Nature conservation and poverty reduction in Africa.

Conservation of nature in Africa can be quite complicated. There are numerous aspects to take into consideration. It was fairly easy during colonial times. To put it a bit bluntly it was just a matter of drawing some lines on a map and you had created a national park. Low human population densities around the often remote national parks meant that the game populations were relatively well protected. But times have changed. One of the consequences of ongoing liberation wars followed by internal fighting in many of the newly independent African countries was that many national parks were used both as a refuge and as a ‘bush meat take away’ by the guerilla fighters. At the same time human population numbers have increased which have led to intensified use of natural resources. The exploitation of nature in rural Africa may take many forms; from cutting down forests (legally or illegally) for construction, furniture- or paper production, burning of forests/bush for agriculture (shifting cultivation) or for making of charcoal, which remains an important source of energy in many African countries. Similarly the exploitation of game populations has intensified. For as long as the size of the human population was relatively low then traditional hunting (subsistence poaching) was not a major problem. However the population in many countries have multiplied and there is simply not enough game to feed all the hungry people while at the same time sustain viable game populations. To give an example, in Zambia the population has increased from around 2 million people in 1960 to 12 million in 2009. During the same period ‘development’ in the form of intensified agriculture, roads, towns and other infrastructure has taken over more and more of the areas where wild animals used to live. You may add the threat from commercial illegal hunting - often carried out with the use of efficient automatic weapons – for the purpose of sale of ivory abroad and/or ‘bush meat’ to the country’s own growing urban population.
The official park and wildlife authorities in Africa are doing their best to preserve the parks and the game populations within them. But there are many obstacles. Population pressure and the lack of cultivable land have often had the effect that people have been moving closer and closer to the parks and sometimes even into the parks. A contributing factor behind the encroachment undoubtedly relates to the fact that parks and their surrounding buffer areas contrary to many inhabited rural areas still support at least some game which may occasionally provide some free meat for own consumption or onwards sale. The continued undermining of many parks and their game populations is tacitly overlooked by the authorities in many countries. Because what can you do? There is a growing need for good agricultural land (although land within the parks rarely has a huge agricultural potential) and as a public servant or politician you will not become popular if you start expelling poor farmers from parks. On the contrary. You will be criticized for prioritizing wild animals before people. As a result there is a tendency to accept encroachment and traditional subsistence hunting. And of course everybody – including government officials and politicians – love ‘bush meat’. It is a fairly common attitude that hunting; especially for subsistence purposes, is really not such a serious crime. And you may say they have a point. In fact the hunters are only doing what generations and generations before them have done. Why should hunting be for rich Westerners only? Anyway; the effect is that in some countries you will find wildlife related law enforcement looks a bit halfhearted. Even when authorities are trying to curb illegal hunting the results are mostly limited. The government allocations are often small and resources few. There is a lack of equipment (radios, camping gear, uniforms etc.), vehicles (funds for maintenance, spare parts and fuel). Add to this that many park officers lack training. You will some times hear rumors that limited funding for field rations may even in some cases turn park officers into poachers themselves when they are on patrol. They of course also need something to eat. To the above list of law enforcement shortcomings you may in several countries add some more structural problems. They include inexpedient institutional structures and financing mechanisms and the all pervading corruption.

The result of all this is that many parks in Africa are standing with their back against the wall. The efforts to sustain the African fauna sometimes appear almost hopeless. The animal populations are under threat from many sides and the process seems to be moving in the wrong direction.    

What can be done? On one side you have the proponents for more law and order. The position is that the parks simply have to be better protected with stricter law enforcement measures against poachers and other criminals breaking the (wildlife) laws. A basic premise is that more resources have to be allocated for patrolling and other protection measures. In the end the consequence of this approach would be a complete fencing of the parks to keep poor rural communities (and commercial poachers) out. The problem is that a marked increase in law enforcement measures will be very expensive and it appears unrealistic to expect that sufficient funds will be allocated in the foreseeable future. Most parks are huge and efficient protection relying on anti poaching interventions is almost impossible. You may therefore ask if this strategy is the solution when experience shows that most likely it will not receive anywhere near the required funds to make it work. 

Maybe a more viable approach would be to involve the local people in the conservation of nature. The problem with many of the past efforts has been that nature conservation has taken place without paying any attention to the interests of local people. The communities living around the parks were ignored by the colonial powers and to some extent you may say that with regard to conservation approaches this picture has not changed drastically since independence, especially when it comes to access, ownership and a controlled utilization of the national natural resources. Parks have always been seen as a kind of alien elements, another heritage from colonial times, mostly more beneficial to tourists from rich countries than the country’s own poor population especially the people living around the parks. Local communities seldom had any advantages from safari (trophy) hunting and safari tourism. The income primarily went to the tourism industry, the hunting concessionaire and to the central park authorities of the country. In most cases only a limited part of the revenue was reinvested in the park and an even smaller part was allocated to development of local communities.  

There seem to be a growing recognition that it is necessary to involve the people in the management of the natural resources including national parks and other protected areas. The local people should however not only be involved but should also to a far higher level than previously benefit from the parks and the revenue generated by the associated tourism (photo tourism in the parks and hunting tourism in the adjacent buffer zones).

In short; it is all about handing back ownership of nature and its resources to the local people. The thinking behind this approach is that when the local people realize the concrete benefits (money in their pockets) linked to the parks and its wildlife resources they will also start to protect the same resources better. But this will of course not be easy. Marginalization, poverty and ignorance in many places go together and create a vicious circle leading to over exploitation of nature (deforestation, over grazing, over fishing etc.). The lessons from ‘The Tragedy of the Commons” are often repeated today and help underline that if the negative development trends have to be reversed it will not be sufficient just to hand over the management responsibility to the local people without at the same time developing new structures of ownership and management as well as distribution mechanisms. 

Efforts in that direction is surfacing in several African countries. Some valuable experiences were done in Zimbabwe in the 1980’ies and 1990’ies based on the so called CAMPFIRE program which was fairly successful. In Zambia experiences were done with the ADMADE program. In Kenya and Tanzania similar programs have been tried out as well. In recent years work has been ongoing in Namibia in relation to establishment of so called ‘community conservancies’. These are nature conservation areas envisaged to become managed by local communities. So far the process is facilitated and strongly supported by a Namibian NGO. The overall financial and technical assistance is provided by WWF. It is not surprisingly a time demanding process; building the required management capacity of communities takes time. But they learn from their mistakes and so far the overall results have been positive.

The South Africa based organization Peace Parks Foundation with among others Nelson Mandela as protector, has in recent years facilitated the setting up of so called ‘Peace Parks’ in Southern Africa. The first Peace Parks were established between South Africa and Namibia, South Africa and Botswana and South Africa, Mozambique and Zimbabwe. The basic idea behind the peace parks is to reestablish some of the huge wildlife areas that were cut into smaller pieces in connection with the mapping of borders that took place during colonialism. The result was that many old animal migration routes were blocked by national borders. Peace Parks is now trying to reunite these areas with each other. The vision is to enable elephants and other animals to re-open old migration routes irrespective of national boundaries and modern infrastructure development. It is envisaged that also tourists should be able to move freely within the peace parks and crossing borders without any visa restrictions. But not only animals and tourists will benefit from the peace parks; also local communities will be beneficiaries. It is a central element in the development of the Peace Parks that safari tourism must contribute to local development, including that more of the revenue from safari tourism (photographic and hunting) should be channeled back to the people living close to the parks. The line of thinking behind this is, that local people must benefit from living close to and among ‘wild animals’.  It is very simple – at least in theory. As long as elephants are mainly associated with the destruction of maize fields and perhaps even the killing of villagers the elephants will be regarded as pests only (and huge pests!). If on the other hand elephants also bring in money from tourists (photographic tourism and trophy hunting) villagers may gradually become more inclined to accept even elephants and other annoying animals as their neighbors. And this is not small money. A hunting license for an elephant may well cost around 30.000 US$. Even if only say a third of this money will go to local communities it is still a huge amount for poor rural people. However, this is a crucial point and in many countries the distribution key will need to be altered in order to ensure that a bigger share of the safari hunting revenue actually stays with the local communities living with the dangers and nuisances of big game.        
One of the most recent initiated peace parks initiatives is the Kavango Zambezi Transfrontier Conservation Area (KAZA TFCA). The plans are covering an area of 287.000 square kilometers, almost equivalent to the size of Italy. KAZA TFCA includes five countries; Angola, Zambia, Zimbabwe, Botswana and Namibia. Among the better known parks within this new Peace Park’s area is Moremi (including the Okavango delta) and Chobe in Botswana, Kafue in Zambia and Hwange in Zimbabwe. KAZA TFCA is home to the largest population of elephants in Africa of approximately 250.000 animals. In December 2006 a ‘Memorandum of Understanding’ was signed between the environment and tourism ministers from the five countries. Since then comprehensive consultations and negotiations have followed. Zambia probably has taken the process furthest. In Zambia the KAZA TFCA covers the southern and southwestern part of the country, including Livingstone with Victoria Falls and the small national park Mosi-O-Tunya as well as Kafue and Sioma Ngwezi National Parks (the largest and the third largest parks in Zambia). The areas in between the parks are included as well. They are for the most part game management areas where trophy sport hunting is allowed.

The process in Zambia following the signing of the Memorandum of Understanding has not been without problems. Representatives from the Peace Parks Foundation has carried out negotiations with the Zambian authorities at central level (Ministry of Environment, Tourism and Natural Resources, the Zambian Wildlife Authority) and provincial and district authorities in Western Province, private companies (timber, safari operators etc.) and representatives from the Royal Barotse Establishment (Barotseland corresponds more or less with Western Province) as well as local chiefs and local communities. It has been a time consuming process with many obstacles, misunderstandings and rumors. But in the end it has hopefully been worthwhile. Now there is a consolidated ‘Integrated Development Plan’ for the Zambian component of the KZA TFCA. It has been agreed to by all parties and stakeholders at all levels. The implementation process has now started. The most visible outcome so far is that Zambia has a new national park. It is called Ngonye Falls National Park. (Ngonye Falls is the second largest waterfall in Zambia after Victoria Falls). The park is a result of the deliberations facilitated by Peace Parks between the Zambian Wildlife Authority and the local chiefs. For the first time in the history of Zambia (and Africa?) will the local communities living around the park get part of the revenue from park entrance fees paid by tourists. In other ways as well local concerns have been taken seriously. Elephants are a big problem for the people living around the Sioma Ngwezi National Park. After the war activities in Namibia and Angola have ceased elephants have started returning and every year during harvest time they are rampaging the maize fields. As part of the Integrated Development Plan it is therefore proposed (based on request from villagers) that several of the most seriously affected villages be protected by either chili- or electric fences (chili mixed with grease and rubbed on ropes or chili mixed with dung and burned around the fields). Among many additional ideas the IDP also includes proposals for a more efficient land use plan. To the area north of Ngonye Falls will be set aside for more intensive agricultural use based on the irrigation potential of the Zambezi River. The area south of the Falls will be a safari tourism priority area. In order to reduce wildlife-human conflicts an elephant restraining line will be established between the two areas to keep elephants away from the agricultural sector and guide them towards the tourism area. Up to now the patrolling in and around the Sioma Ngwezi National Park has been insufficient because of lack of resources. The IDP therefore has a component to step up law enforcements efforts. The strengthened patrolling will however also benefit local communities as many of the new park officers (village scouts) will be recruited from the local villages. It is planned that a major part of the recruits will be (former) poachers that will now be given the chance to make a living from protecting rather than poaching game. This type of bringing some immediate benefits to local communities is vital. Conservation involving communities may eventually work well in 5-10 years time, but carry no immediate relief. People need tangible improvements in overall livelihood, not in five years but now; otherwise their commitment to the process may quickly wane and all conservation efforts could be undermined by lack of local support. This issue of time is undoubtedly the main challenge for KAZA TFCA. 
The Zambian part of KAZA TFCA is comprehensive and there are many sub-components applying to each individual area. As an example the land between Livingstone and Sesheke (the area north of Namibia’s Caprivi Strip, Botswana and Zimbabwe) will be transformed into locally managed game areas with an emphasis on eco tourism and other types of sustainable natural resource management which will contribute to an improvement of the livelihood of local communities. A shared characteristic for all sub-plans is that they are a result of long deliberations between Peace Parks, the Zambian Wildlife Authority, the local chiefs and their ‘subjects’. It will take too much space to go deeper into the plans of KAZA TFCA, but please be referred to Peace Parks Foundation website for further information (www.peaceparks.org).

The core message in KAZA TFCA is that it is necessary to try new ways forward when it comes to conservation of nature in Africa. Rather than excluding local communities a stronger inclusion is regarded as inevitable. If KAZA TFCA turns out to be successful it will be the first time - in recent history – that a basis for co-existence of man and wildlife (even in a way that they will both benefit) has been established. If it will be proved in practice that there is not necessarily any insurmountable contradiction between ‘peaceful’ utilization of wildlife populations and improved livelihood for local people in poor African rural areas, that indeed the two aspects may actually be united in a more social- and environmental sustainable form of nature conservation and tourism, then there may still be hope for the wildlife on the African savanna. The pessimists (realists?) may object and claim that many things may go wrong; and they are of course right. But the first positive steps have been taken, so let’s give the process a chance to unfold and let’s learn from the experiences and correct the mistakes. After all what is the alternative?
