Twenty-First Century Conservation in Africa:
Contemporary Dilemmas, Future Challenges

Michael Bollig

Africa has been at the receiving end of the monikers of others, from
the pejorative ‘dark’ continent of the 19th century to be labelled more
recently, first, as ‘hopeless’ and then, a decade later, as ‘rising’ by The
Economist. It’s high time for Africa to carve out its own epithet. The
Conservation Continent is a positive option for many good reasons.

DESALEGN ET AL. 2020

1 Introduction

African wildlife and wilderness landscapes play an outsized role in global
schemes for biodiversity protection and adaptation to climate change. If ter-
restrial protected areas are expanded worldwide, as is emphatically demanded
by many contemporary commentators on the current crises, a major part of
this expansion will occur — and indeed is already taking place — on the African
continent. Is Africa on its way to becoming the ‘conservation continent, as the
introductory quote by Desalegn et al. (2020) suggests?

A few brief points must suffice to illustrate the contemporary social-eco-
logical crisis. A World Bank communication estimates that climate change
alone will result in the loss of over half of African bird and mammal species
by 2100.! Habitat loss and landscape fragmentation due to agricultural inten-
sification, and the expansion of agricultural activities conditioned by grow-
ing population numbers, is an important driver for biodiversity loss (Perrings
and Halkos 2015) and biological annihilation (Ceballos et al. 2017). Rivers have
been progressively impounded for hydroelectric use, causing large-scale eco-
logical changes in aquatic biodiversity (Mahe et al. 2018). Rapid deforestation
linked to agricultural encroachment, and increasing commercial logging, is

1 https://www.worldbank.org/en/news/feature/2019/02/14/biodiversity.
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significant in many African countries. The explosion of invasive species is dis-
placing indigenous animal and plant species in all biomes across the continent
(Seebens et al. 2020; UNEP 2016). The rapid growth of agro-industrial estates is
a further driving force for habitat change (Batterbury and Ndi 2018; Mulubrhan
2015). Violent conflicts in many contexts have contributed to habitat destruc-
tion, biodiversity decline, and species extinction (Brito et al. 2018; de Merode
et al. 2007).

So much for the doom scenario! There is another view on African nature
that conveys hope and inspiration for a more convivial form of multispecies
existence: more than half the world’s unconverted arable land lies in Africa,
indicating broad prospects for both food production and conservation (UNEP
2016: 37). In the early twenty-first century, about 4.28 million square kilome-
tres, or 14.2 per cent of the continent’s terrestrial surface, were demarcated as
biodiversity preserves (cf. Europe 3.18 million square kilometres, or 11.4 per
cent). Across the continent, more than 8448 protected areas, including about
1100 national parks (of which 36 have been enshrined as World Heritage sites)
have increased the chances of survival for many species, while significantly
altering human—environment relations. In a number of places, particularly
in southern Africa, increases in wildlife populations and attempts to refau-
nate landscapes are readily observable (see Stoldt et al. 2020 on northeastern
Namibia). The expansion of protected areas is spectacular if we consider the
percentage of land under protection in single African countries — in Namibia
38 per cent, Botswana 29 per cent, Zimbabwe 27 per cent, Zambia 41 per cent,
and Tanzania 38 per cent (all figures UNEP-WCMC 2020).

It is highly likely that the percentage of protected areas will grow further:
many states worldwide, and most African states, have signed the Nagoya Pro-
tocol and its Aichi targets stipulating that 17 per cent of all terrestrial systems
should be protected by 2020 (https://www.cbd.int/sp/targets) — apparently
many African signatories reached that target well before the intended date.
Some visions go far beyond what has been agreed upon in the Aichi Protocol.
The widely circulated Half Earth Initiative (Wilson 2016) argues that we will
only be able to halt species extinction effectively if we set aside about half
of the Earth'’s surface for protection. Baillie and Zhang (2018) suggest that the
Convention on Biological Diversity should stipulate that 30 per cent of ocean
and terrestrial systems should be protected by 2030, and 50 per cent by 2050.
They conclude that “anything less will likely result in a major extinction crisis
and jeopardize the health and well-being of future generations” (Baillie and
Zhang 2018:1051). Dinerstein et al. (2019) promote a Global Deal for Nature and
combine it with planning promulgated by the Paris Climate Agreement. They
argue that, to achieve the Paris agreement goal to stay below 1.5°C warming,
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30 per cent of the Earth will need to be formally protected and an additional
20 per cent designated as climate stabilization areas by 2030. The maps in
Dinerstein et al. (2019) show that Africa will be crucial to such efforts of global
environmental planning.

There are very different visions about how these goals can be accom-
plished. While neo-protectionists argue for an expansion of land exclusively
held in preservation, neo-conservationists argue for an integration of human
land use and conservation (see Biischer and Fletcher (2020) for an excel-
lent critical summary of both trajectories). Neo-protectionists emphasize
that only a significant reduction of land use will at least slow down current
rates of species extinction (Wilson 2016). They are prepared to embrace eco-
nomic losses (mainly in the biodiversity hot spots of the world) and argue
that nature needs to be saved from the vagaries of capitalist accounting. In
contrast, Kareiva et al. (2012) argue that such “protected areas will remain
islands of ‘pristine nature’ in a sea of profound human transformations to the
landscape” and that integrative and patchy working landscapes of conserva-
tion are thus the best option (Kremen and Merenlender 2018). Advocates of
the working landscapes approach argue that the integration of global com-
modity chains geared towards sustainable land use open new perspectives for
conservation.

Both directions are gaining momentum in the second decade of the twenty-
first century. Parks into which people recently migrated have been refurbished
for example in Chad and Zimbabwe and rendered into new fortresses of con-
servation. Surveillance is stepped up and, in many cases, militarized (Duffy
et al. 2019). At the same time, efforts to establish working conservation land-
scapes in numerous community-based projects increase with enormous inter-
national efforts focused on buffer zones around protected areas, including the
corridors connecting them.

2 National Parks: Emergence, Stabilization and Critique of the
‘Fortress’ Paradigm

Game reserves have been founded in sub-Saharan Africa since the begin-
ning of the twentieth century (Anderson and Grove 1986). MacKenzie (1988:
261—77) has sketched the transition from hunting reserves to national parks
since the 1930s, emphasizing a fundamental shift in perspective: while hunt-
ing reserves were established by proclamation or ministerial decree, and could
be deproclaimed at any time, national parks were established in perpetuity
and were based on fully-fledged legislation. Accordingly, park management
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was separated from other aspects of government administration — some-
times a state within the state, with its own territory, laws, and administration.
National parks were meant for tourism and, from the outset, were thought to
be self-financing (MacKenzie 1988: 264). Accordingly, they were fitted with
infrastructure, roads, lodges, and camp grounds — human-made and planned
wildernesses suitable for consumption. For an excellent case study, see Carru-
thers (1995) on South Africa’s Kruger National Park. While early on, indigenous
communities, foragers, and pastoralists were permitted within national parks
after the 1950s wildlife conservation and human land use were perceived as
incompatible. This resulted in further dislocations, and the removal of entire
communities from these emergent fortresses of conservation. For example, see
Dieckmann (2007) on the removal of the Haillom San from Etosha National
Park in Namibia, and Reid (2012) on the removal of Maasai from conservation
areas in Tanzania and Kenya.

There is an enormous amount of literature on the malign social conse-
quences of ‘fortress conservation’ (Brockington 2002). Poverty, marginalization,
and exposure to human-wildlife conflict are commonplace in the buffer zones
around national parks. Brockington and Igoe (2006) analysed 250 reports on
relocations from 180 conservation areas, 60 of them from southern and eastern
Africa. They show that forced relocations, for example, in sub-Saharan Africa,
climaxed in the 1960s and 1970s, namely, during the first two decades of inde-
pendence for many African countries (Brockington and Igoe 2006: 440). The
fortress conservation approach remained unquestioned for several decades,
promising international tourism and global attention. The crises of national
parks in many African countries in the 1980s and 1990s — weak governance,
negligible economic returns from tourism, poaching, often connected to vio-
lent conflict and economic demise (Lewis 1996) — led to a reconsideration of
protected-area politics across the continent.

3 Privatization and Globalization of Protected Areas

Private donors have invested extensively in African national parks in recent
years. Adams (2019) reports that Mozambique’s Gorongoza Park experienced
more than a 700 per cent increase in its wildlife population from a decade
ago, after the foundation of US American philanthropist Gregory Carr spent
nearly US$ 60 million on park management and on socio-economic develop-
ment in surrounding buffer zones since 2008. Carr’s organization received ten-
ure of the park from the Mozambiquan government for a number of decades.
Gorongoza is not a singular case: philanthropic engagement in African parks
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is frequent and certainly increasing, as Ramutsindela et al. (2o11) and Spieren-
burg and Wels (2010) have shown.

Another model of organizational reform for protected area governance
has been developed by African Parks, a highly specialized NGO that organ-
izes park management on behalf of national authorities and is backed with
massive international funding. Today, African Parks has a portfolio of fifteen
parks in nine African countries. For these parks, the NGo holds management
contracts of twenty or more years. African Parks has a comprehensive man-
date: in protected areas, it is responsible for both the tourism infrastructure
and for the public infrastructure in surrounding buffer zones. Law enforce-
ment also falls under its mandate, as it coordinates armed anti-poaching units.
They may arrest people to hand over to the police later, and they may shoot in
self-defence.? African Parks also runs refaunation projects in depleted protec-
tion areas; for example, it relocated black rhinos from South Africa to Chad’s
Zakouma Park.

African Parks is supported by a vast and intransient range of north American
and European philanthropic organizations, as well as the National Geographic
Society, the European Union, the Wildcat Foundation and wwr, the US Fish
and Wildlife Service, and the US Forest Service. The website also lists organi-
zations as diverse as the Dutch Postcode Lottery, the Department for Inter-
national Development (DFID), and various African governmental authorities,
such as the Zambian Department of National Parks and Wildlife, traditional
authorities such as the Barotse Royal Establishment of Zambia, and less tran-
sient funds, such as the Adessium Foundation and the hedge fund, Acacia
Conservation Fund (Offshore), Ltd. Such funding networks invite questions
of responsibility and accountability, let alone democratic legitimization and
control (see Sullivan 2012).

While African Parks runs the management of protected areas on its own, and
is backed by a great number of highly diverse international funders, the Frank-
furt Zoological Society (Fzs) developed a business and management model
that tends more towards cooperation. In 2007, Zimbabwe Parks ‘invited’ Fzs to
support Gonarezhou National Park, Zimbabwe’s share of the giant Limpopo
Transboundary Park. Fzs was instrumental in developing a ten-year manage-
ment plan in a comprehensive stakeholder process. The plan entailed the
establishment of the Gonarezhou Conservation Trust, which has a mandate to
assume all management responsibilities from March 2017 onwards. The trust is
directed by a board of six trustees, nominated in equal numbers by ZimParks

2 https://www.africanparks.org/about-us/our-story.
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and Fzs. The Fzs runs similar projects in Tanzania and Zambia, where, for
example, the North Luangwa National Park is managed along similar lines.

Privatization and internationalized partnerships for the governance of pro-
tected areas often imply a return to fortress conservation (Scoones 2020). An
increasingly militarized approach towards controlling poachers is linked to
efforts to control the park boundaries. The International Anti-Poaching Foun-
dation, for example, is financing the training of rangers in Zimbabwe, and the
Frankfurt Zoological Society is sponsoring the construction of an electric fence
around Gonarezhou National Park (Scoones 2020). There are certainly com-
munity projects occurring near these protected areas, but as Scoones (2020)
reports for Zimbabwe, there are numerous reasons why these projects are inef-
fective and address problems such as human-wildlife conflict only in a hap-
hazard way.

Transboundary conservation areas that aggregate conservation areas
with different legal statuses across international boundaries are yet another
approach to expanding the reach of protected areas. Transboundary conser-
vation areas have especially gained ground in southern Africa. For example,
the Kavango-Zambezi Transfrontier Conservation Area (kazA) with 520,000
square kilometres of land, and the Greater Limpopo Transboundary Park with
35,000 square kilometres of land (with current plans to expand it to nearly
100,000 square kilometres), have gained the status of the world’s largest con-
tiguous conservation areas. In both transboundary conservation areas, exist-
ing national parks, protected forests, and community conservation areas have
been fused. In such transnational conservation areas, administrations com-
bine their efforts to guarantee the connectivity of protected lands and the
mobility of species, and to increase their attractiveness for tourists (Barrett
2013). Efforts aimed at creating more connectivity across international bound-
aries for wildlife, however, only rarely imply a similar freedom of movement
for local people.

As in the examples given above on the privatization and outsourcing of gov-
ernmental services, the influence of international donors and international
NGOs is major. The South Africa-based Peace Parks Foundation has been the
driving force behind transboundary conservation projects, conveniently high-
lighting their contribution to conservation, development, and peaceful trans-
boundary relations. The Peace Parks Foundation is funded by a vast array of
international funders, ranging from De Beers and Anglo American (both mul-
tinational mining companies) to the US International Bureau of Narcotics and
Law Enforcement Affairs. Whether conservation gigantism has sizeable socio-
ecological effects is not yet clear, although recent research points to increased
mobility of large herbivores and the refaunation of wildlife-poor landscapes
through immigration from areas with high wildlife numbers (see, for example,
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Brennan et al. 2020; Stoldt et al. 2020). But transboundary conservation has
also been blamed for expanding the fortress conservation approach, and fur-
ther sidelining communities living in long-marginalized areas (Ramutsindela
2018; van Amerom and Biischer 2005).

Figures given by the World Database of Protected Areas (UNEP-wCMA
2020) reflect this heterogeneity of protected area governance only to some
extent. Of 8448 protected areas counted in Africa, 3710 are managed by federal
or national ministries and 986 by sub-national ministries. For a staggering 2351
of the protected areas, governance is not reported adequately. Some 933 pro-
tected areas are private (mainly in South Africa), only 69 are managed collabo-
ratively between government and other agencies, 30 are governed by non-profit
organizations, and another 30 by indigenous communities (a good number of
them conservancies in Kenya). There is little conclusive reporting within this
dataset on conservation governance for numerous countries. No governance
types are reported for protected areas in Zimbabwe, as well as Chad, Angola, or
the Central African Republic. For Zambia, no governance type is reported for
more than 9o per cent of protected areas, and there is no reporting for 267 out
of 409 protected areas in Kenya. By contrast, governance types are reported
for 819 out of 838 protected areas in Tanzania. If we temporarily focus on Tan-
zania for the completeness of reporting in this regard, we may conclude that
governmental ministries in Tanzania are still in the driver seat (774 protected
areas are governed by the appropriate ministry), by contrast with several other
African countries (notably, those where reporting is inconsistent), where much
responsibility has been delegated to external organizations. Generally, the
aggregate data are insufficient to facilitate an assessment of governance across
the continent. Reports from various websites, however, suggest a wide variety
of governance styles in a good number of countries, increasing influence of
international organizations running protected areas, growing significance of
philanthropic capital, and the engagement of large international companies
and banks. Protected areas are increasingly being run according to very differ-
ent management models. These come with different ideas about what is to be
protected, about refaunation and rewilding, and about participation. Increas-
ingly, national parks are becoming international, intransient multi-stakeholder
enterprises, and are therefore extremely difficult to control or hold account-
able. In many ways, national parks are becoming international parks.

4 Conservation through Community-Based Protection

In the 1980s, fortress conservation began to come under heavy criticism. Forti-
fied islands of conservation did not automatically result in species survival and
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biodiversity protection. In fact, they failed to yield anticipated conservation
results and instead brought rampant poaching. These observations led to the
conclusion that those communities affected by conservation measures needed
to be included in planning and practice to maintain protected buffer zones
and create wildlife corridors. Further, the direct participation of local people
in the economic gains of conservation were thought to be necessary to gain the
cooperation and compliance of rural communities directly affected by con-
servation. Community-based conservation (CBC) programmes thus became
a dominant paradigm in the 1990s, and have remained prominent in various
forms of conservation to this day (Berkes 2007; Galvin et al. 2018). In Africa,
CBC programmes gained currency in southern and eastern Africa, but less so
in central and western Africa. What community-based conservation exactly
entailed differed across sub-Saharan Africa. In many places, CBC was imple-
mented as community-based natural resource management (CBNRM), which
was also shaped by programmes, projects, and legislation, for example, for for-
estry and water management. Generally, CBNRM meant “local groups of people
(‘communities’) managing resources in an active manner and with some sig-
nificant degree of formal (de jure) or informal (de facto) control or tenure over
those resources” (Roe et al. 2009: 13). CBC projects linked conservation with
development, sought to engage local communities as active stakeholders, and
devolved some control over natural resources (Brooks et al. 2012). This con-
formed with neoliberal approaches to conservation, which stipulated that the
commodification of wildlife and landscapes, and the inclusion of rural citizens
into global value chains, could become a significant motor for both conserva-
tion and rural development. In francophone West Africa, the term CBNRM was
and still is employed in a rather spatialized sense, and policies refer to ‘CBNRM
zones' or ‘CBNRM corridors’ In East Africa, community-based conservation
also had its start in buffer zones around national parks and private conserva-
tion areas. Protected-area outreach and benefit sharing were crucial for early
East African cBC programmes. Recently, however, East African CBC projects
have demanded more power in participating in decision-making regarding
wildlife and other natural resources (Mkutu and Mdee 2020). Only in southern
Africa (notably, in Namibia, Zambia, Botswana, and Zimbabwe) has cBC been
closely connected to decentralization and the devolvement of rights — to natu-
ral resources in general, and wildlife in particular — to rural communities (for
example Bollig and Menestrey Schwieger 2014).

In a recent study, Galvin et al. (2018) analysed the social, economic, and eco-
logical outcomes of ¢BC in sub-Saharan Africa. The authors summarize that
“more often than not, [the] establishment of ¢BcC in Africa has led to nega-
tive or a mixture of positive and negative outcomes, whereas the ecological
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outcomes have been largely positive” (Galvin et al. 2018: 39). Positive social
outcomes pertained predominantly to increased income and human capital,
whereas negative ones were related to the unequal distribution of benefits and
reduced social capital. Positive social outcomes relating to financial income
were habitually connected to direct payment schemes, which included cash
dividends as a portion of visitor levees or lease agreements. They were also
“associated with the maintenance and enhancement of networks, relation-
ships of trust, reciprocity and exchange, and [an] increased sense of owner-
ship among ¢BC members for conservation-oriented projects” (Galvin et al.
2018). Negative outcomes commonly pertained to an unequal distribution
of benefits, elite capture, erosion of community trust, frustration in cases
where distributive mechanisms were not working well, and the breakdown
of traditional land tenure institutions. Comparing a total of 136 CBC projects
worldwide, Brooks et al. (2012) emphasize that project design and capacity
building, in particular, are associated with the success of cBC projects. True
participation of locals in the implementation and day-to-day management of
projects, equity in benefit distribution, and improvement of human and social
capital are of crucial importance for success. Interestingly, Brooks et al. find
that ecological and economic success are frequently interrelated, and that the
success of CBC projects is more closely associated with project design than
with community characteristics. Oldekop et al. (2016) show that the best pre-
dictor for the ecological success of conservation projects were positive socio-
economic outcomes, implying the establishment of co-management regimes,
the empowerment of local people, the reduction of economic inequalities, and
the maintenance of cultural and livelihood benefits. Moreover, CBC projects
are progressively characterized by a large number of interacting stakehold-
ers seeking to produce conservation results. Berkes (2007: 15190) suggests that
CBC projects typically involve a rural community together with ten to fourteen
partners, including national and international NGOs, private enterprises, and
governmental offices. What is protected, how it is protected, and how con-
servation governance operates is a matter of lengthy negotiations (see Bollig
(2020) for an example from northwestern Namibia).

With communities idealized and intra-community cleavages and inequali-
ties disregarded in planning, there are as many critiques of CBC projects as
of fortress conservation. Often, neoliberal approaches to cBC exacerbate
existing inequalities and wealthy households are more likely to gain from it
than poorer ones (Holmes and Cavanagh 2016: 205). For KAzA and its related
Namibian conservancies, Kalvelage et al. (2020) have shown that the cumu-
lative benefits for community-based conservancies are sizeable, but that the
sheer amount of income does not say anything about its distribution. In many
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national contexts, the devolvement of rights is contested, as administrations
frequently fail to cede their prerogatives voluntarily. Moreover, attempts to
secure economic success are often futile: the commodification of wildlife and
wilderness, and the public—private partnerships linked to it, frequently do not
yield the promised or envisaged results. Rural dwellers often end up burdened
with sizeable costs resulting from human-wildlife conflict, frustrations about
elite capture, and fraud and conflicts over access to natural resources (Gargallo
2015; Holmes and Cavanagh 2016; Schnegg and Kiaka 2018; Sullivan 2006).
Many discussions centre on whether trophy hunting and tourism in CBC areas
are the most viable ways of providing income to rural communities and alle-
viating poverty (see Koot et al. 2020; Naidoo et al. 2018). Certainly, seeing the
¢cBC programmes heralded in the 1980s and 1990s as the most promising way of
combining conservation, economic development, and participation requires
in-depth and comparative scrutiny. cBC will need a pro-poor component to
address poverty, perhaps best achieved through cash transfers coupled with
settlement rights in a conservation area. Another unresolved issue is how to
deal with human-wildlife conflict and substantial damages caused by increas-
ing numbers of wildlife, despite a small number of promising compensation
programmes. CBC programmes will also need more businesses to be directly
owned and run by local entrepreneurs. A near complete dependence on joint-
venture capital and expertise will be detrimental in the long run. The recent
COVID-19 crisis shows that an over-reliance on tourism carries specific risks
(Lendelwo and Sullivan (2020) for Namibia).

5 Conclusion

Where do we go from here? Protected areas will expand: all political agree-
ments, economic considerations, and much-highlighted contemporary global
challenges — like biodiversity loss and climate change — unequivocally point in
this direction. The expansion of protected areas is also in the interest of states —
even if they do not intend to manage such areas on their own. Protected areas
guarantee continued interest by international donors and the constant flow
of finances to the country. To prevent the expansion of protected areas from
going against the interests of rural communities, such transfers require cor-
porate social responsibility regulations that are internationally supervised.
Moreover, investments in conservation and transnational governance of sub-
Saharan conservation areas are in urgent need of increased transparency,
accountability, and comprehensive considerations of environmental justice.
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The ongoing sense of crisis and reporting on impending biodiversity col-
lapse and mass extinctions often make us forget that these governance values
constitute the basis of successful natural resource management and are not
merely nice assets to have. Biischer and Fletcher (2020) present an agenda
for convivial conservation beyond conventional nature/culture dichotomies,
and beyond a capitalist mode of production, by abstaining from commodi-
fying nature or seeking ecological redemption in the growth of conservation
markets. While this may take time to come about, the short-term measures
envisaged by proponents of convivial conservation may be of considerable
importance for the coming decades; these include historic reparations for peo-
ple’s loss of land and livelihood opportunities within protected areas; conser-
vation-related basic incomes to promote decent livelihoods for those living in
or close to protected areas; re-evaluating relationships with corporations and
major conservation NGOs; implementing democratic conservation govern-
ance, and identifying alternative funding mechanisms (Biischer and Fletcher
2020:186-97). It is high time to test-run such approaches and to refine ways of
governing and protecting resources in an equitable, just, and sustainable man-
ner, as contemporary challenges are formidable and will require global efforts.
The challenge of establishing socio-ecological conditions for the flourishing
of all lifeworlds in the twenty-first century will only stand a chance if these
fundamentals of environmental justice are established.
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