
GUEST EDITORIAL

Wildlife use in the Neotropics

Humans have always had a complicated re-
lationship with animals. Animals were food,
domesticates, predators and competitors.
Whatever the relationship, animals were and
continue to be vital for human survival in
many parts of the world, particularly in trop-
ical regions. Until recently, conservation
interest in the Neotropics has largely ignored
the importance wild animals play in the daily
lives of rural people (Redford, 1993). Interest
in the 'benefits' to be gained from tropical re-
gions, particularly forested ones, have concen-
trated on products from plants. In the
Neotropics, wild animals have rarely been in-
cluded in calculations of 'forest value' or listed
in benefits to be derived from the forest, to say
nothing of non-forest areas where less work
has been done. Free-ranging wildlife, particu-
larly that used for subsistence consumption,
has remained a shadow 'subsidy from nature'
(Hecht et al, 1988), undervalued by those who
are often most influential in deciding the fate
of the habitats, the animals and the people.

However, even if wildlife were valued ap-
propriately, populations would probably still
be susceptible to local extinctions due to a lack
of management alternatives, particularly with
regard to subsistence hunting. The lack of
management of wildlife populations through-
out many regions of the Neotropics is not only
causing the depletion of animal populations,
but is also compromising the long-term socio-
economic benefits that wildlife offers.

It is not the case that wildlife management
cannot work in the Neotropics; it surely can
function, as it has in many countries through-
out the world. There are a range of different
management systems that can work under dif-
ferent situations for the Neotropics. Indeed,
wildlife management has taken many forms in
European and North American countries with
consistent results - an increase in wildlife
populations. In the Neotropics wildlife man-
agement might revolve around rural
communities in some cases, and private land-
holders in other cases. The intent should be to
set up wildlife-management systems and
avoid unmanaged systems.
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This special issue of Oryx features studies
that examine wildlife use in the Neotropics. It
is clear from the papers presented that a grow-
ing interest in defining the value of wildlife in
the Neotropics has resulted in an increase in
studies examining relevant aspects of wildlife
use. But answers for wildlife management in
the Neotropics are not always straightforward;
information must be obtained not only on the
biology of species populations but also on the
socio-economic realities of people using
wildlife, as well as the national and inter-
national policies and politics that affect such
management. As these papers clearly show,
people who most rely on wildlife are often in-
digenous groups or non-tribal rural people.
Wildlife management systems, if they are to
succeed, must therefore integrate these people.
In addition, indigenous and non-tribal peoples
often use wildlife in different ways. For
example, indigenous people commonly use a
broader range of species than non-tribal
hunters. These differences clearly require dif-
ferent management schemes as well as an ap-
preciation of social factors.

The importance of the ongoing studies of
wildlife use in the Neotropics is not only that
it will give a truer picture of the value of
wildlife but, more importantly, that it will lead
to wildlife-management systems that conserve
animal populations. Although only a subset of
the work currently addressing wildlife use in
the Neotropics, these papers provide a
glimpse of the richness, variety and import-
ance of such work.
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