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Abstract:  
This paper assessed the disparity in valuation of the functions of the sacred forests in 

South Southern Niger Delta of Nigeria based on socio economics of the respondents. 

A multi-stage sampling procedure was used in selecting 30 respondents resident in 

each of the host communities of the eight studied sacred forest using lottery method 

without replacement. 14 items which reflected the perceived socioeconomic values of 

the scared forests drawn from the Participatory Rural Approach technique (PRA) 

made up the survey tools used in the study. Composite Index (CI) analytical technique 

was employed in evaluating the magnitude of incidences and value appreciation 

across the population hence the survival propensity of the sacred forests. The result 

indicates that significant differences existed in relationship between perceived values 

and all the socioeconomic variables considered. Youths (<30 years), females, singles 

and smaller household respondents all had the least perceived value for the sacred 

forests. Respondents with no formal education had a higher value index for the sacred 

forests. Also majority (59.5%) of the respondents agreed that these sites had little or 

no value since they had no equitable access to the resources. The study recommend a 

shift in perception about the cultural roles of the scared forests to the actual benefits 

where all and sundry can appreciate without feeling alienated because of the social 

status. 
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1. Introduction 

Humans have made unprecedented changes to ecosystems in recent decades to meet 

growing demands for food, fresh water, fibre and energy. These changes have helped 

to improve the lives of billions, but at the same time they weakened nature‟s ability to 
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deliver other key services such as purification of air and water from disasters, the 

provision of medicine and ultimately, the conservation of biodiversity [1]. 

Biodiversity is everywhere and everyone in the world depends on biodiversity and 

ecosystem services to provide the conditions for a decent, healthy and secure life. 

However, rural areas are peculiar because most biodiversity are located in rural area at 

such places like the sacred forests where all plants and animals that inhabit these 

forests are considered to be companions of the gods or „sacred living things‟ in god‟s 

garden. Thus day to day access is restrained [2,3,4]. Many indigenes rely on 

traditional coping strategies such as gathering wood, hunting „bush meat‟, fishing, and 

harvesting of herbs, fruits or nuts from such common resources for socio-economic 

wellbeing thereby intensifying pressure on such resource causing its disappearance [4] 

[5][6][7][8][9][10] [11]. Depletion of this resource ultimately results in losses of 

ecosystem services for any country and little by little the environment is dying and 

people don‟t understand that the problem comes from the fact that man is killing the 

environment [12,13]. 

Depletion of natural resources according to Nellemann and Corcoran [14] is 

associated with social inequity, and the ability to attain one's goals is deeply 

connected to one's social status. Those of lesser status may find it in their interest to 

challenge the status quo that assigns them a low position especially in cases where 

there are not enough resources to go around; parties are likely to engage in intense 

competition for positions of social status and privilege [14]. Various characteristics 

can be at play in determining one's social status. These include, but are not limited to, 

ethnicity, gender, age, economic class, and religious sect [15,16]. Among many 

determinants of biodiversity conservation, the prevalent social economic wellbeing of 

the community poses serious challenge to use of sacred forests as biodiversity 

conservation method especially in such community where sociocultural norms and 

enforcement are becoming weakened over the years. With the declining agricultural 

productivity and socioeconomic wellbeing, there is a arising conflict of interest 

between economic return to individual and collective decisions on preserving the 

limited environmental resources. Although the erosivity of the cultural eroding agent 

may be progressive, the risks on cultural determinants as sacred sites are very hard to 

replace because once lost, every other value goes with it. 

Aside declining agricultural productivity and poor socioeconomic earnings, secure 

incomes may provide individuals with a psychological sense of control and mastery 

over their environment. Unemployed and poorer parents with large family size may 

also overexploit natural resource around them in order to meet their family demand 

[17].  According to Narayan et al. [12], the poor live at the whim and mercy of nature.  

Occupying a high socioeconomic wellbeing status due to some characteristics that 

one possesses means that on the basis of that difference, an individual acquires more 

power and privilege [16,18]. That person's opinions, ways of thinking, values, needs, 

and feelings are thought to have more value. There is therefore the need to understand 

the various social class perceptions on the traditional biodiversity conservation 

method via sacred forest, in order to predict each social class stands on the existence 

of these sites. This paper thus assessed the value attractiveness and survival 

propensity of the sacred forests in the face of various social class perceptions. 

Specifically, it mapped perceived Socio-Economic Values of Sacred Forests to the 

host communities and analyzed variation in Sacred Forests valuation based on Socio-

economics of the Respondents. 
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2. Materials and Methods 

This study was carried out in Akwa Ibom and Cross River States located at the 

South Eastern Niger Delta Region of Nigeria. Akwa Ibom State lies between latitudes 

4
o 

32
‛
 and 5

o 
53

‛
 North and longitudes 7

o 
25

‛ 
and 8

o 
25

‛
 East and Cross River State lies 

on latitude 5
o 

45
‛
 and 5

o 
75

‛
 North and longitude 8

o 
30

‛
 and 8

o 
50

‛
 East. Akwa Ibom 

state has a total land mass of 8,412km
2
 with only about 15.2% of it under forest cover 

[14] while Cross River State (CRS) has a land area of 20,156km
2  

and
 
boast of 

approximately 50% of the total remaining areas of tropical high forest of about 

6102km
2
 in Nigeria [19]. In Akwa Ibom State, rainfall ranges from 2000 - 3000mm 

per annum while the temperature are generally high all year round and ranges from 

26
o
C to 28

o
C [10]. Cross River has an annual average rainfall of between 2500 - 

4000mm with an annual temperature range between 24
o
C and 26

o
C respectively [10]. 

The two states were studied on an independent basis using a multi-stage sampling 

procedure. Eight communities of Ikot Efre Itak, Ikot Eti/Ikot Akpa Okop, Ammamong, 

Uya Oron, Ntak Ibesit, Ikot Akpakpan, Okorobe Ochun and Abini were studied. In 

order to ensure comparison, variation and representativeness, 30 respondents who are 

indigenes of each of the studied sacred forest host communities were randomly 

selected using lottery method without replacement [20]. Only 222 of the 

questionnaires were returned and used for the study. 

A structured questionnaire was used to collect information on fourteen (14) items 

that measured perceived socioeconomic values of sacred forest as a biodiversity 

conservation method. The items were drawn up from the Participatory Rural 

Approach (PRA) techniques as advised by [20,21]. Descriptive and inferential 

statistics were adopted for the statistical analysis. Composite Index (CI) analytical 

technique as adopted by [22][23][24][25][26] was employed in evaluating the 

magnitude of incidences across the population and sustainability propensity of the 

sacred forests and the biodiversity they conserve.  

3. Results and Discussion  

3.1. Outcome Mapping of Socio-Economic Values of Sacred Forests to the Host 

Communities 

The customary designated functions of the various sacred forests were basically that 

of worship/prayers, divination/ oath taking, burial, abode for spirits of the ancestors, 

meetings or combination of some them [4]. Udo [27] had reported that the various 

sacred groves in Ibibio land are unifying spiritual force for societal value 

empowerment and the protection of the sacred societies which are strong instruments 

for law enforcement.  

However, the results in Table 1 indicate that most of the respondents believed that 6 

of the 14 socio-economic items accurately reflect their perceptions on the value of the 

sacred forests. The six (6) items scored above the average score of 2.0 (the maximum 

being 4.0). The four most perceived or valued socio-economic importance of the 

sacred forests were notable biodiversity functions: Preservation of important tree 

species (rank1, mean 3.14), breeding ground for wild animals exploited as bush meat 

(rank 2, mean 2.7), reducing (influencing) exploitation of resources (rank 3, mean 

2.65) and source of medical plants for the treatment of sicknesses (ranked 4, mean 

2.62). 
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Table 1. Perceived socio-economic values rating of the studied sacred forests by respondents. 

S/N Perceived Socio-Economic values Mean Rank 

a. It preserves important tree species. 3.14 1
st
 

b. It reduces exploitation of resources 2.65 3
rd

 

c. It‟s a breeding ground for our “bush meat” 2.7 2
nd

 

d. It reduces the effect of thunder and windstorm in the community 1.4 10
th

 

e. 
It accommodate the evil spirits and clean other part of the 

community 
1.64 8

th
 

f. 
It regenerates and harbor medical plants for the treatment of 

sicknesses 
2.62 4

th
 

g. It influences societal values and reduces wickedness 2.55 5
th

 

h. A source for collection of NTFPs for family living 0.58 14
th

 

i. Income generation source through collection of various NTFPs 1.22 11
th

 

j. It‟s a hiding place for deviants 1.15 12
th

 

k. It provides home for our ancestors. 2.43 6
th

 

l. It hinder our community expansion 1.98 7
th

 

M It is an alternative burial ground. 0.79 13
th

 

n. It‟s not a breeding ground for animals that pose threat to life 1.45 9
th

 

3.2. Extent of Perceived Socio-Economic Values of Sacred Forests 

Although the respondents acknowledged the various roles as ranked, the 

distributions of the respondents‟ perceptions into different index value ranges/ 

categories revealed that majority (59.5%) of the total respondents were of the opinion 

that these traditionally conserved sites had less or no value to them (Table 2).  

Table 2.  Respondents perceived value distribution per for sacred forests. 

Index Value Range Categorization 
Total  Frequency 

F* P* 

0.00 - 0.259 Not Valued 16 7.2 

0.256 – 0.500 Less Valued 116 52.3 

0.501 – 0.759 Valued 82 36.9 

0.760 – 1.00 Strongly Valued 8 3.6 

Total No. of Respondents  (n) 222 100 

F* represents absolute frequency and P* represents relative frequency. 

3.3. Disparity in Sacred Forests Valuation based on Socio-economics of the 

Respondents 

Subjecting the respondents‟ views to a composite index analysis and subsequent 

Analyses of Variance (ANOVA) of the mean value index (Table 3) reveal a 

significant difference (P<0.05) in perceived value for all the socio economic indices. 

It implies that the different social class perceived the socio economic values of their 

sacred forests differently.  Duncan Mean technique separated the various social class 

opinions into subgroup a, b, and ab (Table 3). Social group within each subgroup did 

not differ significantly from one another in their perceptions for its sacred forest. All 

the social class belonging to subgroup a, have little or no value attachment to the 
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sacred forests despite the functions they profess about it while those in sub group b 

holds a high regard and values for them. Those who fall in the sub-group „ab‟ have the 

tendency to become either a member in group „a‟ or group „b‟.  

The implication of this result is that there is likelihood that in the nearest feature, 

even with little influence from outside and within or as human population keeps on 

increasing with its attendant dependent on ecosystems, this remnant of natural 

vegetation may be degraded by respondents in sub groups “a” and “ab”, except steps 

are taken to re-oriented them on the usefulness and importance of such sites. 

Table 3. Analysis of sacred forests valuation (perceived functions) based on social class of 

respondents. 

S/N Variables Frequency 

Mean 

Valuation 

Index 

F-Value 
Significant 

Value 
Remark 

1. Age 
  

12.668 0 Significant 

 
21 – 30 22 0.4018

 a
 

   

 
31 – 40 66 0.4067

 a
 

   

 
41 – 50 58 0.4840

 b
 

   

 
51 – 60 48 0.5104

 b
 

   

 
60 and above 28 0.6110

 c
 

   
2 Sex 

  
92.354 0 Significant 

 
Male 144 0.5366 

   

 
Female 78 0.3601 

   
3 Literacy level 

  
2.796 0.027 Significant 

 

No Formal 

Education 
20 0.5571

 b
 

   

 

Primary 

Education 
50 0.4639

 a
 

   

 

Secondary 

Education 
96 0.4552

 a
 

   

 

Post-

Secondary 

Education 

43 0.4680
 a
 

   

 

University 

Education 
13 0.5536

b
 

   

4 Marital Status 
  

8.291 0.004 Significant 

 
Single 51 0.4205 

   

 
Married 171 0.4907 

   

5 
Household Si

ze   
6.633 0.002 Significant 

 
Less than 5 110 0.4422

 a
 

   

 
6 - 10 persons 105 0.4997

 a
 

   

 

11 - 15 

persons 
7 0.6071

 b
 

   

(a = no value; b = high; ab = minimal value)  

3.4. Socio-Economic Values of Sacred Forests to the Host Communities 

The position of 40.5% of the respondents (value an strong value) on the usefulness 

of the various sacred forests were consistent with [2][3][5][6][7][8][9] who, in their 

different studies, reported that the sacred forests conserve biodiversity (trees, herbs, 

shrubs and animals species) which are sometime exploited for socio-economic 
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wellbeing.  The use of cultural strategy in the management of the sacred forests 

appear appealing but it should be admitted that it is quite vulnerable to deep 

uncertainties of climate change and demographic induced poverty incidence, which 

generally depends on value attractiveness of  a resource and the socioeconomic 

wellbeing of the host community. The postulation  of the Millennium Ecosystem 

Assessment Board [1] that measure to conserve natural resources are more likely to 

succeed if local communities are given ownership of them, share the benefits, and are 

involved in decision, becomes imperative.  The Sacred forests wherever it is located 

will be save if all the social class within the communities are made to appreciate it not 

just as a cultural site, but as a site that ameliorate the environmental rascality of 

indigenes. 

3.5. Perceived Value based on Age and Sex 

There is a significant relationship between the respondents‟ ages and sexes and their 

perceived socio-economic values for the sacred forests (Table 3, S/N 1 & 2). This 

implies that the age likewise sex of the respondent influence their perceptions about 

the functions of the various sacred forests to their community. While the perceived 

value cum respect increased with age (60 years and above having the highest mean 

perceived value and 21 - 30 years having the least), the male folks had outright 

regards for this sites than their female compatriots. This is not out of context as the 

number of years of interaction and the amount of information received, influences 

ones indigenous knowledge about his/her environment.  Adebisi in [5] and Adekunle 

and Sam-Wobo in [28], had reported that passage of indigenous knowledge in 

environmental issues especially in plant use is from the elders to the young ones. 

However, it regrettable that the younger generations no longer share the same value as 

the elder generations with regards to preservation and maintenance of the sacred 

forests [4]. Earlier probe during the participatory rural appraisal (PRA) tool had 

revealed that the male folk solely engage in the extraction of resources from the 

various sacred groves and it is therefore not unusual for the female indigenes to place 

less value on this natural ecosystem since they are not privileged to exploit them. This 

confirms the assertion in [29] that women are the main retailers of NTFPs with men 

being the wholesalers who explore the forests to exploits them. During the PRA, the 

women complained that they were forbidden from accessing the sacred forests. 

Narayan, while analyzing the traditional gender norms in [13], expressed that women 

are presumed inferior and this status is used to justify discrimination and abuse even 

in the society at large; power inequity is reflected and reinforced by traditional laws. 

Experience like this must have informed such earlier mentioned postulation in [1]. 

3.6. Perceived Value Based on Literacy Level 

Respondents with no formal education placed a higher value (Mean Value Index of 

0.5571) on the sacred forests than all those who have acquired some level of formal 

education even slightly higher than those with University Education (mean Value 

Index of 0.5536) although both did not differ significantly from each other (Table 3, 

S/N. 3). This shows that those with no formal education are not illiterate on cultural/ 

traditional and even environmental issues. This result corroborates findings in [28] 

that Indigenous Knowledge (IK) especially on environment and plant use is not 

dependent or affected by educational status. However, it is believed that formal 

education might enhance the conservation and use of natural resources [30]. There is 
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therefore urgent need to introduce conservation education in the schools if the Mother 

Nature must be saved from destruction.  

3.7. Perceived Value Based on Marital Status and Family Size 

On the standard of living, Table 3 also revealed that significant relationships existed 

in the way the single and married people (4th Variable) likewise families with various 

household sizes (5th Variable) perceive the socio-economic value of the various 

sacred forests. Married people and families with large household sizes placed more 

values on these natural sites and its resources than the singles and families with 

smaller household sizes.  The indication here is that because of the difficulties in 

meeting the needs of the members in families with large household size, it is possible 

that members of such families look up to exploitation of the natural resources around 

them for supplementary goods/services like the non-timber forests products (NTFPs) 

from where they generate revenue to meet some of their needs. Ushie in [17] had 

reported how high level of poverty and deplorable standard of living among the 

people led to dependent and forest exploitative drive while Leakey et al. in [29] had 

reported that engagement in NTFP commercialization (exploitation) and the extent of 

benefits is variable even among the poorest households and that such household are 

far more homogenous in their engagement.  

4. Conclusions 

Many of the traditional techniques of biodiversity conservation are experiencing 

social changes. Some of the indigenous biodiversity techniques which have been held 

sacred by particular cultures for hundreds of years are increasingly becoming swept 

off to ideological changes or virtually abandoned. If it is important to consider the 

option of not losing the sacred forests and the biodiversity they conserve, then it 

becomes expedient to stimulate a shift in perception about the cultural roles of the 

sacred forests to environmental benefits we are enjoying. This shift will require a 

mixed method approach to integrate legislated social norms and with environmental 

laws of the State.  

Readily available approach would be the documentation of all existing sacred 

forests and enactment of laws to consolidate the available cultural norms that protect 

the various sacred forests. These could be achieved if the Government can evolve a 

Community-based conservation awareness projects where experts in forestry and rural 

sociology will continuously train communities and re-orient them on the usefulness 

and importance of these sites. This can assist the local people in the consolidation, 

rehabilitation and expansion of the sacred groves and the biodiversity they contain, 

and in particular the restoration of adjoining areas, to suit the diverse ecological and 

socio-cultural needs of the local communities. 
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