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W
hilemanycountriesinAfrica,suchasKenya,
strugglewith decliningwildlife popula-
tions,Namibia’swildlifenumbersareonthe
risethankstoaninnovativeprogramcalled

CommunityBasedNaturalResourceManagement(CBNRM).
UnlikemanyotherAfricannationswheregovernmentmin-
istriescontrolenvironmentalprotection,underCBNRM,
Namibiaputslocalpeopleinchargeofmanagingwildlife.
Becausetheselocalpeoplebenefitdirectlyfromthenatural
resourcesontheirland,theyviewfloraandfaunaasvaluable
assetsworthprotecting.Thus,CBNRMoffersauniqueand
innovativepathtoeconomicdevelopmentwhilealsopromot-
ingnaturalresourceconservation.

WHat is CBNRM?

CBNRM is an environmentalstewardshipprogram.Under
CBNRM,thegovernmentdelegatestherightstocontrol
wildlifeandothernaturalresourceswithinagivenareato
self-organizedlocalcommunitiescalledconservancies.Con-
servancieshavethelegalrighttomanageandprofitfrom
wildlifeandtherighttobenefit fromtourism.Together,
theserightscreateapowerfulincentiveforpeopletocon-
servenaturalresources.

Wildlifetourismandeco-tourismareincreasinglylucrative
segmentsofthetourismindustry.Thegrowthofthisindus-
trymarriesbeneficialentrepreneurshipwithresourcecon-
servation.1Conservancymembersprotectwildlifeprecisely
inordertoenhancebusinessopportunities:theybenefitfrom
havingmoreanimalsontheirland.2Tourismdiversifiesliveli-
hoodsbygivingruralNamibiansoptionsbeyondsubsistence
farmingorherding.Itpromotesenvironmentallyfriendly
behavior,strengtheningtheconnectionbetweenlocalpeople
andnaturalresources.3

Forexample,ruralcommunitiesoftenstrugglewithanimals
thatpreyontheirherds.Inthepast,thefarmerswouldkill
thepredators,butnowtheyseekwaystoco-exist.Some
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conservancies have developed self-
insurancesystemstopayforanimalslost
topredators.

Unlike theemployeesofagovernment
agency,whodonotbenefitdirectlyfrom
environmentalprotection,theeffortsof
conservancymembersdoprovideimme-
diatebenefits to theircommunity.The
incomegeneratedbytourismisusedto
supportprojectswithinthecommunity,
suchas improvingschool facilitiesand
supportingtheelderly.4

CBNRM iN NaMiBia

The government of Namibialaunched
theCBNRMinitiativetenyearsagowith
threegoalsinmind:conservingwildlife
andotherrenewablelivingresourceson
communalland,increasingeconomicdevelopmentincom-
munalareas,primarilythroughtourism,andstrengthening
localgovernance.5Thefirstcommunalconservancy,Torra,
openedin1997.Sincethen,morethan50conservancieshave
beenestablished.Incomes,aswellaswildlifenumbers,are
increasing,naturalenvironmentsarebeingimprovedandpre-
served,andpovertyisbeingalleviated.

Sinceitsindependencein1990,Namibiahasbeenarelatively
stablecountrywithlowlevelsofcorruption.Namibia’spolit-
icalstabilityhasbeenalargepartof
CBNRM’ssuccessasitallowsforacon-
sistentpolicytowardsconservancies
andwildlifeprotection.Incontrast,
Zimbabwe’sinstabilityandeconomic
declinehasdestroyeditsoncesuccess-
fulCBNRMprogram,CAMPFIRE.

ENviRoNMENtal BENEfits

Since implementing CBNRM, wild-
lifenumbersinNamibia—particularly
inthenorthwestandnortheast—have
increasedquitesubstantially.From1984
to2000,thepopulationofelephants
morethandoubledfromapproximately
5,000toover10,000.6Populationsof
springbok,oryx,andmountainzebra
havesimilarlyincreased.7

Conservation inNamibia differs in
importantwaysfromthemorecen-
tralizedapproachtakeninmanyother
Africannations. Whenlocalpeople
lackrightstomanagewildlifeorben-

efitdirectlyfromtheuseofwildlife,wildlifebecomeseithera
burdenoratargetforpoaching.Whenpeoplelackrightsover
potentiallydestructiveanimals,suchasleopardorelephants,
theanimalsareseenasarealthreatandtheyprovidefew,
ifany,benefits.CBNRMcompletelychangesthisequation.
Eventroublesomeanimalsbecomevaluableassetsifthey
drawtourists.

Forexample,#Khoadi//HoasisoneofNamibia’slargest
conservancies.Hometo10,000peopleitcoversover360,000
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Source:  Namibia’s Communal Conservancies: a review of progress and challenges  
(Windhoek:  Namibia:  NACSO, 2006).
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Table 1: wildlife populaTions on conservancies



hectares.The2,000membersoftheconservancyreceivea
varietyofbenefits,includingcompensationfordamagedone
tocrops,livestock,andbuildingsbyelephants;smallloans;
renovatedschools;supportforpensioners;andelephant
wateringpointsthatkeeptheanimalsawayfromfarmers’pre-
ciouswatersuppliesandcrops.Ratherthandrivingelephants
away,thepeopleof#Khoadi//Hoasenticethemwith“safe”
wateringholes.

Bydecentralizingprotection,CNBRMreducesthecostsof
protectingnaturalenvironments.TheincentivesCBNRM
programscreateonthelocallevelreducetheneedforlarge-
scalegovernmentprotectionofwildlife,8increasingtheeffi-
ciencyandcost-effectivenessofenvironmentalprotection
withinacountry.9

ECoNoMiC BENEfits

Catering to tourists, conservancieshostlodges,camp-
sites, restaurants,andsellhuntingconcessions,often in
partnershipwithprivatefirms.Theseamenitiescreatelocal
jobsandtraining,andsteadysourcesofincome.Employment
opportunitieshelpalleviateruralpoverty.Overits seven
years,theprojectcreatednearly6,000jobs,800ofthem
full-time.10

Theskillsandconfidencegainedbylivingandworkingonthe
conservancyaretransferabletootherjobsinotherindustries.
Beingapartoftheconservancymakesthemembersbetter
candidatesforemploymentinotherindustries,wherethey
couldpotentiallyearnagreaterincome.

Throughconservancywork,localpeopleincreaseandimprove
theirtiestothewiderworld.Conservancyemployeeswork

withrepresentativesfromNGOs,Namibiangovernmentagen-
cies,privateenterprises,aswellasscholarsandjournalists
interestedinhowtheconservancieswork.Regularcontact
withthesepeoplefromtheoutsideworldbuildsconservancy
members’negotiatingskills,givesthemnewideasanduseful
information,andearnsthemrespectandsomeprestigefrom
outsidegroups.11

Conservancymembersalsobuildexpertisebymanaging
theirconservancies.Identifyingandregisteringmembers
andengagingthesemembersinconservancyactivities,helps
conservancymembersdevelopstrongertieswithinthecon-
servancycommunityandexpandstheirsocialnetworks.

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. I 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.12

 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.13

BaRRiERs aNd CoNstRaiNts

Despite the successes ofNamibia’sCBNRMprojectinpro-
tectingtheenvironmentandincreasingthestandardofliving

oftheruralpoor,thereisstillroomfor
improvement.Certainchangescould
betteralignincentives,leadingtoeven
greaterenvironmentalprotectionand
furtherincreasesinprosperity.

TheNamibiangovernmentownsmuch
ofthelandinNamibia,includingthe
landtheconservanciesoccupy.This
legal structurecreates uncertainty
over the responsibility fordealing
withintrudersandtheuseofland.14
Asthisuncertaintydisruptstheincen-
tivesthatrewardconservancymem-
bersforprotectingwildlife,Namibia
needsaclearerhierarchyofdecision-
makingauthority.Inaddition,thegov-
ernmentshouldconsiderthecreation
ofconservancytitlestogiveconser-
vanciesgreaterauthoritytoexclude
potentiallyharmfulintruders.
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Source:  Namibia’s Communal Conservancies: a review of progress and challenges  
(Windhoek:  Namibia:  NACSO, 2006).

Table 2: conservancies’ income
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Thereareotherproblemswithintheconservancycommuni-
tiesthatslowdevelopmentandgrowth.Conservancymem-
bersneedcontinuedsupporttodevelopskills,especiallythose
relatedtofinancialmanagement,bookkeeping,improving
communicationscapabilities,andbusinessdevelopment.15
NGOshaveprovidedessentialfinancialandtechnicalsup-
port.Conservanciesstriveforself-sufficiency,andshort-term
assistancemayaidinlong-termindependence.

CoNClUsioN

In just over adecade,CBNRMinNamibiahasscoredbig
gains:localpeoplearepreservingwildlifeandtheenviron-
ment,theprosperityofruralcommunitiesisincreasingand
localpeoplearedevelopinggovernanceinstitutions.CBNRM
givesconservancymembersincentivestoprotecttheenviron-
ment,leadingtothereturnofanimalsliketheblackrhino.As
thisinnovativeprogrampromotesruraleconomicdevelop-
mentbyincreasingincomesandalleviatingpovertyandgives
previouslydisenfranchisedruralpeopleopportunitiestoself-
govern,Namibia’sCBNRMprogrampointsthewaytowards
abetterfuture.
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