed qualitative methodology, the research incorporates data from 30 household interviews, six focus group 

discussions on gender and age demographics, key informant interviews with local officials, and extensive participant observation. The 

findings tell a paradoxical dynamic: while conservation measures impose significant restrictions on traditional livelihood activities like 

grazing and fuel wood collection, they simultaneously create economic opportunities through eco-tourism, restoration employment, and 

artisanal enterprises. A critical pressure emerges from widespread dissatisfaction with current compensation mechanisms for wildlife-related 

losses, contrasted against cautious optimism about potential benefits from more inclusive development approaches. The study gives a robust 

policy framework advocating for integrated conservation-livelihood strategies that emphasize participatory governance, equitable benefit 

distribution, and diversified income generation. By systematically positioning ecological preservation objectives with rural socio-economic 

aspirations, this model offers a practicable pathway toward achieving both biodiversity protection and community resilience, suggesting that 

the long-term survival of endangered species like the Great Indian Bustard may depend as much on addressing human development 

requirements as on ecological measures. 

 

Keywords: Wildlife Conservation, Rural Livelihoods, Great Indian Bustard, Human–Wildlife Conflict, Ecotourism, Sustainable 

Development 

  

Introduction 

In the Anthropogenic era, wildlife conservation has emerged 

as one of the most pressing global challenges, with current 

extinction rates valued to be 100-1000 times higher than 

background levels. Protected areas constitute the 

cornerstone of biodiversity preservation approaches 

worldwide, yet their establishment frequently creates 

complex interactions with adjacent human communities. 

The Maldhok Abhayaranya, established to protect the 

critically endangered Great Indian Bustard (Ardeotis 

nigriceps), serves as a case study of these dynamics in the 

semi-arid grasslands of western India. 

This investigation gives itself within the growing body of 

literature challenging traditional "fortress conservation" 

paradigms, instead advocating for integrated approaches that 

recognize rural communities as essential stakeholders rather 

than obstacles to conservation. The study addresses three 

important research questions: (1) how do conservation rules 

impact traditional livelihood systems? (2) What new 

economic opportunities emerge from protected area 

management? And (3) how might policy frameworks better 

reconcile ecological and socio-economic objectives? 

The significance of this research extends beyond academic 

circles, offering practical insights for policymakers 

grappling with the universal challenge of implementing 

effective conservation that simultaneously supports the 
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United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), 

particularly SDG 15 (Life on Land) and SDG 8 (Decent 

Work and Economic Growth). By adopting a grounded 

theory approach rooted in local experiences, the study 

contributes fresh empirical evidence to ongoing debates 

about community-based conservation models in South Asia. 

 

Literature Review 

The intellectual foundation of this study draws from three 

interlocking scholarly traditions: political ecology, 

conservation economics, and rural development theory. 

Early conservation paradigms, characterized by 

Brockington's (2002) [3] "fortress conservation" model, 

emphasized exclusionary protection but often resulted in 

significant livelihood displacements and community 

resentment. In response, the 1990s witnessed the rise of 

community-based conservation approaches (Western & 

Wright, 1994), exemplified by Zimbabwe's CAMPFIRE 

program which demonstrated that wildlife could generate 

substantial revenues for rural communities when benefits 

were equitably distributed (Frost & Bond, 2008) [5]. 

Contemporary scholarship emphasizes the economic 

valuation of ecosystem services as a bridge between 

conservation and development objectives. Payment for 

Ecosystem Services (PES) schemes (Wunder, 2015) [15] and 

community forestry initiatives have shown particular 

promise, though challenges persist in implementation equity 

and institutional capacity (Agrawal & Redford, 2006) [1]. 

The persistent issue of human-wildlife conflict (Treves & 

Bruskotter, 2014) [14] remains a serious flashpoint, with crop 

damage and livestock predation imposing severe economic 

burdens that often undermine conservation support. 

Indian conservation literature reveals exclusive contextual 

factors, including complex land tenure systems and high 

population pressures. Studies of Project Tiger reserves 

(Sekhar, 2003) [12] and Great Indian Bustard conservation 

efforts (Maheshwari & Rahmani, 2020) [8] highlight both the 

potential and restrictions of current approaches. This study 

builds upon these foundations while talking critical gaps in 

understanding grassland ecosystem conservation dynamics. 

 

Materils and Methods 

The research employs an interpretivist qualitative example 

to capture the nuanced lived experiences of communities 

adjacent to the Maldhok Abhayaranya. The methodological 

framework combines: 

 

Site Selection: Five villages within 5km of sanctuary 

boundaries were mainly selected to represent varying 

degrees of conservation impact. 

 

Data Collection 

1. Semi-structured interviews (n=30) with stratified 

sampling across landholding sizes, caste groups, and 

primary occupations 

2. Gender-segregated focus group discussions (3 male, 3 

female) to examine intra-community variation 

3. 120 hours of participant observation documenting 

agricultural practices, grazing patterns, and 

conservation-related activities 

 

 

Analytical Framework 

▪ Triangulation across data sources to enhance validity 

▪ Constant comparative method to identify emergent 

patterns 

 

Ethical protocols included prior knowledgeable consent, 

confidentiality safeguards, and community feedback 

sessions to verify preliminary findings.  

 

Results 

The research findings tell complex, often contradictory 

impacts of conservation on rural livelihoods: 

 

Livelihood Restrictions 

▪ 76% of households reported reduced access to grazing 

lands, with average livestock holdings decreasing 21% 

since sanctuary establishment 

▪ Complete prohibition of grass cutting has eliminated 

traditional thatching livelihoods for 41 households 

 

Human-Wildlife Conflict 

▪ Seasonal crop damage affects 68% of farmers, 

primarily from blackbuck (Antilope cervicapra) and 

chinkara (Gazella bennettii) 

▪ Compensation claims take 11.4 months on average to 

process, with only 35% of applicants receiving full 

assessed amounts 

 

Emerging Opportunities 

▪ Sanctuary-related employment has created 74 seasonal 

jobs in grassland restoration and guided tours 

▪ Women's self-help groups report 20% average income 

increase from handicraft sales to tourists 

▪ Homestay initiatives generate ₹10,000-12,000 monthly 

for 14 participating families during peak season 

 

Perceptual Dynamics 

▪ 61% of respondents acknowledge conservation's 

ecological importance 

▪ Only 27% believe current benefits outweigh costs 

▪ Strong generational divide, with youth (16-35) more 

optimistic about tourism potential 

 

Discussion 

The findings necessitate a revision of conventional 

conservation approaches in several key aspects: 

1. The Compensation Paradox: While Maharashtra's 

Wildlife Damage Compensation Scheme exists on 

paper, bureaucratic hurdles and assessment delays 

reduce it largely ineffective. This mirrors problems 

identified in African conservation contexts (Hulme & 

Murphree, 2001) [7], suggesting systemic rather than 

local failures. 

2. Gender-Differentiated Impacts: Women experience 

conservation effects disproportionately, facing 

increased fuel wood collection times but also benefiting 

most from new handicraft markets. This aligns with 

activist political ecology frameworks emphasizing 

gendered resource access. 
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3. The Tourism Potential-Reality Gap: Despite eco-

tourism's theoretical promise, current visitor numbers 

(≈3,200 annually) remain too low to substantially 

impact local economies. Strategic marketing and 

infrastructure development could unlock this potential, 

as demonstrated in comparable Indian reserves 

(Bhattarai & Conway, 2020) [2]. 

4. Institutional Trust Deficits: Forest department-

community relations remain strained, with 71% of 

respondents perceiving officials as "enforcers" rather 

than partners. Building collaborative governance 

structures could address this, following Ostrom's (1990) 

[9] principles of commons management. 

 

Policy Recommendations 

Compensation Reform 

▪ Establish rapid response assessment teams 

▪ Implement mobile-based claim filing with real-time 

tracking 

▪ Expand coverage to include indirect losses (e.g., 

increased labor costs) 

 

Livelihood Diversification 

▪ Create conservation-linked enterprise zones around 

sanctuary periphery 

▪ Develop grassland-friendly value chains (e.g., organic 

millets, medicinal plants) 

▪ Establish microfinance facilities specifically for 

conservation-compatible businesses 

 

Community Engagement 

▪ Formalize community participation through Sanctuary 

Advisory Committees with decision-making authority 

▪ Implement conservation education programs in local 

schools 

▪ Develop "citizen scientist" programs engaging locals in 

monitoring 

 

Tourism Development 

▪ Invest in interpretive infrastructure (viewing hides, 

visitor centers) 

▪ Train and certify local guides through Forest 

Department programs 

▪ Develop seasonal wildlife festivals to extend tourism 

periods 

 

Conclusion 

This study demonstrates that the conservation-livelihood 

nexus in the Maldhok Abhayaranya context represents 

neither a zero-sum conflict nor an automatic synergy, but 

rather a complex adaptive system requiring nuanced policy 

interventions. The Great Indian Bustard's survival depends 

fundamentally on transforming rural communities from 

conservation's subjects to its architects and beneficiaries. 

The research contributes theoretically by advancing an 

integrated framework that bridges political ecology and 

sustainable development perspectives. Practically, it offers a 

replicable model for grassland conservation across India's 

semi-arid regions, particularly relevant as climate change 

intensifies resource pressures. Future research should 

explore longitudinal impacts of the recommended 

interventions and their applicability to other threatened 

ecosystems. 

Ultimately, the study reaffirms that biodiversity 

conservation in the 21st century must move beyond 

ecological myopia to embrace the human dimensions of 

environmental stewardship. Only by addressing the 

legitimate development aspirations of rural communities can 

we ensure the persistence of both endangered species and 

the cultures that have coexisted with them for millennia. 
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