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 Over the past decades, biological resource conservationists have bemoaned the 
increasing rate of extinction of ecosystem species and genetic diversity, resulting from habit 
loss, invasive species, overexploitation, pollution, and climate change associated with global 
warming. Failures attributed to the formal institutional systems of biodiversity management 
have made the informal institutional mechanisms attractive to ecological conservationist. In the 
case of Ghana, evidence of successful application of informal institutions in the sustainable 
management of biological resources is rather thin and insufficient. This research was structured 

to investigate the application of informal institutions in the management of biological resources in Ghana, 
West Africa, using the African shea tree (Vitellaria paradoxa) for a case. By employing such sources of 
evidence as interviews, observations, and focus group discussions, the study found that, the traditional 
communities have used taboos, social norms and ritual systems as the most practical and readily available 
tools to deal with their common challenge of managing biodiversity in a sustainable manner. These 
informal institutional mechanisms that forbids the cutting of shea trees in the traditional communities 
have been linked to supernatural entities who are capable of punishing individuals who transgress their 
dictates and standards. The fear of facing ancestral wrath, coupled with the nature of the resource 
communities, and the resource system have conspired to influence the successful application of the 
traditional ecological knowledge systems in the management of shea trees. Like in many other resource 
communities, traditional ecological knowledge systems in the form of taboos, social norms and rituals 
might represent the only biodiversity management system with some degree of enforcement. The study 
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believes that the provision of legal backing to informal institutions in the management of biological 
resources will increase ecosystem species and genetic diversity, as well as enhance their resilience amidst 
rising internal and external pressures.      

 
Keywords: Informal Institutions, Traditional Ecological Knowledge, Taboos and Social Norms, Shea Tree 
Management, Mo/Dega land. 
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1. Introduction 
 Over the past decades, biological resource 
conservationists have bemoaned the increasing 
rate of extinction of ecosystems, species, and 
genetic diversity (Anthwala et al. 2009; Pierre 
and Peters, 2000), resulting from habitat loss, 
invasive species, overexploitation, pollution and 
climate change associated with global warming. 
These changes in the earth's biodiversity 
components have severe consequences for the 
ecosystem properties and the goods and services 
they provide to humanity. To ameliorate this 
challenge, a long line of ecological development 
theorists have argued that governments of 
countries must initiate regulations and or 
introduce sanctions that create diverse payment 
structures that would encourage individuals and 
institutions to cooperate in the management of 
ecological resources (Hardin, 1968; Oslon, 1960; 
Dawe, 1980). Since the late 1960s, most 
governments and research specialists have 
adopted and used this proposition to develop 
plans and policies for managing biological 
resources. However, during the last three decades, 
many field studies have increasingly questioned 
the suitability of the conventional approach to the 
management of biological resources (see Jaede, 
2017; Smid et al., 2015; Pierre and Peters, 
2000; Ostrom, 1990). It is argued that 
governments, most especially in the developing 
world, have lacked sufficient administrative and 
technical capacity to sustainably regulate the 
exploitation of biological resources in their 
respective states. Ecological experts are still 
mainly divided over the specific governance 
mechanism that would curb the forces driving the 
extinction and invasion of biological resources. 
 Against the backdrop of the unprecedented 
extinction of global biodiversity and its impacts on 

human wellbeing, there is an increasing interest in 
the role of informal institutions in the form of 
traditional ecological knowledge (TEK) systems 
and practices, in ensuring the sustainable 
utilization and management of biological 
resources. Ecological development experts in 
recent times have recognized that by ignoring the 
deep ecological memory of indigenous peoples and 
local communities, the information base required 
for conservation measures is significantly reduced, 
and the capacity to make decisions towards the 
protection of biodiversity-rich areas are reduced 
(Jaede, 2017; Acheampong et al. 2014). In its 
1991 report, the World Bank encouraged African 
leaders and policymakers to use the wealth of 
African "traditional knowledge, standards, taboos 
and various cultural practices" they have raised to 
manage the continent's local biodiversity. 
Recently, the Intergovernmental Science-Policy 
Platform on Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services 
(IPBES) has made application of TEK systems and 
practices a key component of its established 
conceptual framework, allowing them to be 
included in biodiversity assessments (Diaz et al. 
2015). It is argued that, as direct users of 
biological resources, traditional communities have 
in place management systems that are 
incorporated into local myths, oral histories 
(Jaede, 2017; Turner et al., 2000), taboos, and 
indigenous names (Acheampong et al. 2014; 
Nabhan, 2000), which are passed on to heads of 
clans, diviners, chiefs, and other resource users 
across generations. 
 In most regions of the world, indigenous 
peoples and local communities have used 
traditional ecological knowledge systems to 
regulate the harvest of certain useful plants and 
animal species. Others have also succeeded in 
preventing people from entering or passing near-
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certain sacred sites because some ancient spirits 
and deities would take offence and could cause 
calamities if these sites were disturbed. For 
example, in some Akan-dominated tribes in Ghana, 
it is a taboo to kill some animal species because 
they are considered embodiments of the local 
gods. In other words, these animal species 
functions as the important intermediaries 
between the Supreme God and human beings (see 
Gyampoh et al. 2008; Millar, 2003; Dickson, 
1969). Similar cases have been reported in 
Madagascar (Lingard et al. 2003), Nigeria 
(Bassey and Kanung 1996b; Anoliefo et al. 
2003), and East Africa (see Mwihomeke et al. 
1998). 
 Many traditional ecological knowledge 
systems and practices are known to exist in many 
rural parts of Ghana. These are often 
operationalised through well-established social 
and cultural institutions in the form of local 
beliefs, customs, rituals, values, and taboos for 
biodiversity management (Gyampoh et al. 2008; 
Ntiamoa-Baidu, 1995). Despite this significant 
knowledge, some studies have reported a general 
and increasing decline in the application of the 
deep ecological knowledge systems and practices 
in the management of biological resources in 
Ghana (Acheampong et al., 2014; Millar, 2003). 
Appiah-Opoku (2010) insist that the continuous 
implementation of conventional biodiversity 
management techniques and the lack of 
information about the efficacy of local ecological 
knowledge systems and practices are the key 
variables that are responsible for the declining 
application of TEK systems and practices in Ghana 
(also see Acheampong et al. 2014; Appiah 
Opoku, 2006). This research was structured to 
contribute to the ongoing discourse by 
investigating the application of informal 
institutions in the form of traditional ecological 
knowledge systems and practices in the 
management of biological resources. It uses 
evidence from the management of the African Shea 

tree (Vitellaria paradox) in three communities in 
the Mo /Dega land in northern Ghana, West Africa. 
Specifically, the research was designed to; 

 explore the existing forms of traditional 
ecological knowledge systems and 
practices in the exploitation of the African 
Shea tree; 

 assess the current state of the application 
of traditional ecological knowledge 
systems in the exploitation of the African 
Shea tree, and, 

 examine the factors that have influenced 
the successful application of traditional 
ecological knowledge in the conservation 
of the African Shea tree. 

 This paper is divided into five main 
sections. In addition to this introductory part, the 
second section presents a description of the study 
area and the general methodological approach. In 
the third section, the researchers present the 
findings of the research. Section four discusses the 
research findings. The research concludes in 
section five. 
 
2. Description of the Study Area and General 
Research Methodology 
 Ghana is an ethnically diverse country with 
more than 45 major ethnic groups often 
distinguished by their different languages, cultures 
and socio-economic organizations. Among the 
many indigenous ethnic groups, the Mo / Dega 
tribe is the focus of this study. Like many other 
indigenous tribes, the communities in Mo/Dega 
land have maintained close contact with their 
environment and, as such, have in place aged-old 
informal institutions that maintain the link 
between man and his environment. This 
knowledge has saved many biological resources, 
including trees and animal species. Specifically, 
New Longoro, Kyingakrom and Ayorya 
communities in the Mo/Dega land have been 
selected for this study. (see Chart 1) 
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Chart 1: Google Map showing the three research communities 
Source: (Google Ariel Maps (12/08/2024)) 

 
 In this research, a case study design was 
applied. It was chosen because of its suitability for 
the study of the interaction between social actors 
and social phenomenon in greater depth. The 
researchers used both qualitative and quantitative 
research methods to attain their goals. Although 
qualitative methods are dominant in this study, 
some quantitative techniques have been applied 
using a structured questionnaire. The goal is to 
utilize statistics to explain some parts of the study 
in order to better understand human perceptions, 
behavior, feelings, and attitudes in respect to the 
subject under investigations in detail. 
 To recruit participants for the study, the 
researchers utilized a combination of purposive, 
snowball and systematic sampling strategies. 
Purposive sampling was used to select 
participants from the forestry service division, 
assembly and unit committee members, queen 

mothers, and the land pacifiers. It was considered 
that these individuals/institutions have certain 
pertinent information that are relevant to the 
study. Snowball sampling technique was employed 
to select individuals who have exclusive 
information about the taboo and social norm 
systems, but were not readily available and known 
as of the time of the study. This approach was 
employed because of the knowledge that the 
content of the research revolved around 
traditions, values, social norms and taboo systems, 
and that certain pertinent individuals have this 
knowledge. The researchers relied on the first 
contacts made in the community during the initial 
community visit, to reach the other respondents in 
this category. The remaining 49 respondents were 
selected through stratified sampling techniques. In 
all, eighty (80) individuals were sampled and used 
as respondents of this study (see Table 1). 

 
Table-1: Category of respondents 

Category  Number of Respondents  % 

New Longoro Kyingakrom Ayorya Total  
Assembly and Unit 
Committee members 

4 4 4 12 15 

Forestry Service 
Division 

1 0 0 1 1 

Queen Mothers 1 1 1 3 4 
Land pacifier 
(diviner) 

1 1 1 3 4 

Key Informants 5 4 3 12 15 
Other members of 
community  

20 14 15 49 61 

Total 32 24 24 80 100 

Source: (Field Survey, 2024) 
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 The technique used in this study heavily 
relied on interviews, participant observation, and 
focus group discussions. Key informants were 
interviewed in semi-structured interviews. The 
researcher used an interview guide that contained 
open-ended questions. The semi-structured 
interview allowed the respondents to express 
their views in their terms and provided reliable 
and comparable qualitative data. Also, the 
researchers visited sacred local shrines, grassland 
and farms, where TEK systems and practices 
related to the exploitation of the African shea tree 
are perceived to be observed. A focus group 
discussion was held with community members in 
each of the study communities. In each of the focus 
group discussions, the participants did not exceed 
nine. The study was interested in amassing 
information from individuals who are well abreast 
with the dynamics of the informal institutions that 
govern the exploitation of the shea trees and the 
factors that influences the successful application of 
existing TEK. Based on the study's objectives, a list 
of questions was prepared to guide each focus 
group discussion session. 
 Based on the research instruments and the 
data obtained, data was organized, processed and 
analyzed.  Much attention was paid to stories and 
experiences shared by the respondents and 
answers provided to the questions asked. The 
researcher validated the study findings by re-
visiting two respondents in each of the study 
communities. This process assisted the researcher 
in producing findings that are consistent with 
what was related by the research respondents. 
 
3. Results 
3.1 Existing forms of informal institutions in 
the management of the African Shea tree 
 Traditional Ecological Knowledge in the Form of 

Taboos 
 There are taboos that forbids members of 
the communities to refrain from cutting shea trees 
entirely. The traditional communities believe that 
the spirit of their re-incarnated ancestors find 
their habitation on the Shea tree before they 
transition to other tree and animal species. The 
respondents notes that this fear of destroying 
ancestral habitat has induced the traditional 
communities to turn away from harvesting the 
shea tree for economic and any other purposes. 
The communities regard the ancestors as an 
integral part of life and live closer to the unseen 

world. The intervention of the ancestors is 
invoked during childbirth, pandemic diseases, and 
in the planting and harvesting seasons. The 
important ancestors of the communities are thus 
able to reward good deeds, as well as, punish 
individuals who transgress their dictates and 
standards. 
 
 Traditional ecological knowledge in the form of 

customs and rituals 
 Traditional rituals in the form of 
slaughtering of fowls and required the pouring of 
libations are performed in the event of an intent to 
cut shea tree, or to appease the ancestors for a 
shea tree that is cut already. Such pacifications are 
meant to reconcile the communities and the 
ancestors in the event of transgressing their 
dictates and standards. 
 
 Traditional ecological knowledge in the form of 

social norms 
 Existing social norms in the study 
communities were initiated by the leadership of 
the communities when they have found that the 
shea tree is vulnerable to environmental changes. 
Individuals or households found to have broken 
established social norm systems face severe 
penalties and fines. For example, individuals and 
institutions who wants to use lands that have shea 
trees for other purposes would present sheep, 
fowls and bottles of traditional alcoholic drinks to 
the traditional leadership to pacify the ancestors 
before such shea trees are cut. Failure to comply 
with collectively established social norms and rule 
systems often result in a fine of money or 
livestock, social gossip and derogatory name-tags. 
 
3.2 Current State of Traditional Ecological 
Knowledge Systems in the Management of Shea 
Trees 
 Level of awareness of forms of TEK in the study 

communities 
 The study found that, all the research 
respondents are aware of the existing taboos, 
social norms and rituals in the management of the 
shea tree. 30% of the respondents received this 
information from the older generation whiles 53% 
received it from their friends and colleagues 
(peers). 17% of the respondents couldn't tell 
exactly where they had the information about the 
existing forms of TEK in the cutting of shea trees. 
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 Extent of adherence to forms of TEK in the 
conservation of shea trees 

 The research explored the extent of 
adherence to the provisions of traditional 

ecological knowledge on the preservation of shea 
trees in the study communities. Chart 2 show the 
details. 
 

 

 
Chart 2: Extent of adherence to the forms of TEK in the conservation of shea trees 

Source: (Field Survey, 2024.) 
  
 As can be inferred in the data in Chart 2, 
55% of the respondents assert that the extent of 
adherence to TEK forms in the conservation of 
shea trees is excellent. They attributed it to 
various factors, including the nature of the 
communities, the rules in place, and the attributes 
of the shea tree. The communities share the same 
socio-cultural attributes, including language, 
ancestral origin, festivals, and belief systems and 
practices. It is common knowledge in the 
communities that bad omen from the ancestral 
spirits as punishment for breaking a taboo system 
is a spell on the entire community. Individuals 
whose actions breached conventional protocols 
risk invitation to face the ancestral court in the 
land of the dead. Traditionally, the people also 
believe that all blessings come from the ancestral 
world, and hence, the need to observe established 
protocols and dictates. 

 Other research respondents believe that 
the level of effectiveness of TEK in the 
conservation of shea trees in the study area has 
dwindled in recent times. According to them, the 
response rate of the ancestors to actions that are 
not socio-culturally consistent has been tempered 
with leniency. The above explains why specific 
individuals can break the already established 
traditional protocols without any dire 
consequences. 30% of the respondents note that 
the extent to which the communities adhere to 
TEK forms in conserving shea trees is low. 
 
 Factors responsible for the loss of TEK in the 

conservation of shea tree 
 The factors responsible for the loss of 
traditional ecological knowledge in the 
conservation of the shea tree are shown in Chat 3. 
 

 

 
Chart 3: Reasons for loss of TEK in the conservation of shea trees 

Source: (Field Survey, 2024.) 
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  In Chart 3, 50% of the population 
has attributed the loss of TEK in the management 
of shea trees to the role played by Christianity and 
formal education. Christianity and formal 
education have conspired to demonize TEK as 
primitive and barbaric, and that whatever is borne 
out of those belief and taboo systems are full of 
evil spirits. The communities are able to use the 
shea tree as medium to invoke the spirit of rain, 
when farmers needs it to boost crop production. 
These actions have make TEK unpopular most 
especially among the youth of the communities. 
The respondents mentioned that, this has the 
possibility of threatening the sustainable 
management of shea trees using TEK systems and 
practices. 
 Closely related to the above is the marred 
knowledge relationship dispute between the 
youthful and older generations in the 
communities. One of the traditional authority 
respondents notes that the youth do not see 
anything worth emulating from them. He 

summarized the disputed knowledge stained in 
the following words: 

In the past, the duck leads the ducklings to 
their destination. Today, things have 
changed… The ducklings are now leading 
the duck (mother). This is the reality of what 
is happening between us (the older 
generation) and the young people you see 
around. 

 Some of the respondents note that the 
youth have exposure to 'modern-day life' and have 
developed the wrong attitude towards the older 
generations and their belief systems and practices. 
 
3.3 Factors that are responsible for the 
successful application of traditional ecological 
knowledge in the conservation of shea trees 
 The study investigated the factors 
responsible for the TEK's effectiveness in 
conserving the shea tree in the study communities, 
as shown in Chart 4. 
 

 

 
Chart 4: Factors that have influenced the successful application of TEK in the conservation of shea 

trees 
Source: (Field Survey, 2024) 

 
  Fifty-four per cent (54%) of the 
respondents attributed the success of TEK in the 
study communities to the nature of rules 
governing the exploitation of shea trees. The 
communities believe that their important 

ancestors' spirits can cast spells on individuals 
who exploit shea trees in an unsustainable 
manner. Offenders are more likely to get lost in the 
bush/wild or be bit by poisonous snakes (see table 
2). 
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Table-2: Sanctions for breaking taboos and social norms that forbid the cutting of shea tree in the 
study communities. 

Area Spiritual Sanctions Physical Sanctions 
Cutting of Shea tree -Offended might give birth to an 

already deformed baby 
-Loose ancestral blessings 
-Get lost in the wild/bush  

-Log is seized  
-Payment of sheep, goat and 
fowls for pacification 
-A fine of up to 100 GH 
-Gossip and social humiliation  

The toasting of the 
shea tree 

-Give birth to a deformed baby 
-Loose ancestral blessings 

-Payment of sheep, goat and 
fowls for pacification 
-Gossip and social humiliation 

Source: (Field Survey, 2024.) 
 
 The communities also have diverse ways of 
enforcing established social norms systems that 
borders the exploitation of shea trees. In all the 
study communities, some sub-committees are 
charged with the onus of enforcing regulations on 
the management of the shea trees. 
 Again, Twenty-one per cent (21%) of the 
respondents attributed the successful application 
of TEK in the preservation of shea trees to the 
characteristics of the resource communities. Over 
80% of the population in the communities are of 
the Mo/Dega speaking origin. The community 
members share exact ancestral origin, customs, 
traditions and belief systems. The communities 
are also characterized by traditional professions 
such as pastoralism, fishing and agriculture, 
professions whose activities require the use of 
TKE systems. The continued interaction between 
people and their local ecological economy has 
maintained their interest in maintaining ecological 
balance. 
 Twenty-five per cent (25%) of the 
respondents also attributed the success of TEK in 
the preservation of shea trees to the attributes of 
the resource to the sustenance of the needs of the 
communities. Different parts of the shea tree are 
generally used in various areas of daily life. The 
dry wood is used to make household tools and fuel 
for cooking. The roots and bark are also used for 
medicinal and pesticides application. The delicious 
pulp of Shea fruits is a valuable source of energy. 
The butter collected from the kennels, according 
to the respondents, is frequently used in local 
households for cooking, lighting, making soap, and 
the treatment of numerous ailments. Furthermore, 
a major portion of the population earns a living by 
extracting and selling shea products, thereby 
enhancing their quality of life and level of living. 
 

4. Discussions 
 This research was structured to investigate 
the contribution of traditional ecological 
knowledge systems and practices to the 
sustainable management of biological resouces in 
Ghana, using the African shea tree (Vitellaria 
paradoxa) for a case. The study found that the 
study communities have used traditional 
ecological knowledge in the form of taboos, social 
norms and ritual systems to provide standards of 
social regulations and the development of 
worldviews and cultural values that borders on 
preserving shea trees. The rationale behind the 
forms of traditional ecological knowledge systems 
has been linked to the critical role played by the 
ancestral spirits in enhancing the socio-economic 
lives of the living. The ancestors are the source of 
fertility, bumper harvest and the averters of evil 
omen. They can cast spells on the socio-economic 
and cultural lives of the living, most especially 
those who transgress their dictates and standards. 
Taboos, rituals and social norm systems thus 
function as coercive forces that ensure adherence 
to dictates and standards of the ancestors 
concerning the exploitation of the shea tree in the 
study communities. It was not surprising that the 
respondents considered the forms of traditional 
ecological knowledge systems as an economic and 
social asset that have resulted in the sustainable 
management of shea trees and other biological 
resources in the communities. What the above 
suggest is the efficacy of the ecological knowledge 
of traditional communities in ameliorating the 
challenges of the extinction of biological resources. 
 The findings of this study confirms the 
earlier assertion of Gyampo et al. (2008) that 
many traditional communities in Ghana have vast 
amounts of traditional ecological knowledge 
systems and practices that exist, and are applied 
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through well-established social and cultural 
institutions in the form of local beliefs, customs, 
rituals, values, and taboos for managing 
biodiversity.  The study recorded high similarities 
in the forms of traditional ecological knowledge 
systems and practices across all three 
communities. These stem from the fact that all the 
study communities share the same socio-cultural 
attributes, including language, ancestral origin, 
festivals, and belief systems and practices. These 
socio-cultural attributes have enabled the 
communities to champion their common interest 
in protecting their boundaries against 
unsustainable shea trees and other biological 
resources. The above further corroborate the view 
of Colding and Folke (2001) that when 
communities share the same socio-cultural 
attributes (including ancestral origin), significant 
geographic distance between them is often not a 
barrier to applying the principles of traditional 
ecological knowledge systems and practices. The 
factors, found to have influenced the successful 
application of TEK in the study communities are 
not different from the earlier position of Ostrom 
(2006) who notes that the nature of resource 
communities, existing institutional mechanisms 
and characteristics of the resource systems are the 
key variables that influences the successful 
application of conservative taboos and social norm 
systems. 
 Contrary to earlier assertion of Hardin 
(1968) and Oslon (1960), this research has 
demonstrated the ability of a group of resource 
users to collaborate and sustainably manage the 
common resource which forms a substantial part 
of their livelihood. The results demonstrate that 
focusing on the tenets of traditional ecological 
knowledge systems and practices as tools for 
managing local biological resources could yield 
significant conservation benefits. Social norm 
systems prescribed by the leadership of the 
traditional communities have played significant 
conservation roles, although they often change 
depending on the prevailing socio-economic and 
environmental conditions. Unlike social norm 
systems, taboos and rituals are initiated by the 
important ancestors. The sanctions for breaking 
them are in the hands of the precepts of ancestors, 
who are the owners of the invisible world. Social 
sanctions associated with breaking the rules and 
regulations bordering the exploitation of shea 
trees are alone enough to enhance adherence. 

 The study reports a broader and increasing 
decline in the application of valuable traditional 
ecological knowledge systems and practices in the 
conservation of biological resources in traditional 
communities. Aside the role played by religion and 
formal education in demonizing TEK systems, the 
study recorded peer to peer transmission as the 
dominant mode of transmitting TEK in the study 
communities. Within the transmission processes 
of TEK systems, the body of knowledge and 
information tends to be adapted and modified by 
new observations and practices. What the above 
suggest is a greater possibility of distortion of 
traditional ecological knowledge that borders the 
exploitation of biological resources. Berkes 
(2008) notes that one of the essential features of 
traditional ecological knowledge is its continuous 
adaptation to changing environmental and cultural 
conditions. Therefore, the onus lies in the precepts 
of local biological resource managers to contend 
with the many challenges associated with rapidly 
changing socio-economic conditions that affect the 
implementation of TEK systems and practices. 
 Many studies on the informal institutions 
and the management of biological resources have 
not reported on the factors responsible for the 
deficiency between existing rules and rule 
implementation. In the study communities, this 
study has demonstrated that the deficiency 
between the existing rules and implementation of 
sanctions stems from simple negligence, broken 
relationship between the current and aged 
generations and in some cases, active resistance. 
Other concerns focus on effectiveness and equity 
in the utilization of shea trees and their related 
products. Equity considerations are closely linked 
to efficiency issues. Inequalities in resource use 
can lead to the collapse of collective management 
and are more likely to arise when there are 
substantial inequalities among users, creating the 
possibility for some to benefit from the products of 
shea trees at the expense of others. Although these 
may not always be the case in local communities, it 
is the study's expectation that biodiversity 
policymakers, particularly at the local level, will 
recognize the dynamic nature of resource users 
and how inequalities and equity issues may 
undermine the dynamic quality of people's 
responses to livelihood insecurity. It is beyond the 
scope of this study to determine how age and 
gender influence the application of traditional 
ecological knowledge in shea tree management. 
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 Despite growing recognition of the 
importance of traditional ecological knowledge 
systems and practices for the long-term 
management of biological resources, many 
management regimes still lack effective formal 
mechanisms for incorporating traditional 
ecological knowledge into active biodiversity 
management. This, among other factors, has 
contributed to the disparities in understanding of 
traditional ecological knowledge systems and 
practices and compliance. As a result, the visibility 
of traditional ecological knowledge systems and 
practices to future generations is lowered. Efforts 
by conventional resource managements to 
promote the dynamic nature of traditional 
ecological knowledge and adopt more holistic and 
adaptive views that accommodate alternative 
worldviews would be significant in the continued 
survival of the tenets of TEK. This study believes 
that taboo systems, rituals and social norms are 
still revered and used as a basis for the 
conservation of biodiversity. However, these 
systems and the associated knowledge have 
operated without any legal backing. Establishing a 
legal framework that would empower local 
resource managers in their strides to protect 
biodiversity using traditional knowledge systems 
would be significant in the fight against the 
excessive loss of biodiversity. 
 
5. Conclusions 
 For generations, indigenous people have 
lived in natural habitats. They practiced lifestyles 
and belief systems based on their extensive 
understanding of local plants, fauna, and ecology. 
Conventional systems have often overridden local 
traditional knowledge, and at times christen them 
as primitive and backward. Against the backdrop 
of the unprecedented extinction of global 
biodiversity and its impacts on human wellbeing, 
there is an increasing interest in the role 
traditional ecological knowledge systems and 
practices play in biodiversity conservation and the 
factors that have influenced their effectiveness. 
The study has demonstrated that the research 
communities have in place taboos and ritual 
systems that their important ancestors initiate and 
backed by punitive spells. The nature of the rules 
and the need to secure a healthy relationship with 
the ancestral spirits have induced the 
communities to abhor the cutting of shea trees, 
used by the ancestral spirits as mediums to 

transition to the land of the living. The study found 
evidence suggesting that the general body of 
knowledge and information bordering the 
exploitation of shea trees tend to be adapted and 
modified by new observations and practices. 
However, the homogenous nature of the 
communities and the attributes of the shea trees 
have played significant roles in sustaining the 
interest of the communities in the sustainable 
management of shea trees. Scaling up the 
application of traditional ecological knowledge in 
the management of biological resources will 
increase ecosystem, species and genetic diversity 
and would be valuable for wildlife conservation. 
This will make Ghana an excellent example for 
other developing countries. Government agencies, 
non-governmental organizations, and 
conservationists must focus on identifying suitable 
traditional ecological knowledge systems and 
practices and work collaboratively with local 
communities to implement them sustainably. It is 
pertinent that we manage these resources with the 
help of these traditional institutions now that they 
are still available and some animals and tree 
resources are still in existence in the forest, or else 
when the value of these taboos would be realized, 
it might be too late to achieve any meaningful 
success. Future research into applying traditional 
ecological knowledge systems should focus on 
establishing a framework of how conventional 
conservationists and traditional communities 
could work together to manage biological 
diversities. 
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