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|. Executive Summary

Botswana stands as a global stronghold for African elephants, hosting the continent's largest
population, estimated between 130,000 and 140,000 individuals.” While this robust
population signifies a remarkable conservation success, the high elephant density and their
expanding range inevitably lead to significant human-elephant conflict (HEC) with local
communities, impacting livelihoods and potentially eroding conservation support.'
Consequently, direct community participation is not merely an auxiliary component but a
foundational pillar of Botswana's national conservation strategy, aiming to foster harmonious
coexistence and ensure the long-term viability of both human and elephant populations.®
This report synthesizes the achievements of diverse community-centric models that have
successfully integrated local populations into elephant conservation efforts. These include
the overarching Community-Based Natural Resource Management (CBNRM) framework ™,
which explicitly links conservation to rural development. Specific successful initiatives
highlighted are the Elephant Havens Wildlife Foundation ™, which demonstrates success in
orphan rehabilitation integrated with community welfare; the Ecoexist Project 3, showcasing
innovative HEC mitigation through co-creation; and the Chobe Enclave Conservation Trust
(CECT) ', a pioneer in generating significant community benefits through wildlife utilization.
These case studies collectively illustrate how empowering local communities with tangible
benefits and a role in decision-making can transform elephants from a source of conflict into
a valued asset, thereby incentivizing their protection and ensuring the sustainability of
conservation efforts.

ll. Introduction: Botswana's Elephant Conservation
Imperative



Global Significance of Botswana's Elephant Population

Botswana is home to the largest elephant population in Africa, with estimates consistently
placing it over 130,000 individuals, and some reports indicating up to 140,000." This robust
and largely stable population, a testament to decades of dedicated conservation efforts,
positions Botswana as a critical custodian for the species' continental and global survival.?'
While significant portions of this population reside within protected areas such as Chobe
National Park, Moremi Game Reserve, and the Okavango Delta, a substantial number of
elephants range outside these designated zones, extending into communal lands and
agricultural areas.* This expansion of elephant range, coupled with human demographic
growth, has led to increasingly frequent interactions between humans and elephants.

The Rationale for Integrating Local Communities into Conservation
Efforts

The very success of Botswana's elephant conservation, manifested in its large and expanding
population, has intensified human-elephant conflict (HEC)." This conflict is not merely an
inconvenience; it manifests as significant crop destruction, property damage, and, tragically,
the loss of human lives, severely impacting the livelihoods of rural communities who often rely
on subsistence farming.” For instance, in 2018 alone, 36 people across Botswana died due to
these encounters.® Such negative impacts can rapidly erode community tolerance for
elephants and undermine broader conservation objectives, potentially leading to increased
poaching or a lack of cooperation with wildlife authorities.’

Integrating local communities into conservation efforts is therefore paramount. When
communities perceive and receive tangible benefits from wildlife, their willingness to support
and actively participate in conservation, including anti-poaching initiatives and coexistence
strategies, demonstrably increases." This recognition underpins the national strategy,
acknowledging that the long-term viability of elephant populations is inextricably linked to the
well-being and active engagement of the people who share their landscapes.

A significant observation in Botswana's conservation journey is the apparent paradox of
conservation success leading to escalating conflict. The impressive growth in elephant
numbers, while a global triumph, directly contributes to increased interactions with human
settlements and agricultural areas. This creates a severe tension between the ecological
achievement of a thriving elephant population and the socio-economic well-being of the
human communities coexisting with them. This situation highlights that a narrow definition of
"conservation success" that focuses solely on wildlife population metrics is insufficient. For
long-term sustainability, conservation efforts must holistically encompass the social and
economic impacts on human populations, necessitating proactive and integrated HEC



mitigation strategies and robust benefit-sharing mechanisms to maintain and enhance
community tolerance and support.

Brief Introduction to the Community-Based Natural Resource
Management (CBNRM) Philosophy in Botswana

Botswana formally adopted Community-Based Natural Resource Management (CBNRM) as a
cornerstone of its conservation strategy in the mid-1980s, with pilot projects beginning in
1989, notably in the Chobe Enclave.®™ The underlying philosophy of CBNRM is that by granting
local communities rights to manage and benefit from natural resources, they are incentivized
to engage in environmentally beneficial behaviors, thereby advancing conservation goals.™
The program is multi-objective, aiming to achieve both biodiversity conservation and
improved rural livelihoods, primarily through wildlife-based tourism activities, including
photographic and safari hunting.™ It promotes a bottom-up approach, empowering
communities to collectively own decisions and tailor solutions to their local contexts.”™ To be
eligible to participate, communities are typically required to form registered, accountable
legal entities or Community-Based Organizations (CBOs).™

The evolution of conservation philosophy in Botswana demonstrates a shift from
"conservation for communities" to a growing emphasis on "conservation by communities."
The initial premise of CBNRM was that if communities received benefits from wildlife, they
would be incentivized to conserve it. This implied a model where conservation was primarily
enacted for the communities, with benefits flowing to them as a means of compensation or
encouragement. However, experience has shown that true success requires more than just
the provision of benefits. It necessitates the active involvement of communities in decision-
making, management, and problem-solving, fostering a sense of true ownership and agency.
This indicates that for sustainable coexistence, it is insufficient to merely compensate
communities for the costs of living with wildlife. Genuine empowerment, capacity building,
and the devolution of real authority to local institutions are necessary. Without this deeper
engagement, communities may remain passive recipients of benefits, or worse, feel alienated
from conservation efforts, which could ultimately jeopardize the long-term viability of the
programs.

lll. Foundational Frameworks: Community-Based
Natural Resource Management (CBNRM)

Principles and Historical Evolution of CBNRM in Botswana



Botswana's CBNRM program, initiated with pilot projects in 1989, particularly with the Chobe
Enclave communities in northern Botswana, is founded on the principle that direct socio-
economic benefits and control over natural resources incentivize communities to sustainably
manage environmental assets.' This approach was facilitated by progressive policy
documents such as the Wildlife Conservation Policy (1986) and the Tourism Policy (1990),
alongside the Wildlife Conservation and National Parks Act of 1992. These legislative and
policy frameworks collectively created an enabling environment for community-based wildlife
utilization and management within designated Wildlife Management Areas.?® To participate,
communities are typically required to establish registered, accountable legal entities or
Community-Based Organizations (CBOs)."™ The CBNRM policy notes that CBOs retain a 35
percent share of the income from hunting and tourism activities, and they can either carry
out these activities themselves or sub-lease them to safari operators.™

Discussion of CBNRM's Overarching Goals for Biodiversity
Conservation and Rural Development

The CBNRM program is designed with a dual mandate: to achieve biodiversity conservation
and to foster rural development, specifically through improved rural livelihoods.™ This
includes tangible benefits such as employment creation, income generation, and the
provision of essential social services for local populations.’ A core objective, particularly
concerning elephants, is to mitigate human-wildlife conflict by ensuring that the benefits
derived from elephants outweigh the costs associated with their presence." This approach
aims to enhance community tolerance and support for elephant conservation, transforming
elephants from a burden into a resource that contributes positively to community well-
being." The program has incorporated a wide range of activities and development sectors,
including wildlife, forestry, veldt products, tourism, and enterprise development.?

Analysis of the Mixed Successes and Inherent Challenges within the
CBNRM Framework

Despite its ambitious goals and almost two decades of implementation, CBNRM in Botswana
has yielded mixed results.” While some projects have demonstrated relative success in either
biodiversity conservation or livelihood improvements, others have unfortunately collapsed.™
The performance of individual projects is influenced by a complex interplay of factors,
including the availability of skilled personnel, the effectiveness of capacity building initiatives,
the transparent reinvestment of CBNRM revenue versus instances of misappropriation of



funds, and the presence or absence of strong community cohesion.™

Critically, some analyses indicate that despite high financial revenues generated at the
community trust level, these benefits have not consistently translated into improved well-
being for the majority of individual households.?’ This suggests a potential disconnect
between the institutional-level financial success and equitable household-level impact.
Furthermore, the 2007 CBNRM policy introduced a significant shift, reallocating two-thirds of
community trust income to a national conservation fund and increasing central government
oversight.3° This move has been critiqued by some as a "recentralization” that deviates from
the original intent of community-based conservation, potentially disincentivizing local control
and participation.®® Concerns also persist regarding communities passively accepting
benefits without fully embracing management responsibilities, and an over-reliance on
external funding.

A significant observation emerges from the tension between centralization and
decentralization and its impact on community empowerment. CBNRM was founded on the
principle of decentralizing natural resource management and empowering local
communities.”™ However, the 2007 CBNRM policy introduced a substantial shift by
centralizing a large portion of community trust income into a national fund and increasing
central government oversight.*° This policy change, while potentially aimed at broader
conservation funding or improved accountability, directly contradicts the core tenet of direct
community control and benefit.® When communities perceive that a substantial portion of
their generated revenue is diverted or that decision-making authority is retained centrally, it
can erode their sense of ownership and disincentivize active participation, reducing them to a
"rentier-ship status" rather than empowered partners.3® For the model to truly succeed in
fostering sustainable conservation, the policy framework must ensure that benefits and
management responsibilities are genuinely devolved and equitably distributed at the local
level. A perceived lack of control or benefit retention can undermine the very incentives that
make community participation effective, leading to disengagement and a potential
resurgence of human-wildlife conflict.

Another important consideration is the ambiguity of "conservation" versus "development” in
CBNRM outcomes. CBNRM explicitly aims for both biodiversity conservation and rural
development." However, some academic critiques raise questions about whether the
activities undertaken within CBNRM programs consistently prioritize traditional conservation
objectives, such as biodiversity maintenance, or primarily focus on rural development and
income generation.® The concern is that if the pursuit of “maximum profit and benefits" for
rural development becomes the sole or overriding focus, it could lead to unsustainable
resource use, potentially compromising long-term conservation goals.® This suggests a
potential misalignment or lack of clear integration between the two stated objectives. This
points to a fundamental conceptual and practical tension within the CBNRM model. While
linking livelihoods to conservation is essential, the precise balance and prioritization of these
dual goals require careful consideration. For long-term success, it is crucial to clearly



articulate how development activities directly contribute to and reinforce conservation
outcomes, beyond simply generating income. Without this clarity, there is a risk that short-
term economic gains might inadvertently lead to unsustainable practices or a dilution of core
conservation objectives, ultimately undermining the integrated nature of the CBNRM
approach.

V. Case Studies in Community-Led Elephant
Conservation

A. Elephant Havens Wildlife Foundation

Model: Orphan Rehabilitation and Community Integration

Elephant Havens Wildlife Foundation stands as Botswana's sole elephant orphanage,
dedicated to providing high-quality, tailored care for young elephants rescued from various
adverse situations, including human-wildlife conflict, adverse climate conditions, fire,
predation, or habitat loss.™ Their mission extends beyond immediate rescue and
rehabilitation to ensuring the holistic physical, emotional, and social well-being of these
intelligent and sensitive animals.™

Community Participation

At its core, Elephant Havens embraces a deeply community-driven approach, recognizing the
indispensable role local communities play in conservation.™ They actively engage with
communities to forge mutually beneficial partnerships that promote harmonious coexistence
between humans and elephants. A key aspect of their engagement involves working directly
with communities to identify local problems. For instance, they observed a high incidence of
kidney issues among residents, partly attributable to low-quality drinking water. In response,
their first community project was to drill a safe, clean water borehole, directly addressing a
critical community need."

To support local economies and provide livelihood diversification, Elephant Havens trains
local women in the sustainable manufacture of elephant dung paper, which is then sold
commercially in lodges and retail outlets, providing a tangible economic benefit linked to



elephants.™ Furthermore, they collaborate extensively with the Ministry of Education and
local public primary schools. This collaboration includes building school additions, supplying
computers to establish computer labs, and purchasing school buses (along with supplying
the necessary fuel and drivers). These initiatives are underpinned by the belief that children
are the future of the community and ambassadors for conservation, fostering a deeper
understanding and appreciation for the preservation of African elephants and their habitats
from a young age.™

Successes

The initiatives undertaken by Elephant Havens have led to several notable successes. By
addressing critical needs such as access to clean water and providing livelihood
opportunities, the foundation directly enhances the quality of life for local communities.™ This
has led to a profound shift in local perception towards elephants. Previously, local people
were often in conflict with elephants, viewing them as animals to be chased out of villages or
killed. Now, empowered by the tangible benefits received, communities understand that
elephants are not just a source of conflict but can contribute to their well-being, fostering a
more positive and harmonious coexistence.™

Elephant Havens' relationship with the Botswana government also serves as a model for
successful collaboration in conservation. The government has endorsed their business plan,
ensuring that initiatives align with national conservation strategies, creating a sustainable
"win-win" for both the public sector and the private NGO, and ultimately for elephants and
the local communities." Additionally, the foundation integrates genomic sequencing of
rescued elephants with broader genetic research and biobanking, with this scientific
knowledge then used to enhance educational programs, increasing public awareness and
responsibility towards wildlife conservation.™

A significant observation from Elephant Havens' approach is the strategic power of indirect
conservation benefits. The organization's success is not solely based on direct elephant
rehabilitation. Instead, a significant part of its impact comes from addressing seemingly
unrelated community needs like clean water and education.™ By providing these fundamental
services, Elephant Havens builds deep trust and goodwill within the community. This creates
a powerful, positive feedback loop: improved human well-being and quality of life lead
directly to increased community tolerance and support for elephant conservation. The
elephants become associated with positive change, rather than just conflict. This
demonstrates that effective conservation in human-wildlife coexistence landscapes often
requires a broader, more holistic approach that extends beyond direct wildlife interventions.
Investing in community development and addressing basic human needs can be a highly
strategic and effective way to foster a conducive environment for conservation, transforming
local perceptions and securing long-term community buy-in.



Furthermore, the foundation's deliberate focus on children through school collaborations,
providing educational resources and infrastructure ', represents a long-term investment. By
engaging students and fostering a deeper understanding of conservation, they are not just
educating the current generation but actively cultivating a future generation that inherently
values wildlife and understands the importance of coexistence. This goes beyond immediate
conflict mitigation or economic benefits to instill a sustainable conservation ethic. This
highlights the critical importance of intergenerational engagement in conservation. By
nurturing young minds and positioning children as "ambassadors for conservation," Elephant
Havens is building a durable foundation for future conservation success. This approach
ensures that the values and practices of coexistence are embedded within the community's
cultural fabric, making conservation efforts more resilient and sustainable over time.

B. Ecoexist Project

Model: Human-Elephant Conflict (HEC) Mitigation and Coexistence Through
Innovation

The Ecoexist Project operates in the Okavango Delta, a region characterized by some of the
highest rates of human-elephant conflict in Botswana due to overlapping needs for land and
water resources between people and the large elephant population.”™ Their core mission is to
reduce this conflict and foster coexistence by integrating scientific research with practical,
on-the-ground solutions.3* They adopt a holistic approach, taking into account the needs of
both species.?

Community Participation

Ecoexist's methodology is deeply rooted in co-creation, involving local farmers, village
leaders, and students from both local (University of Botswana) and international universities
(Texas A&M, MIT) in collaborative workshops.™ This approach aims to equip local residents
with problem-solving skills, utilizing the engineering design process to develop innovative
solutions that resonate with their specific challenges.™ A notable focus has been on engaging
women farmers, recognizing their central and arduous role in millet cultivation and their
responsibility for family well-being."™ This collaborative process ensures that solutions are not
only effective but also culturally appropriate and sustainable within the local context.

Successes



The Ecoexist Project has achieved significant successes across multiple fronts in HEC
mitigation and fostering coexistence:

Development of HEC Mitigation Techniques:

o Millet Thrashing Innovation: Through collaborative brainstorming in workshops,
a prototype millet thrasher was developed. This innovation directly addressed the
physically strenuous task of separating seeds from millet fingers, a burden
primarily borne by women farmers."™ This new approach has dramatically
increased yields, reportedly by up to ten times, enabling farmers to cultivate
smaller, more easily protected plots.?°

o Chilli Deterrents: Research conducted by Ecoexist has demonstrated that
incorporating chilli into cropping systems consistently deters elephants from
damaging crops.*” This provides farmers with an affordable and effective tool to
reduce crop-raiding, as the lowest damage to legumes was observed in chilli-
buffered crops.’

o Alternative Crops: Studies have evaluated the effectiveness of using alternative
crops such as groundnut and cowpea. These crops show significantly lower
susceptibility to elephant damage compared to traditional crops like maize and
sorghum, thereby helping to minimize raids and enhance food security for
subsistence farmers.®

Strategic Land Use Planning for Elephant Corridors: Utilizing GPS collaring data
from over 20 elephants tracked since 2014, Ecoexist identifies and maps critical
elephant movement pathways and corridors.® They successfully engaged the district
land board, persuading them to cease allocating new agricultural plots within these
identified "elephant corridors," which range from 2 to 4.5 km wide. This proactively
reduces conflict by minimizing human-elephant overlap.?° They also use Land Use
Conflict Identification Strategy (LUCIS) modeling to identify suitable zones for different
land uses.?

Improved Agricultural Yields and Farmer Resilience: The adoption of new
agricultural techniques and conflict mitigation strategies has led to substantial
increases in crop yields.?° This, in turn, enhances farmer resilience to the impacts of
HEC and improves overall food security for local subsistence farmers.°

Fostering an "Elephant Economy" and Community-Based Tourism: Ecoexist
actively facilitates private sector support for an "elephant economy," enabling
communities to derive economic benefits from living in close proximity to elephants.*
Examples include the "Elephant Express Buses" that contribute to operational costs
and the "Life With Elephants Team" hosting tourists. The Seronga Craft Shop
showcases "Elephant Aware" crafts, which even received recognition from the
President and First Lady, demonstrating the viability of these enterprises.
Documented Outcomes: While a single overall percentage reduction in HEC incidents



is not explicitly provided, the project has successfully protected approximately 65,000

hectares of farmland for 500 farmers.? The core focus remains on reducing conflict and

developing strategies for coexistence.’
The transformative power of localized co-creation and indigenous knowledge integration is a
key aspect of Ecoexist's success. The project's emphasis on "co-creation" through
collaborative workshops with local farmers, particularly women, is a critical success factor.™
This approach goes beyond simply consulting communities; it actively involves them in
identifying problems and designing solutions, such as the millet thrashing innovation.™ This
validates and integrates invaluable indigenous knowledge with scientific principles, ensuring
that solutions are not only technically sound but also culturally appropriate, practical, and
readily adopted by the community. The focus on women farmers, who bear significant
agricultural responsibilities, further enhances the relevance and impact of these co-created
solutions.”™ This demonstrates that sustainable conservation solutions are most effective
when they are not imposed but are collaboratively developed, leveraging the unique insights
and practical experiences of those living directly with wildlife. Empowering local communities
to lead the problem-solving process fosters greater ownership, increases the likelihood of
long-term adoption, and builds local capacity for ongoing adaptive management.
Beyond direct HEC mitigation techniques, Ecoexist strategically fosters an "elephant
economy" through community-based tourism and craft initiatives.® This provides alternative
income streams for communities, reducing their sole reliance on agriculture, which is highly
vulnerable to elephant damage. By creating economic opportunities directly linked to the
presence of elephants, the project transforms elephants from being solely a "cost" (through
crop raiding) to a "benefit" (through tourism revenue and related enterprises). This shift in
economic perception directly contributes to increased community tolerance for elephants,
even in the face of occasional conflict.” This highlights that economic diversification is a
powerful, long-term strategy for building community resilience to HEC and fostering genuine
coexistence. By creating a diverse portfolio of livelihoods that are either less vulnerable to
elephant impacts or directly benefit from elephant presence, communities are better
equipped to absorb the costs of coexistence, thereby reinforcing their support for elephant
conservation and ensuring the sustainability of the human-elephant relationship.
Table 1: Ecoexist Project: HEC Mitigation Strategies and Documented Outcomes

Strategy Mechanism/Communit (Outcome/Success Relevant References
y Participation Metric
Improved Millet Collaborative Yields increased by up [1®
Thrashing workshops with local [to ten times, enabling
Technology farmers, especially farmers to cultivate
women, applying smaller, more easily
engineering design protected plots.
process to co-create |Addresses physically
solutions. strenuous task for




women farmers.

Chilli Deterrents

Farmers trained on
incorporating chilli into
cropping systems.

Chilli consistently
deterred elephants
from damaging crops.
Lowest damage
observed in chilli-
buffered crops.
Affordable tool for
farmers.

Alternative Crop
Cultivation

Evaluation and
promotion of crops
less preferred by
elephants.

Susceptibility of fields
to elephant raids
minimized by selecting
crop types (e.g.,
groundnut, cowpea
showed lower damage
than maize/sorghum).
Enhances food
security.

w

7

Strategic Land Use
Planning for Elephant
Corridors

Utilization of GPS
collaring data to map
elephant movements;
collaborative
engagement with
district land boards.

District land board
agreed not to allocate
new agricultural plots
within identified
"elephant corridors"
(2-4.5 km wide).
Proactively reduces
human-elephant
overlap.

Elephant-Aware
Enterprise
Development

Facilitation of private
sector support for
community-based
tourism and micro-
enterprises.

New businesses like
"Elephant Express
Buses" and "Life With
Elephants Team"
hosting tourists.
Seronga Craft Shop
showcasing "Elephant
Aware" crafts, gaining
recognition including
from the President.
Provides alternative
income streams.

Overall Farmland

Combination of various

Approximately 65,000




Protection HEC mitigation and  |hectares of farmland
land-use strategies.  |protected for 500
farmers.

C. Chobe Enclave Conservation Trust (CECT)

Model: Pioneer in Community-Based Wildlife Utilization

Established in November 1994, the Chobe Enclave Conservation Trust (CECT) holds a
significant historical position as the first community organization in Botswana to successfully
enter a joint venture agreement with a private safari company, thereby generating substantial
income from natural resource utilization.” CECT is responsible for managing the CH1 wildlife
conservation and hunting control area, which was formally allocated to it by the
government.'®

Community Participation

CECT's operational philosophy centers on the sustainable utilization of natural resources as
an inclusive mechanism for developing the tourism industry. This approach aims to create
employment opportunities, facilitate skills development and transfer within the conservation
sector, and, crucially, improve the livelihoods of its beneficiaries through the equitable
sharing of benefits derived from the rich natural resources of the area.” This model is based
on the assumption that if communities are given formal rights to manage land and resources
and profit from wildlife, they will support conservation.®

Successes

CECT has demonstrated significant achievements in community development and
conservation:

e Significant Income Generation: CECT has achieved substantial financial success.
Reports indicate that in a recent Annual General Meeting, each of its five constituent
villages received no less than P2 million (approximately US$145,000) from the trust's
accumulated funds.™ Historically, prior to the 2014 hunting moratorium, revenue from
elephant hunting constituted a significant and often dominant portion of the



community's income, generating, for example, P7.3 million in 2008 compared to P2.3
million from photographic tourism.™

Job Creation and Skills Development: A tangible success is the construction of the
iconic Ngoma Safari Lodge, built from CECT's savings and operated in a joint venture
with private sector partners. This four-star lodge is recognized as a leading brand in
Botswana, directly creating employment opportunities and facilitating skills transfer for
local residents across various professional disciplines.” Beyond the lodge, other
partnerships, such as with Linyanti Bush Camp and various hunting camps, collectively
account for over 200 permanent employees from the community."™ Hunting operations,
in particular, have historically been significant employers of non-skilled rural people.’
Provision of Social Services and Community Projects: The revenue generated by
CECT, particularly from wildlife utilization, has been reinvested into a range of
community development projects. These include drilling boreholes to provide clean
water for farmers in Chobe Enclave villages, establishing milling projects, funding
poverty alleviation initiatives through skills development programs, and purchasing
essential agricultural equipment like tractors.” The trust also owns and leases out a
village shop and operates a grinding mill and a general dealer shop, further contributing
to local economies.™

Anti-Poaching Deterrent (Historical Context): In the period preceding the 2014
hunting moratorium, the presence of active hunting parties and community game
rangers (whose salaries were often funded by hunting revenue) served as a practical
deterrent against poaching and illegal logging activities, contributing to broader wildlife
and habitat conservation."

Challenges

Despite these successes, CECT has faced notable challenges:

Persistent Human-Wildlife Conflict: Despite the economic benefits, human-elephant
conflict (HEC) remains a significant and ongoing challenge within the Chobe Enclave.™
The villages' proximity to the Chobe River, a crucial water source and wildlife magnet,
means frequent interactions with elephants, leading to substantial crop damage,
property loss, and threats to human safety.?’

Vulnerability to Policy Shifts (Hunting Moratorium): The abrupt imposition of a
hunting ban in 2014 severely impacted CECT and its communities. This policy shift led
to a significant reduction in revenue streams, increased incidents of crop losses and
property damage, and a substantial loss of income for the communities, with one chief
reporting a loss of $600,000 a year."”” Communities expressed feeling unrepresented in
this policy decision, highlighting the vulnerability of community benefits to top-down
policy changes.?'



e Limited Household-Level Impact and Equitable Distribution: While CECT generates
considerable revenue at the trust level, some academic research suggests that these
benefits do not consistently translate into improved well-being for the majority of
individual households.?? Concerns have been raised that communities might primarily
serve as "rentier-ship" entities, providing cheap labor without direct participation in the
operation and management of safari activities, which raises questions about the true
extent of community empowerment and equitable benefit distribution.® High
unemployment rates persist in some areas despite the trust's activities.?'

The experience of CECT illustrates the dual nature of wildlife-based economic dependence.
The historical success of CECT vividly demonstrates how direct financial benefits from wildlife
utilization, initially heavily reliant on hunting, can significantly incentivize conservation by
transforming elephants into an economic asset rather than just a cost.” This creates a
powerful positive feedback loop where communities support conservation because they
directly profit from it. However, this dependence on a specific economic model, particularly
one subject to political shifts and global perceptions like hunting, also creates extreme
vulnerability. The 2014 hunting ban led to immediate and substantial income loss, increased
HEC, and a resurgence of negative attitudes towards wildlife.”” While revenue generation is a
crucial component of community-based conservation success, over-reliance on a single,
potentially volatile, economic stream poses a significant risk to long-term sustainability and
community buy-in. This underscores the critical need for diversification of economic
opportunities within CBNRM models to build more resilient livelihoods and ensure sustained
community support for conservation, even when primary revenue streams are disrupted.
Furthermore, a significant governance challenge lies in translating trust-level revenue to
household well-being. CECT's ability to generate "large amounts of money" " and fund

significant community-level projects, such as the lodge, boreholes, and milling projects ", is
undeniable. However, some studies critically assess whether these benefits consistently
translate into improved well-being for the

majority of individual households.?” Concerns about communities being in a "rentier-ship

status" where they provide cheap labor but lack direct management participation * suggest a
potential disconnect between institutional-level financial success and equitable household-
level impact. This points to internal governance, transparency, and benefit distribution
mechanisms as critical factors. This highlights that the mere generation of revenue by a
community trust is not sufficient for comprehensive CBNRM success. The internal
governance structures of CBOs, particularly their mechanisms for transparent and equitable
distribution of benefits to individual households, are paramount. For CBNRM to truly foster
widespread conservation support and improve livelihoods, the benefits must be perceived as
fair, accessible, and directly impactful by the majority of community members, not just accrue
at the organizational level or benefit a select few. This necessitates robust accountability
frameworks and community-driven decision-making processes regarding how funds are
utilized.



V. The Role of Sustainable Utilization and Hunting in
Community Benefits

Botswana's National Elephant Management Plan (NEMAP): Objectives
and Community-Centric Approach

The National Elephant Management Plan and Action Plan (NEMAP) for 2021-2026 represents
a significant policy framework in Botswana. Its development involved an extensive, bottom-
up, multi-stakeholder, and consultative process conducted from 2018 to 2020, including
participatory regional workshops across Botswana's elephant range areas.? The NEMAP's
overarching goal is to conserve optimal elephant populations while simultaneously ensuring
the maintenance of habitats and biodiversity, promoting the contribution of elephants to local
economies and national development, and critically, minimizing their negative impacts on
rural livelihoods.? A key objective explicitly articulated within the plan is to involve all
stakeholders in realizing the full economic potential of elephants and other wildlife resources
outside protected areas through sustainable utilization.?

Arguments for Regulated Hunting

Proponents argue that regulated elephant hunting generates substantial income crucial for
conservation efforts. This revenue directly funds essential initiatives such as anti-poaching
operations, comprehensive wildlife monitoring programs, and vital habitat restoration
projects.! The Conservation Trust Fund (CTF), initially established after a CITES-permitted
ivory stockpile sale in 2008, is a primary financial mechanism for NEMAP activities, with its
income now largely derived from elephant trophy hunting.? For instance, in December 2021,
over BWP 24 million (approximately GBP 1.6 million) was raised from the auction of 70
elephants, with these funds typically reinvested into elephant conservation and community
livelihood projects.?

Regulated hunting is also presented as a tool for population management, specifically by
targeting older, non-breeding bulls. This selective removal is argued to help maintain a
balanced elephant population, thereby reducing pressure on critical habitats and minimizing
human-wildlife conflict.' The hunting quota allocation is asserted to be an evidence- and
science-based process, adhering to strict quotas determined by scientific population data.'
Direct community benefits are a core argument for regulated hunting. Elephant hunts provide



direct economic opportunities for rural communities through job creation in guiding,
hospitality, and related services.” Hunting operations are noted as significant employers of
non-skilled rural people.’ In 2011, prior to the hunting moratorium, operators in just seven
Controlled Hunting Areas (CHAs) directly employed at least 250 individuals.® Revenue-sharing
programs from hunting directly support local development initiatives.” Communities receive
income from the sale of their allocated wildlife quotas 27, which is then used to finance a
range of community projects, including the drilling of boreholes, establishment of milling
projects, and various poverty alleviation programs.'” A tangible benefit for local communities
is the distribution of meat from harvested elephants.” A conservative estimate values the
meat from a single elephant bull at P42,000.4° A core argument is that when communities
experience direct, tangible benefits from elephants, their tolerance for living with wildlife
increases, and they are more likely to support conservation efforts and actively participate in
anti-poaching activities." The presence of hunting operators and associated staff can also act
as a deterrent to illegal hunting activities.’ The lifting of the hunting moratorium in 2019 was
explicitly intended to increase community tolerance through renewed employment and cash
benefits.?

Critiques and Controversies

Despite the arguments for regulated hunting, several critiques and controversies exist. An
independent field investigation challenges the claim of widespread financial benefits,
asserting that trophy hunting often fails to provide tangible financial benefits to the majority
of local communities, with many receiving little to no direct income." Benefits are often
limited to occasional meat distribution, wages for a handful of trust staff, or specific
community purchases, rather than broad household-level income.™

The conservation efficacy of hunting is also debated. Critics argue that trophy hunting does
not effectively contribute to increasing wildlife populations or mitigating human-elephant
conflict, and may, in fact, exacerbate conflict situations.” Concerns are raised that the
reintroduction of trophy hunting in 2019 was not based on a scientifically sound strategy, and
that the current quotas could have negative consequences on elephant migration patterns,
reproductive abilities, and conflict incidences.™

Sustainability and dependency concerns were highlighted by the 2014 hunting prohibition,
which demonstrated a vulnerability: the significant reduction in rural livelihoods revealed a
dependency created by the joint venture partnership model, where communities often
provided cheap labor without genuine ownership.? Critics argue that livelihood benefits from
hunting safaris were often not sustainable in the long term.? Furthermore, safari hunting
frequently faces strong criticism from international audiences who view it as ethically
incompatible with conservation goals.*’



The research material strongly suggests a direct causal relationship between the economic
benefits communities derive from elephants and their tolerance for living with these animals.
The lifting of the hunting moratorium in 2019 was explicitly justified as a means to “increase
community tolerance for elephants through employment, cash and other in-kind benefits".?
Conversely, the 2014 hunting ban led to a “"reduction of rural communities' livelihoods
options" and consequently "negative attitudes by rural residents towards wildlife
conservation" and increased HEC."” This demonstrates that when communities perceive
tangible economic value from elephants, their willingness to coexist with the associated costs
(e.g., crop damage) increases significantly. When these benefits are removed, tolerance
erodes, and conflict escalates, directly impacting conservation outcomes. This highlights that
economic incentives are not just an optional component but a fundamental driver of
conservation success in human-elephant landscapes. Policy decisions regarding wildlife
utilization must carefully consider their immediate and long-term socio-economic impacts on
local populations, as these directly shape community attitudes and, by extension, the
effectiveness and sustainability of conservation efforts on the ground. A breakdown in the
perceived benefit-cost ratio can rapidly undermine years of conservation work.

A contested narrative surrounds "sustainable utilization" and its measurement. Botswana's
National Elephant Management Plan aims to maximize benefits from "sustainable utilization"
of elephants.? Proponents of regulated hunting argue it generates crucial revenue for
conservation and aids population management.! However, a significant counter-narrative
from independent investigations claims that trophy hunting "fails to provide tangible financial
benefits to local communities," does not increase wildlife populations, and may even
"heighten human-elephant conflict situations"." This fundamental disagreement suggests
that the definition and measurement of “sustainable utilization" and its "benefits" are highly
contested. The critiques imply that benefits might be concentrated among a few, or that the
economic model itself creates dependency rather than genuine empowerment.?
Furthermore, the scientific basis for some hunting quotas is questioned.™ This highlights a
critical need for rigorous, independent, and transparent evaluations of the socio-economic
and ecological impacts of different wildlife utilization models. The "success" of sustainable
utilization is not universally agreed upon, and its impact on community livelihoods and
elephant populations requires ongoing, objective assessment that goes beyond government
claims. The debate suggests that while the concept of linking benefits to conservation is
sound, its practical implementation and the equitable distribution of those benefits remain
significant challenges that can undermine trust and long-term conservation goals if not
addressed transparently.

Table 2: Economic Benefits to Communities from Wildlife Utilization (Hunting vs.
Photographic Tourism)
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VI. Cross-Cutting Observations and Factors for
Success

The Critical Link Between Tangible Community Benefits and
Conservation Attitudes

A consistent and overarching observation across all successful initiatives in Botswana is the
direct correlation between the provision of tangible benefits to local communities and their
willingness to support and participate in elephant conservation. When communities
experience direct economic gains, such as employment, income from tourism or hunting, or
alternative livelihoods, reduced conflict, or improved social services like clean water and
education, their attitudes towards elephants shift. They move from viewing elephants as
costly pests to valued assets." Conversely, the absence or withdrawal of such benefits, as
seen during the hunting moratorium, leads to increased human-wildlife conflict and negative
community sentiments towards wildlife.” This reciprocal relationship is fundamental to
fostering long-term coexistence.

The evidence repeatedly demonstrates that community support for elephant conservation in
Botswana is not altruistic but is contingent upon a perceived balance of costs and benefits.’
Communities bear significant burdens from living with elephants, including crop damage,
property loss, and safety risks.” In return, they expect and require tangible benefits. When
this reciprocal relationship is maintained and benefits are perceived as fair and substantial,



tolerance increases. When this reciprocity is disrupted, as exemplified by the negative
impacts of the hunting ban ', community support for conservation rapidly erodes, leading to
increased conflict and potential threats to elephant populations. This highlights that
conservation strategies must be explicitly designed to establish and continuously reinforce
this reciprocal relationship. This involves not only generating and providing benefits but also
ensuring their equitable distribution, sustainability, and transparency. Furthermore, it requires
actively addressing and mitigating the costs borne by communities. Ignoring this fundamental
human dimension and the principle of reciprocity will inevitably undermine even the most
scientifically sound conservation efforts, as local populations are the ultimate stewards of
wildlife outside protected areas.

Importance of Adaptive Management, Scientific Data, and Multi-
Stakeholder Collaboration

The effectiveness of conservation initiatives in Botswana is significantly enhanced by the
integration of robust scientific data, adaptive management, and multi-stakeholder
collaboration. Botswana's National Elephant Management Plan (NEMAP) explicitly
incorporates adaptive management as a core principle.? This is crucial given the dynamic
nature of elephant populations, human-wildlife interactions, and environmental changes.*' An
adaptive approach allows for flexibility and learning from on-the-ground experiences,
enabling adjustments to strategies as conditions evolve.

The integration of scientific data is vital. For instance, hunting quotas are intended to be
evidence- and science-based, determined by scientific population data.” The Ecoexist Project
leverages GPS collaring data and ecological research to identify elephant movement
pathways, inform land use planning, and develop effective HEC mitigation strategies.’
However, it is important to acknowledge critiques regarding the scientific rigor behind some
policy decisions, such as the reintroduction of trophy hunting quotas, which some argue were
not based on sound scientific strategies.™

Successful community-based conservation initiatives in Botswana consistently involve strong
collaboration among diverse stakeholders. These include government wildlife authorities,
local communities (through CBOs), various conservation organizations (NGOs), and the
private sector.® The development of the NEMAP itself was a testament to this, being a multi-
stakeholder consultative process that ran for two years.? This collaborative approach ensures
a broader range of perspectives, resources, and expertise are brought to bear on complex
conservation challenges.

The successes observed, such as Ecoexist's land-use planning informed by GPS data 2°, and
the challenges faced, like hunting quotas questioned for their scientific basis ' or policies
made without sufficient community consent %, highlight the crucial interdependence of



scientific research, policy formulation, and community implementation. Effective elephant
conservation requires that robust scientific data on elephant ecology, behavior, and HEC
drivers is not only collected but also effectively translated into actionable policies. These
policies, in turn, must be developed through genuine consultative processes that incorporate
local knowledge and ensure community buy-in, leading to effective on-the-ground
implementation. A breakdown or disconnect at any point in this nexus—for example, if
science does not adequately inform policy, if policy does not consider community realities, or
if communities lack the capacity to implement initiatives—can severely undermine overall
conservation goals. This emphasizes that while scientific data provides the necessary
foundation for informed decision-making, it is insufficient on its own. For conservation to be
truly successful and sustainable, scientific knowledge must be integrated into policies that
are collaboratively developed with and effectively implemented by the communities who live
with wildlife. This requires continuous dialogue, capacity building for all stakeholders, and
flexible governance structures that allow for adaptive responses to evolving challenges.

Addressing Human-Wildlife Conflict as a Continuous Challenge and
Opportunity

Human-elephant conflict (HEC) is identified as a pervasive and increasing challenge in
Botswana, driven by the growing populations of both humans and elephants and the resulting
overlap in their habitats.® It represents a significant threat to both human livelihoods and
broader conservation objectives, potentially leading to increased poaching and negative
community perceptions if not effectively managed.” Botswana spends approximately US$2.4
million annually on compensation for wildlife damage, indicating the scale of this issue.’
However, the necessity of addressing HEC has also stimulated innovative and community-led
solutions, transforming it from solely a problem into an opportunity for developing more
effective coexistence strategies.”™ While HEC presents significant challenges and costs, the
evidence demonstrates that it has also served as a powerful catalyst for innovative solutions
and collaborative conservation efforts.™ The very pressure of HEC has compelled
organizations like Ecoexist to develop and implement co-created strategies that directly
involve communities in finding solutions.™ This suggests that rather than being an
insurmountable obstacle, HEC can drive the development of more sophisticated, community-
responsive, and ultimately more effective conservation approaches, pushing beyond mere
mitigation towards genuine coexistence. This observation reframes HEC from a purely
negative externality to a critical area for strategic investment. By focusing resources on
understanding HEC dynamics, fostering local innovation, and empowering communities to
develop and implement solutions, conservation initiatives can transform conflict into a
pathway for stronger human-wildlife relationships. Successful HEC mitigation directly
translates into improved community well-being and increased tolerance for elephants,



thereby reinforcing broader conservation goals and ensuring the long-term viability of shared
landscapes.

VIl. Conclusion and Recommendations for Sustaining
Success

Botswana's experience unequivocally demonstrates that active and meaningful community
participation is an indispensable element for achieving successful and sustainable elephant
conservation, particularly in mitigating the pervasive challenges of human-elephant conflict.
The report has highlighted several impactful models that integrate community well-being with
conservation outcomes:

Holistic Community Development and Welfare Integration: The Elephant Havens
Wildlife Foundation exemplifies how addressing fundamental community needs, such
as access to clean water and educational resources, alongside direct elephant
rehabilitation, can foster a profound positive shift in community perception. This
transforms elephants into valued contributors to local well-being and empowers locals
as conservation allies.™

Co-creative HEC Mitigation and Economic Diversification: The Ecoexist Project
showcases a highly effective model of co-creation, where collaborative workshops with
local farmers lead to the development of practical and innovative HEC mitigation
techniques, such as chilli deterrents and improved millet thrashers, and strategic land-
use planning to protect elephant corridors. Furthermore, by fostering an "elephant
economy" through community-based tourism and crafts, the project significantly
reduces farmer vulnerability and enhances resilience, demonstrating how economic
diversification can directly support coexistence.?

Wildlife Utilization for Livelihood Improvement: The Chobe Enclave Conservation
Trust (CECT) stands as a pioneering example of how direct financial benefits derived
from wildlife utilization, historically through hunting and now also photographic tourism,
can be channeled back into communities to fund essential projects, create employment
opportunities, and provide vital social services. This direct linkage between wildlife and
tangible community benefits has been crucial in incentivizing conservation support.’

To ensure the long-term sustainability and equitable benefits of these efforts, several
recommendations are put forth:

Policy Refinement for Genuine Decentralization and Benefit Equity: It is imperative
to continuously review and refine CBNRM policies to ensure a greater and more
consistent devolution of rights, responsibilities, and, crucially, benefits to local
communities.™ This includes establishing clear mechanisms to ensure that a substantial
portion of the revenue generated locally remains within the community and that



communities have a stronger, more direct voice in policy decisions that directly affect
their livelihoods and natural resources.?' This will move communities beyond a "rentier-
ship" status towards genuine empowerment.

e Strategic Diversification of Funding Mechanisms: To build resilience against
external shocks and policy shifts, it is essential to reduce over-reliance on single
revenue streams, such as hunting, which can be subject to political changes and global
perceptions.” Proactive investment and promotion of diverse "elephant economy"
initiatives, including expanded community-based eco-tourism, sustainable veld product
harvesting, and wildlife-themed crafts, are critical.®® Furthermore, exploring innovative
financing mechanisms, such as those linked to carbon trading or other conservation-
friendly initiatives, should be prioritized to secure predictable, long-term resources for
elephant conservation and community development.?

e Enhanced Capacity Building and Robust Governance Structures: Continuous and
targeted investment in capacity building for Community-Based Organizations (CBOs) is
vital. This training should encompass critical areas such as transparent financial
management, effective project implementation, and equitable benefit distribution
mechanisms.' Strengthening internal governance structures within community trusts is
paramount to ensure that the significant benefits generated are fairly and consistently
reaching individual households, thereby maximizing the positive impact on the majority
of community members and fostering widespread buy-in.™

e Proactive and Participatory Human-Elephant Conflict Mitigation: Continued
investment in and scaling up of innovative, community-led HEC mitigation strategies
are crucial. These strategies must be co-created with local farmers, leveraging their
traditional knowledge and ensuring practical applicability.”™ This includes promoting the
cultivation of elephant-deterring crops (e.g., chilli), improving agricultural techniques
for higher yields and reduced vulnerability, and implementing strategic land-use
planning that respects and protects elephant movement corridors.?° Additionally,
establishing efficient rapid response units and fair, timely compensation schemes for
wildlife damage remains essential to alleviate immediate burdens on livelihoods.®

e Strengthening the Science-Policy-Community Linkage: To ensure adaptive and
effective conservation, it is imperative to strengthen the integration of robust scientific
data and local ecological knowledge into conservation policies and management plans.?
This requires continuous dialogue, transparent communication, and genuine
consultative processes that ensure policy decisions are informed by the latest scientific
understanding and are responsive to the realities and needs of the communities living
with elephants. Building the capacity of all stakeholders to engage effectively in this
nexus is crucial for fostering sustainable and widely supported conservation outcomes.
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