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As I sit here recovering from a case of malaria, it occurs to me that I haven’t really written anything about the project I am working on at Murchison Falls National Park, or anything about wildlife conservation in Uganda at all.  Perhaps it is because my learning curve has been so steep that I was afraid I would speak too soon and that I should wait longer until I understand the issues.  Now I realize that if I wait until I understand the issues, I will be here for the next ten years and still wouldn’t fully understand them and you’d never hear from me.  Maybe that’s the point – wildlife conservation in Africa is not as straightforward as I once believed.  I’ll do my best to condense a hundred-page thesis into a three-page update here.

The image that many of us in the west have of wildlife conservation in Africa is rangers on paramilitary patrol protecting rigid game park boundaries from well-armed poachers.  This is not inaccurate, but it is only one piece of a very complicated puzzle.  The history of game parks in Africa begins with colonial governments kicking people off of a piece of land to provide exclusive hunting rights to elite western hunters.  Our very own Teddy Roosevelt went on a famous safari to East Africa where he and his party killed over 5,000 mammals, 4,000 birds and 2,000 reptiles in ten months, including nine white rhinos which were already fast disappearing from much of their former range.  But the Africans were the poachers who were and are a threat to the wildlife, right?

It turns out, as far I can tell, that the biggest threat to wildlife and the environment in general in Africa is poverty.  The communities around Murchison Falls have been flooded in recent years with newcomers fleeing the violence in the north.  These people come with no money, food, or livestock, and obviously have no land on which to plant crops.  Even the people who have not been displaced are living on a very thin margin of survival in these rural areas.  Meanwhile, the overall population of the country is growing at a staggering rate of 3.4%, compounding all of the other issues the country is dealing with.  In short, these are people without a lot of options.  For Murchison Falls National Park, the main issues that park management is dealing with are poaching, brush burning for charcoal, land encroachment, and “problem animals” threatening humans or crops outside the park boundaries.  All of these issues have their roots in poverty.  
The poaching that occurs here is not the kind that makes the news.  Ivory is not the primary target here, although there have been about seven elephants poached in the park in the last few years.  Mostly the poaching that happens here is what would have simply been called “hunting” a hundred years ago – people going inside the park boundaries to take animals for food, or to maintain cultural hunting traditions.  Obviously this can not be allowed to go unchecked, especially with such a rapidly growing population.  However, the media images of African poachers as vicious killers using AK-47’s to kill as many elephants and park rangers as they can is too simplistic.  It is a way of villainizing people who are just trying to survive while keeping the attention off the white guy who hired them in the first place and who is making a hundred times more off each tusk.  Poaching is a risky profession, and most would not choose it if they had other options.
That said, the wildlife populations of Murchison Falls National Park are in recovery, and don’t need any more challenges to their survival.  During the reign of Idi Amin in the 70’s and Milton Obote’s second time in power in the early 1980’s, between 75% and 90% of the large mammals were killed by soldiers for target practice, food, and recreation.  The population of buffalo went from 30,000 in the 1960’s to about 1,600 in 1991, elephants went from 14,000 to 300, hippos from 12,000 to 1,200, and rhinos were completely extirpated from the entire country.  The numbers are on the rise now, though, and ironically the period of time with fewer animals has allowed the land to rest and recover, and the park is poised to return to some of its former glory.
Bush burning for charcoal is also driven by poverty.  93% of the population of Uganda gets its energy from burning wood rather than having access to electricity.  Even here in Kampala, the capital city, a huge portion of the population does not have electricity or running water, and much of the charcoal comes into the city to fuel the needs of this population.  Charcoal is one of the few sources of cash income for many of the people in these areas.  Not only does this high demand for charcoal result in the clearing of important brush habitat, but the fires often get out of control and burn huge areas of the park at times that do not coincide with the natural burn cycle.  
Encroachment is when people cross the borders of a park to plant crops.  Again, the increasing population puts tremendous pressure on the available land, and when you are struggling to feed your family it can be difficult to look at a piece of land nearby that “isn’t being used” without seeing it as a potential way to improve your situation.  The problem is, the population will keep growing and the land won’t, so even if every inch of parkland in Africa was converted to agricultural land, it would only buy a short amount of time before the same issue is faced.  Looking ahead like that, though, is a luxury when your children are starving and you feel like the needs of the animals are being put before the needs of the people.  These emotions also flare up when animals like elephants or baboons leave the park and destroy crops.  The people have very little recourse since the animals are legally protected, and they receive no compensation from the government for this loss of their livelihood.
These are some very brief, simplified glimpses in to very complex issues.  The point is, about thirty years ago conservation groups around the world started realizing that you can’t address environmental issues in the developing world without also including local people in the process and addressing poverty.  This new approach takes on many different names – Community Conservation, Community-Based Natural Resource Management, Integrated Conservation and Development Projects, etc – but they all have, as a basic value, the idea that local people need to be consulted on and given a voice in conservation decisions that effect them, and that they should receive some of the benefit of wildlife conservation since they absorb most of the costs.  This approach began being used at Murchison Falls National Park about ten years ago, taking the form of revenue-sharing (20% of gate fees are given to the boundary communities for development projects such as schools, health clinics, wells, etc), and Community-Protected Area Institutions which are committees made up of locals and park staff to make decisions about park policies.  The result has been a big improvement in the once-antagonistic relationship between the park and the boundary communities.  During a recent visit to a secondary school in Pakwach north of the park, I was treated to the students singing what amounted to their own version of a Uganda Wildlife Authority anthem.
It would be a lie to say that this community-based approach is a magic pill that has suddenly made conservation efforts more effective.  It is still a learning process, and neither the conservation nor development goals are being entirely met yet.  The money coming from revenue-sharing is not enough, the communities often do not have the leadership or skills to play a strong role in policy-making, wildlife continues to destroy crops and homes, poaching continues to be an issue, and promises are not always met.  But, after a hundred years of doing conservation to people, it is right that it is now being done with people.  I also believe that the global community has a responsibility to play a much bigger role.  We in the west put huge pressures on African governments to protect their wildlife, even though many of these governments don’t have the resources to feed their people, provide clean water and health services, or combat the AIDS epidemic that is still ravaging the population.  
If the magnificent wildlife of Africa is a global treasure, then it is also a global responsibility, and it is the western governments and citizens who have the money to make significant positive impacts on the lives of people living in desperate poverty, which is a necessary prerequisite to conservation in the developing world.  Our governments need to give more money, and give it on timelines that show we trust Africans to come up with appropriate African solutions.  Citizens in the developed world need to accept that “appropriate” African solutions may not be totally agreeable to our own sensibilities and may be different from the approach we would take.  Donors to conservation NGO’s all need to send letters along with their membership check saying “take your time – I’d rather have you support solutions that work rather than ones that look flashy in your next membership drive.”  We all need to learn how our country’s trade and economic policies affect poor people in the developing world.  AND, we need to get our own country on an environmental track that gives us some ethical right to encourage other countries to protect their environments because, frankly, right now we are looking a little hypocritical.
Again, everything I have said here is just the slightest glimpse into these issues, and if the solutions were simple, the problems would already be solved.  I am encouraged by what I see as a move towards including compassion towards local people in conservation efforts.  I come with strong values of protecting wildlife and wild lands at all costs, but somehow it just doesn’t seem so simple when I am confronted with the eyes of people who are struggling just to survive, and I honestly don’t know that my decisions would be any different from a local poacher’s if I saw no other way to feed my children.  
I hope all is well for all of you.  We think a lot about home, and perhaps the best thing about spending time in the developing world is remembering to appreciate how lucky we are for whatever dumb luck allowed us to be born where we were.  I certainly have my share of issues with our country, especially these days, but when it comes down to it, we are so lucky.  What we miss most, though, are the people in our lives who make every day so rich.  Keep writing to us, and stop by any time you are in town!
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Much love,
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Mark, Devin and Roshi “what am I doing here?” Dog
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