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Colombia launched in the 1990s a decentralization process on behalf of Black communities by 

granting them collective property rights over the territories they had inhabited for centuries. This 

process represented a political victory for a group with a history of marginalization in the 

country, that had pushed for decades to secure their land tenure rights. Decentralization was put 

in place with the ambition of promoting a more inclusive governance system, enhancing the 

environmental governance of Black communities’ territories and reducing poverty. As a result, 

Black communities were organized into Community Councils and vested with the legal authority 

to design, implement, and enforce rules to govern natural resources within their collective 

territories. By doing a qualitative case study of the governance of inland fisheries in 

COCOMACIA, the largest Community Council in the country, this study examines how this 

Community Council has positioned itself in the Colombian environmental governance system.  

Our results suggest that decentralization policies need to account for the particularities of the 

resource systems existing in the territories. The governance of inland fisheries poses specific 

challenges for decentralization due to a) the fact that ecological dynamics that support the 

resource system take place beyond the administrative boundaries of fisheries; b) rivers are public 

goods in Colombia, and therefore it is impossible to exclude users from accessing them; and c) 

there is a lack of enforcement of regulations in the places where fish is sold.   This calls for a 

combined effort from stakeholders with different rights, duties, and capacities within the 

governance system to coordinate actions at enforcing regulations.  

The study stresses the need of unpacking the notion of decentralization in the literature to define 

precisely what processes of decision-making are addressed by the policies in place. In the case 

study, decentralizing institutional design has not led to a decentralized enforcement of 

institutional arrangements. Ultimately, this suggests that building sustainable institutions in 

decentralized regimes entails more than just granting local stakeholders the right to design 

institutions to govern their resources. They need to be able to coordinate with other agencies and 

be able to enforce their rules to ensure sustainability.


