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     Abstract

Most rural communities in Ghana have protected places because they are considered sacred, 
unique, or were recognized as aesthetically beautiful. The Bia Conservation Landscape is 
made up of both reserved and off-reserve lands. While the ownership of the reserved areas 
is vested in the President of Ghana, the Sefwi Traditional Stool exercises jurisdiction over 
the off-reserve areas. The Sefwi landscape is one of the few where Western and traditional 
religious practices are given equal prominence. Taboos, customs, and other traditional 
norms purported to regulate the use of natural resources are observed to show reverence 
to the forests. The landscape is considered the cocoa production hub of Ghana, accounting 
for about 40% of the national cocoa output. This landscape is the meeting point for rich 
biological diversity and a traditional ecological knowledge system, passed on through 
language and practices by the indigenous communities. The unique natural, cultural, and 
historical features constitute enormous potential for ecotourism development and justify the 
investment into the continued protection of the landscape.
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    1.  Introduction

During the past decade, progress has been 
made in understanding the complementarity 
of cultural diversity and biodiversity. A 
significant number of areas with high cultural 
diversity are also areas of high biodiversity; the 
convergence of biological and cultural diversity 
extends far beyond the so called ‘biodiversity 
hotspot’ areas. It is not only the quantity, but 
also the quality of biodiversity, that depends 
on the presence of cultural diversity and 
vice versa (Poker and MacDicken 2016). Maffi 
and Woodley (2010) confirmed that age-old 
traditional ecological knowledge has been of 
significant importance in the management of 
the rich biological resources of landscapes. 
Cultural practices therefore draw on a defined 
suite of resources within a local environment in 
a manner that is both efficient and sustainable.

Ghana is endowed with rich biological and 
cultural heritage. The country’s forest zone 
is part of the Guinean forests of West Africa, 
one of the world’s 34 biodiversity hotspots. It 
harbors rich floral and faunal species, including 
over 2,974 indigenous plant species, 504 fishes, 
728 birds, 225 mammals, and 221 species of 
amphibians and reptiles. Three species of 
frogs, 1 lizard, and 23 species of butterflies have 
been reported to be endemic (CI-Ghana 2002). 
 The interpretation of nature by the 
various ethnic groups not only determined 
local interactions with the environment but 
also fashioned the practices for the 
management of natural resources (Sarfo-
Mensah and Oduro 2007). Ghana has about 
three score ethnic groups, each characterized 
by peculiar cultural values and traditions that 
give each a specific identity. The strong sense 
of identification with the environment provides 
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the communities with the tools to define their 
culture. Recognizing the value of integrating 
biodiversity and culture, Ghana established 
systems such as the Community Resource 
Management Area (CREMA), Community Forest 
Committee (CFCs), and the National Community 
Water and Sanitation Program to enhance the 
use of traditional knowledge and practices in 
natural resource management at the local level 
(World Bank 2016; Wildlife Division 2000).

1.1 Overview of the heritage site

The Bia Conservation Landscape1 consists of 
a network of forest reserves and off-reserve 
lands (Figure 1). The landscape has a total area 
of 7,745.5 km2 and lies between longitude 3° 02’ 
and 3° 10’ West and latitudes 6° 32’ and 6° 40’ 
North in the Juaboso and Bia districts of the 
Western region of Ghana (Forestry Commission 
2007). Bia was created in 1935 and named 
after the Bia River which drains the area. As a 
move towards conserving one of Ghana’s last 
remaining remnants of relatively untouched 
forest, with its full diversity of wildlife, the Bia 
forest, covering an area of 77.7 km2, became 
a National Park in 1974 (Forestry Commission 
2007). The park was later designated as a 
Biosphere Reserve in 1995, by UNESCO, to 
further secure the forest’s rich biological 
resources and the culture of the neighboring 
communities, expressed in the reverence for 
the forest (Forestry Commission 2007). This 
forest ecosystem hosts significant populations 
of unique floral and faunal species, including 
exceptionally high emergent trees, over 62 
species of mammals, and 160 bird species 
(CI-Ghana 2002). The integration of some of 
the elements of the rich cultural practices of 
the fringe communities, including adherence 
to taboos and norms, into the management 
of the forest largely account for its continued 
protection.

1  This includes the Bia Conservation Area (made up of the Bia National Park and the Resource Reserve), 
the Bia North Reserve, the Krokosue Hills Forest Reserve and the neighbouring off-reserve areas.

1.2 The agricultural landscape

Agriculture is currently the dominant economic 
activity, which engages about 72.4% of the 
population (MOFA 2012). In recent times, 
however, the service and commerce sectors 
have assumed considerable importance, due 
to the number of people moving to the area. 
There are about 380 towns and villages, with 
an estimated population of 573,020 persons, 
fringing the forest (MTDP 2001) and these 
people hold a stake in the continued existence 
of the forest.
 The ecosystem services from the 
forest, the bimodal rainfall pattern, and 
the fertile soils largely account for the high 
agricultural production within the landscape 
(Asare 2016; Aju 2014; Asare 2005). As a result, 
the area is considered the cocoa production 
hub of Ghana, accounting for about 40% of 
the national cocoa output (GoG 2010). There 
are an estimated 300,000 smallholder farmers, 
who cultivate about 1-2 hectares of land using 
traditional practices to cultivate cocoa and 
food crops (MTDP 2001). 
 Traditionally, cocoa is planted inside 
forest areas where logging previously occurred. 
The remaining trees provide shade to the cocoa 
trees, composing a generally biodiversity-rich 
agroforestry system. Food crops are often 
intercropped with cocoa until the canopy is 
formed. In addition to improving the soil and 
water conservation, agroforestry systems have 
the potential to maintain higher levels of 
biodiversity and greater biomass than lower 
diversity crop or pasture systems (Sistla et al. 
2016). The age-old cocoa agroforestry practice, 
that is common among the Sefwi people, an 
ethnic group that is part of the Akan, one of the 
major ethnic groups in Ghana, largely accounts 
for the sustainability of the cocoa sector in the 
area.

Figure 1. Location of the Bia Conservation Landscape (Conservation Alliance, 2015)
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     2. Significance of the heritage place, 
including natural and cultural values

Today, protected landscapes are increasingly 
expected to deliver a wide range of cultural, 
social, ecological, and economic benefits in 
addition to maintaining ecological processes 
and providing space for natural evolution 
(CBD 2008). While the importance of the Bia 
landscape has been acknowledged, the agreed 
upon extent of its significance differs widely. 
At the national level, the forest is recognized 
for its high biodiversity and the unique species 
it harbors, while at the local level, the fringe 
communities depend on the forest for water 
supply, food, medicines, firewood, household 
equipment, and building materials. Although 
the extent of the forest’s resource values 
varies, there is a general agreement on the 
ecological, cultural, and spiritual significance 
of the forest (CA 2013). The diverse, but critical, 
services delivered by Bia justifies its continued 
protection. 

2.1 Ecological significance of the landscape
 
A closer look at the Bia National Park reveals 
a thick, green, closed canopy consisting of 
the three strata of a pristine forest. All of the 
stories provide the habitat and conditions that 
ensures the continual survival of the diverse 
life forms in the reserve. Recent studies have 
established that the landscape has a fairly 
stable elephant population density of about 
130 elephants (CA 2013). This is in addition to 
the presence of a diverse population of other 

faunal and floral species, that have contributed 
to making the landscape a favorable site for 
research and a nature loving destination. The 
range of non-timber forest products (NTFPs), 
which provides an important source of 
livelihood to the rural communities, includes 
mushrooms and snails. The physiology of the 
forest enhances the environmental resilience 
of the surrounding areas, in terms of its ability 
to withstand environmental stresses, such 
as droughts and unfavorable temperatures 
(Cowling 2008; FC 2007).

2.2 Cultural and spiritual significance of the 
landscape 

Physically and mystically, forests have defined 
the environment of communities in this region 
throughout time (Tabush 2010). Tangible and 
intangible, forests feature in all aspects of 
culture, such as language, history, art, religion, 
medicine, politics, and even social structure, 
it actually defines the Sefwi people’s sense of 
identity. 
 The Sefwi state is one of the few 
landscapes within Ghana where Western and 
their traditional religious practices are given 
equal prominence (Kwekudee 2013). The people 
of Sefwi Wiawso traced a call for a “return” to 
normative Judaism by Aaron Ahomtre 
Toakyirafa, a community leader who is said to 
have had a vision in 1976. In response to this 
‘vision’, the Sefwi state strictly adhered to the 
Jewish form of worship, where Saturdays are 
considered sacred (Sabbath) and set aside as a 
day of rest from farming and other human 

Figure 2. Thatched roof housing (left Conservation Alliance 2002 and right Kick off Ghana 2012)

Figure 3. A Cocoa farm and harvested cocoa (Conservation Alliance, 2012)
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activities. This was their religious practice 
before the arrival of the missionaries to the 
Gold Coast in the 15th century. Community 
members who violated this practice were often 
sanctioned. The significance of this religious 
practice was to allow the natural recuperation 
of the environment. 
 Additionally, the forest has traditionally 
been regarded as the home of their ancestral 
spirits and gods, who provide protection to 
the area. The people, therefore, worship the 
tutelary deity, Sobore, and celebrate the annual 
yam festival, Alluolie (Eluo) to express their 
gratitude for the good harvest (Roberts 1983). 
Some wild animals2 are regarded as totems (CI-
Ghana 2002). The ‘Tree of God’, reckoned to be 
over 150 years old, is regarded as the home of 
the god of the forest. The ‘Abombirim Sacred 
Tortoise Forest’ is preserved because of their 
belief of the existence of a giant tortoise, which 
is supposed to be a god. It is said that anyone 
who picks up the tortoise may not find his/her 
way back home because the entire forest will 
be engulfed in total darkness. Additionally, the 
royal family of Bosomoiso is believed to have 
originated from a bottomless hole, called the 
‘Ancestral Hole.3’
 The imposing highlands present 
a unique landscape of scenic beauty. The 
Nsesereso plateau is dominated with short 
trees and beautiful flowers. These flowers are 
likely to have been introduced into this natural 
ecosystem by a Briton, Mr. Reynolds, who was 
nicknamed by the locals as Kwaku Ti because 
he had a very big head (FC, 2007). 
 The reverence for these cultural sites 
and features accounts for the taboos and 
norms that prohibit activities, such as hunting 
sacred animals, pollution of the rivers, and the 
destruction of vegetation.  The landscape also 
provides a range of products for traditional 
ceremonies, from food and beverages to 
costume and musical instruments (CA 2013).

   3. Nature-Culture Linkages in Management 
and Governance

There are specific management regimes for 
various sections of these reserved lands, even 
though generally management follows the 
IUCN Protected Areas management framework, 
which has, over the years, influenced the 
ecological health of these forests. Under the 

2  Animals regarded as totems include the crowned eagle, dog, Nile monitor and buffalo.
3  The hole is surrounded by a dense vegetation that is believed to have some healing powers.
4  Bia National Park is a habitat for over 130 elephants, 62 species of other mammals including 10 
primates and over 160 species of birds.
5  Category II refers to National Parks, namely “large natural or near natural areas set aside to protect 
large-scale ecological processes, along with the complement of species and ecosystems characteristic 
of the area, which also provide a foundation for environmentally and culturally compatible spiritual, 
scientific, educational, recreational and visitor opportunities” (IUCN website, https://www.iucn.org/
theme/protected-areas/about/protected-areas-categories/category-ii-national-park)
6  This collaborative effort has been institutionalized in the form of a Community Resource Management 
Areas (CREMAs), four of which are fully functional within the landscape. 

IUCN classification, the Bia National Park4 
and its adjourning Game Production Reserve 
are managed as Category II5 protected areas, 
where the management objective is to 
protect the natural biodiversity, along with its 
underlying ecological structure and supporting 
environmental processes. 
 A number of key statutory and 
customary institutions play various roles in 
the management of the landscape. These 
arrangements are all rooted in a number of 
legislations, including the 1994/2012 Forest and 
Wildlife Policy of Ghana. 
 Under Act 571, enacted in 1999, the 
Forestry Commission is charged with the 
responsibility of protection, development, 
management, and regulation of the forest and 
wildlife resources of Ghana. The Bia National 
Park and the Game Production Reserve are 
managed by the Wildlife Division whilst the Bia 
North and Krokosua Hills Forest Reserves are 
managed by the Forest Services Division. 
 Even though the jurisdiction of the 
Forestry Commission is restricted to on-reserve 
areas, the law allows for the commission 
to collaborate with local communities6 and 
authorities to manage the off-reserves areas 
that bring value to local communities and 
lessens the pressure on protected areas.
 As a way of deepening the 
convergence of biodiversity and culture, the 
1992 constitution of Ghana made provision for 
the state to endeavor to preserve and protect 
places of historical interest and artefacts, 
including forests. Through the 2012 Forest and 
Wildlife Policy, the government incorporated 
some traditional practices into the national 
resource management system (Wildlife 
Division 2000). One of the key objectives of the 
2004 Cultural Policy was the need to enhance 
the cultural heritage through the preservation 
and the conservation of natural resources. 
Additionally, traditional leaders have been 
given the opportunity to participate in the 
governance of the country (GoG 1992). The 
President of the National House of Chiefs is 
a member of the Council of State, a body of 
prominent citizens which advises the President 
on important national issues. 
 Most rural communities in Ghana 
have protected places because they were 
considered sacred, unique, or were recognized 
as aesthetically beautiful. While the ownership 
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of the Bia landscape is vested in the President 
of the Republic of Ghana, the Sefwi Traditional 
Stool exercises jurisdiction over the entire 
area.
 The Sefwi Traditional Area has a 
sophisticated traditional system of governance 
structure, made up of the Paramount chief, 
and councils of elected chiefs, sub-chiefs, 
councilors, and elders. The Stool is made up 
of three mutually independent paramounts, 
Anhwiaso, Bekwai, and Wiawso, and their 
common dialect is Sefwi.  It originated from the 
withering of the Twi (dialect of Akans) phrase, 
“Asa awie” which translates to “War is over”, 
by immigrants who settled on the territories 
of Aowin (modern-day Sefwi) escaping the 
century wars. The chiefs exercise executive, 
legislative, and judicial functions over the area, 
including the management of the forests (CI-
Ghana 2002). 
 The forests have, traditionally, been 
regarded as the home of their ancestral spirits, 
who provide protection, success, and progress 
to the Sefwi people. It, thus, represents a 
source of spiritual value and cultural identity 
to the Sefwi Traditional Area. Traditional 
festivals, rituals, and ceremonies which draw 
on forest symbols serve to link the people 
with their cultural heritage, as well as their 
ancestral past (Calame-Griaule 1970). The forest 
provides diverse goods and services to the 
fringe communities and therefore a number of 
taboos, customs, and other traditional norms 
are observed by the state to show reverence to 
the forests through the regulation of the use 
of the forest’s resources. The forest is thus a 
source of stories, myths, and local traditions 
which provide a strong justification for its 
continued protection.

    4. Current State of Conservation and 
Challenges for Continuity.

While the Sefwi Traditional Council has upheld 
the cultural heritage of the state to date, 
manifestations of modernism displayed by 
the majority of the young generations pose a 
great threat to the continued protection of the 
traditional system. For instance, the increasing 
preferences for foreign foods, especially by 
the youth, is leading to the loss of a number 
of traditional dishes of the different ethnic 
groups. Due to changes in education, politics, 
technology, and economic development, as 
well as the ever-growing international tourism 
market, the Sefwi state is facing a variety of 
cultural challenges.   

    5. Recommendation

The Sefwi Traditional Council must come to 
terms with the fact that cultures are ever-
evolving and that change in cultures is a 
natural phenomenon. In view of this, the state 
must adopt innovative ways of insulating the 

rich cultural heritage of the Sefwi people 
from undue external influences. Byng (2017) 
indicated that “the appeal of the Western 
way of life, coupled with the demand for 
technology and travel, are on track to render 
traditional cultures unsustainable”. This state 
must, therefore, sustain community education, 
especially for the young, drawing lessons 
from the positive values of the traditional 
practices that define the cultural identity of 
the people and the ecological health of the 
landscape. Additionally, the state must sustain 
the communities’ interest in the traditional 
practices by transforming the landscape, with 
its unique natural, cultural, and historical 
features, into a world class ecotourism 
destination. This has the potential to enhance 
the economic and touristic value of the 
landscape.
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