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hile many countries in Africa, such as Kenya,
struggle with declining wildlife popula-
tions, Namibia’s wildlife numbers are on the
rise thanks to an innovative program called
Community Based Natural Resource Management (CBNRM).
Unlike many other African nations where government min-
istries control environmental protection, under CBNRM,
Namibia puts local people in charge of managing wildlife.
Because these local people benefit directly from the natural
resources on their land, they view flora and fauna as valuable
assets worth protecting. Thus, CBNRM offers a unique and
innovative path to economic development while also promot-
ing natural resource conservation.

WHAT IS CBNRM?

CBNRM 1S AN environmental stewardship program. Under
CBNRM, the government delegates the rights to control
wildlife and other natural resources within a given area to
self-organized local communities called conservancies. Con-
servancies have the legal right to manage and profit from
wildlife and the right to benefit from tourism. Together,
these rights create a powerful incentive for people to con-
serve natural resources.

Wildlife tourism and eco-tourism are increasingly lucrative
segments of the tourism industry. The growth of this indus-
try marries beneficial entrepreneurship with resource con-
servation.! Conservancy members protect wildlife precisely
in order to enhance business opportunities: they benefit from
having more animals on their land.? Tourism diversifies liveli-
hoods by giving rural Namibians options beyond subsistence
farming or herding. It promotes environmentally friendly
behavior, strengthening the connection between local people
and natural resources.?

For example, rural communities often struggle with animals
that prey on their herds. In the past, the farmers would kill
the predators, but now they seek ways to co-exist. Some
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conservancies have developed self-
insurance systems to pay for animals lost
to predators.

Unlike the employees of a government
agency, who do not benefit directly from
environmental protection, the efforts of
conservancy members do provide imme-
diate benefits to their community. The
income generated by tourism is used to
support projects within the community,
such as improving school facilities and
supporting the elderly.*

CBNRM IN NAMIBIA

THE GOVERNMENT OF Namibia launched
the CBNRM initiative ten years ago with
three goals in mind: conserving wildlife
and other renewable living resources on
communal land, increasing economic development in com-
munal areas, primarily through tourism, and strengthening
local governance.® The first communal conservancy, Torra,
opened in 1997. Since then, more than 50 conservancies have
been established. Incomes, as well as wildlife numbers, are
increasing, natural environments are being improved and pre-
served, and poverty is being alleviated.

Since its independence in 1990, Namibia has been a relatively
stable country with low levels of corruption. Namibia’s polit-
ical stability has been a large part of
CBNRM’s success as it allows for a con-
sistent policy towards conservancies
and wildlife protection. In contrast,
Zimbabwe’s instability and economic
decline has destroyed its once success-
ful CBNRM program, CAMPFIRE.
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ENVIRONMENTAL BENEFITS

SINCE IMPLEMENTING CBNRM, wild-
life numbers in Namibia—particularly
in the northwest and northeast—have
increased quite substantially. From 1984
to 2000, the population of elephants
more than doubled from approximately
5,000 to over 10,000.° Populations of
springbok, oryx, and mountain zebra
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have similarly increased.”

Conservation in Namibia differs in
important ways from the more cen-
tralized approach taken in many other
African nations. When local people
lack rights to manage wildlife or ben-

efit directly from the use of wildlife, wildlife becomes either a
burden or a target for poaching. When people lack rights over
potentially destructive animals, such as leopard or elephants,
the animals are seen as a real threat and they provide few,
if any, benefits. CBNRM completely changes this equation.
Even troublesome animals become valuable assets if they
draw tourists.

For example, #Khoadi //Hoas is one of Namibia’s largest
conservancies. Home to 10,000 people it covers over 360,000

TABLE 1: WILDLIFE POPULATIONS ON CONSERVANCIES

Source: Namibia's Communal Conservancies: a review of progress and challenges
(Windhoek: Namibia: NACSO, 2006).
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hectares. The 2,000 members of the conservancy receive a
variety of benefits, including compensation for damage done
to crops, livestock, and buildings by elephants; small loans;
renovated schools; support for pensioners; and elephant
watering points that keep the animals away from farmers’ pre-
cious water supplies and crops. Rather than driving elephants
away, the people of #Khoadi //Hoas entice them with “safe”
watering holes.

By decentralizing protection, CNBRM reduces the costs of
protecting natural environments. The incentives CBNRM
programs create on the local level reduce the need for large-
scale government protection of wildlife,® increasing the effi-
ciency and cost-effectiveness of environmental protection
within a country.’

ECONOMIC BENEFITS

CATERING TO TOURISTS, conservancies host lodges, camp-
sites, restaurants, and sell hunting concessions, often in
partnership with private firms. These amenities create local
jobs and training, and steady sources of income. Employment
opportunities help alleviate rural poverty. Over its seven
years, the project created nearly 6,000 jobs, 800 of them
full-time.*°

The skills and confidence gained by living and working on the
conservancy are transferable to other jobs in other industries.
Being a part of the conservancy makes the members better
candidates for employment in other industries, where they
could potentially earn a greater income.

Through conservancy work, local people increase and improve
their ties to the wider world. Conservancy employees work

TABLE 2: CONSERVANCIES' INCOME

M Cash income to conservancies
Il Non-cash income to conservancies

with representatives from NGOs, Namibian government agen-
cies, private enterprises, as well as scholars and journalists
interested in how the conservancies work. Regular contact
with these people from the outside world builds conservancy
members’ negotiating skills, gives them new ideas and useful
information, and earns them respect and some prestige from
outside groups. !

Conservancy members also build expertise by managing
their conservancies. Identifying and registering members
and engaging these members in conservancy activities, helps
conservancy members develop stronger ties within the con-
servancy community and expands their social networks.

THE RETURN OF THE RHINO

Bob Guibeb, a member of the #Khoadi //Hoas conservancy feels
that conservancy control over the wildlife dramatically impacts
the environment.
Wildlife numbers are really increasing. | see increases in
every species. When we started, there was no wildlife. The
animals were owned by the Ministry, so people poached
them. Everyone was poaching. What ownership means is
you have to take care of it."

Bob's comments echo those of Damaraland Camp manager
Lena Florry:
People come here to see the desert elephants, the mag-
nificent scenery and wildlife, the black rhino, and the local
people....We have stopped poaching because people value
wildlife and see what tourism can do.”

BARRIERS AND CONSTRAINTS

DESPITE THE SUCCESSES of Namibia’s CBNRM projectin pro-
tecting the environment and increasing the standard of living
of the rural poor, there is still room for
improvement. Certain changes could
better align incentives, leading to even
greater environmental protection and
further increases in prosperity.

N$ B Income from CBNRM activities The Namibian government owns much
20,000,000 of the land in Namibia, including the
land the conservancies occupy. This

legal structure creates uncertainty

15,000,000 over the responsibility for dealing
with intruders and the use of land."

10,000,000 As this uncertainty disrupts the incen-
tives that reward conservancy mem-

5,000,000 bers for protecting wildlife, Namibia
needs a clearer hierarchy of decision-

making authority. In addition, the gov-

O Jooa 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 ernment should consider the creation

Source: Namibia's Communal Conservancies: a review of progress and challenges

(Windhoek: Namibia: NACSO, 2006).

of conservancy titles to give conser-
vancies greater authority to exclude
potentially harmful intruders.
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There are other problems within the conservancy communi-
ties that slow development and growth. Conservancy mem-
bers need continued support to develop skills, especially those
related to financial management, bookkeeping, improving
communications capabilities, and business development.?®
NGOs have provided essential financial and technical sup-
port. Conservancies strive for self-sufficiency, and short-term
assistance may aid in long-term independence.

CONCLUSION

IN JUST OVER a decade, CBNRM in Namibia has scored big
gains: local people are preserving wildlife and the environ-
ment, the prosperity of rural communities is increasing and
local people are developing governance institutions. CBNRM
gives conservancy members incentives to protect the environ-
ment, leading to the return of animals like the black rhino. As
this innovative program promotes rural economic develop-
ment by increasing incomes and alleviating poverty and gives
previously disenfranchised rural people opportunities to self-
govern, Namibia’s CBNRM program points the way towards
a better future.
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