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Rowan B. Martin (Independent Wildlife Consultant)

Response to an article titled ‘Save: Conservation or Colonialism’

 which appeared in The Herald newspaper in Zimbabwe on 30  July 2012 th

written by the Features Editor, Isdore Guvamombe

General Comment

This article is a racial diatribe calculated to foment division between blacks and whites

in Zimbabwe.  Guvamombe, whilst claiming to present the ‘historical facts’ relating to

wildlife in Zimbabwe, presents a narrative which is ignorant of the facts, perverts the facts

and creates ‘facts’ which never existed.  The author is a stranger to the truth.

Guvamombe’s rant does, however, throw into stark contrast two totally different

approaches to wildlife in Zimbabwe.  These approaches have nothing to do with race and

there are white and black supporters of both approaches.

For one group, the cornerstone of Zimbabwe wildlife policy is the simple principle that

by creating Appropriate Authorities in legislation, wildlife will be managed and protected

by the persons who occupy land – be it state land (e.g. parks and forests), private land or

communal land.  This empowerment creates the incentive to husband the resource and to

use it sustainably as a high-valued land use.  Conservation is not necessarily the driver of

the process but it turns out to be the consequence of this approach.

The other group, epitomised by Guvamombe’s interpretation of wildlife issues, see

wildlife as a resource owned by the State to which access will be parcelled out by

Government.  The fact that this is inconsistent with the provisions of the law escapes them.

It opens the door for a political élite to capture the resource but it does nothing to encourage

long term investment in wildlife or its sustainable use.  It is an approach which has failed

in every African country that has espoused it.

Guvamombe does not understand the principles of devolution and self-determination

that have underpinned Zimbabwean policy and wildlife legislation and are enshrined in the

original Parks & Wild Life Act of 1975.  One of his major attacks was on this Act which,

clearly, he has not read.  His vision of the world is one where Government (or the Party)

is responsible for access to wildlife and all the benefits take the form of largesse delivered

under political patronage to a constituency.

The history of wildlife in Zimbabwe is one of which every Zimbabwean, black or

white, can be proud.  Zimbabwe has led the way in southern Africa by adopting liberal and

far-sighted policies, and giving effect to these policies through enlightened legislation and

innovative institutional reforms that have enabled all Zimbabweans to benefit from wildlife

as a land use without racial discrimination.  It is an insult to those pioneering Ministers such

as Victoria Chitepo and Herbert Murerwa to cast their efforts in such a poor light as

Guvamombe has done. 
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Once upon a time ... not so long ago ... Zimbabwe enjoyed a respected status in

international treaties such as CITES (Convention on International Trade in Endangered

Species) and the CBD (Convention on Biological Diversity) based on its performance in

the realm of wildlife conservation and sustainable development.  As a result of outpourings

from a few individuals such as Guvamombe, that status is now in jeopardy.

But international status is not the key issue.  All of Africa is reaching a tipping point

where the available natural resources are unable to support the human populations

attempting to live off them.  As a higher valued land use, wildlife development offers an

escape from this poverty trap in agriculturally marginal lands.  Sadly, it is through articles

such as this that the opportunities for improved human livelihoods will be foreclosed.

An unbiased review of the history of wildlife development in Zimbabwe is given by

Bond & Cumming (2006).1

_________________

Detailed Comments

In the review which follows, the original text from each paragraph of Guvamombe’s article appears

in italics followed by my comments in normal text.  Endnotes appear at the end of the document.

Guvamombe claims the 1975 Parks and Wild Life Act took away all the wildlife from the

indigenous people and redistributed it between the State and the white farmers.  The white

farmers then started having private wildlife conservancies but were keeping wildlife on behalf

of the State, which allocated them hunting quotas for harvesting.

All of this is untrue.  In Zimbabwe law, wildlife has the status of res nullius, i.e it cannot

be owned – even by the State.  Neither can it be redistributed.  The formation of

conservancies did not occur until the 1990s.  Conservancies did not keep wildlife on

behalf of the State – this would imply that all wildlife belonged to the State.  The 1975

Act defined the Appropriate Authority for wildlife on alienated land as the landholder

or lessee  and, as such, the landholder did not require a quota to be allocated by the2

State (unless the Minister had placed a restriction on the relevant landholder under

Section 60 of the Act).  It would have been illegal for the State to issue such quotas.

The Act deprived the majority blacks of wildlife by classifying them as poachers after meat,

and classified whites as conservationists and professional hunters.  This was based on the belief

that blacks only needed meat while the whites needed the precious trophy as in ivory, horns and

hides. Blacks protested.

The Act did not classify blacks as poachers or whites as conservationists.  It may be

Guvamombe’s belief that whites needed precious ivory while blacks could be fobbed

off with meat but this is malicious fiction.  I am unaware of any protests.
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 Rhodesia then made another proclamation called the Windfall, which meant that blacks from

the communities surrounding the conservancies would occasionally, get a “windfall” of meat

when an elephant was shot and killed during the whiteman’s professional hunting.

Rhodesia did not make a proclamation called ‘the Windfall’.  WINDFALL was a project

in the Sebungwe initiated by the wildlife department in 1978 to enable local

communities in the Gokwe communal lands to receive the benefits of management in

Chirisa Safari Area (recognising the fact that Chirisa was originally communal land).3

The benefits included the revenue from safari hunts, the sale of wildlife products from

problem animal control and meat from elephant culling.  The project was a forerunner

for the CAMPFIRE programme launched in the 1980s.4

The whites took away the precious ivory and sold it in markets in Europe and Asia for

thousands of dollars while blacks shared the meat.  The local chief was given the elephant trunk

as a sign of respect.  Compare the pieces of meat given to each family with the US$20 000

hunting price for an elephant.  It should be noted that the majority of Zimbabweans do not

generally eat elephant meat but only taste it when it is available.  Elephant meat has never been

part of the menu of Africans.

Hunting trophies were taken by international clients who had paid for them.  Under

WINDFALL and CAMPFIRE the largest part of this income was returned to local

communities.  From 1978 to the present date all ivory from problem animal control and

natural mortality in the communal lands has been deposited in the State ivory store

and specially marked with a red ring around its base.  The State has sold this ivory on

public auctions and all monies due to the Appropriate Authorities for communal lands

(i.e. Rural District Councils) have been returned to them.  Thus there are no linkages

or valid comparisons to be drawn between the distribution of meat from elephants

killed and the sale of ivory.

An elephant trophy hunt in Botswana realises between US$50,000 and US$100,000.

The reason for this is that, through good management, Botswana is able to produce

very high trophy quality animals (tusks greater than 80lbs per side).  For the past 14

years Zimbabwe has overexploited its national herd of elephant in an attempt to derive

much-needed revenue for government coffers and there are now very few elephants

carrying large tusks – hence such low prices as US$20,000 per hunt.  

Elephant meat has been part of the diet of Africans for over a million years.5

Game meat from buffalo and other large plains game, which has historically been part of the

main relish menu of blacks was turned into biltong for international markets in Europe and Asia

and shops in cities and the blacks were never given that meat.

Because of international veterinary restrictions, neither Rhodesia nor Zimbabwe ever

exported significant quantities of biltong (or any other from of wildlife meat).
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At independence in 1980 the blacks continued to protest and, in 1982, the new Government

of Zimbabwe tried to solve the issue through the Communal Areas Management Programme for

Indigenous Resources (CAMPFIRE).  While this was a good project that brought real benefits

to the black people in terms of sharing of hunting dividends, construction of schools, clinics roads

and real life benefits, it was restricted mainly to Guruve, Gokwe, Hurungwe and Binga where

there was State land teeming with wildlife.  The white farmers or private conservancies were not

touched.

Guvamombe shows a limited understanding of CAMPFIRE.  It was not created under

a climate of black protest.  It was a ‘good project’ because it enabled communities to

carry out their own management of wildlife and decide for themselves on the nature

of benefits.  Communities did not ‘share hunting dividends’: they received payments

for trophy hunting based on agreements which they negotiated themselves with safari

operators (other than a levy which they paid to District Councils).  Schools and clinics

were paid for by the communities themselves out of their own wildlife income and were

not benefits conferred on them by Government.  CAMPFIRE was not restricted to the

districts named by Guvamombe: of some 40 districts in Zimbabwe, 29 had received

Appropriate Authority before the year 2000.  Although it may have been an advantage

for a community to border onto ‘State land teeming with wildlife’, communities derived

their income off their own land.

CAMPFIRE was designed in 1983 for communal lands (as the name implies) – long

before the Land Reform process of 1999.  The programme was never intended to be

a vehicle for the takeover of white farms or conservancies.

The Save Valley Conservancy is situated in the south-eastern Lowveld of Zimbabwe and

covers approximately 342 123 square kilometres and was never part of the Rhodesian wildlife

conservancy matrix.  Since colonialism, this area was predominantly used for cattle ranching

until 1991 when intermittent droughts and erratic rainfall patterns forced 21 white property

owners to abandon cattle ranching and form the Save Valley Conservancy that has become a sore

of Zimbabwe’s wildlife based land reform programme.

More errors.  Perhaps not innocent.  The area of Zimbabwe is 390,580 square

kilometres and the area of Save Valley Conservancy is 3,047km .  Save Valley does 2

not occupy 88% of the total country – however, some 30% of the area has been

invaded by war veterans so that the exact figure of remaining wildlife habitat is

uncertain.  There was no such thing as a ‘Rhodesian wildlife conservancy matrix’.

If Save Valley has become ‘a sore of Zimbabwe’s wildlife based land reform

programme’ then the problem is one of Government’s creation.  Government has

successfully taken over hundreds of commercial farms under the Land Reform

programme and, under its own rules, nothing prevented it from taking over the 27

properties making up the Conservancy as part of this process long ago.  I can find no

specific legislation relating to Government’s ‘wildlife based land reform programme’

and it appears that Government may have been temporising in the expectation that

there might be windfalls for the élite if the takeover could be managed circumspectly.
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It should be noted that the massive drought served as a catalyst to change overall land use

from cattle ranching to conservation.  Setting aside personal agendas, dividing fences and

differences of opinion individual ranchers worked to create an enormous wildlife reserve.  There

we must give credit where it is due.  It was quite a good job.

The change was not ‘to conservation’ – it was to a more profitable and ecologically

sound land use based on wildlife management.  Conservation followed as a byproduct

of this.

By using the personal pronoun ‘we’, Guvamombe clearly identifies himself as an

aligned reporter rather than an objective reviewer.  

The Government approved the plan and even assisted Save Valley Conservancy access a loan

facility to restock the conservancy with wildlife.  But operationally the new conservancy adopted

the Rhodesian mentality, dwelling on the Windfall system with slight modifications.

There was no requirement for Government to approve the establishment of Save

Valley Conservancy (apart from a veterinary requirement for fencing the

Conservancy).  Under the laws of the country, nothing prevented 27 separate

properties from jointly managing the wildlife on their land.  Save Valley secured the

loan for restocking the Conservancy themselves and all that was required of

Government was not to block it.

I showed earlier that Guvamombe knew little about the Windfall system. The statement

that ‘the new conservancy adopted the Rhodesian mentality’ is unjustified.  Many of

the SVC members have long standing track records of excellent relationships with

local communities and have contributed significantly to wildlife development in

neighbouring communal lands.

There are times when villagers from the surrounding communities were made to buy elephant

meat for US$1 per kg from Save Valley Conservancy instead of giving them for free.  There are

times and many people can testify, when villagers who did not have cash were asked to batter

trade with hard-earned sorghum and rapoko (the drought-resistant grain crops villagers

managed to harvest in that drought prone area).

Come on Guvamombe – nobody can force another person to buy meat in Zimbabwe!

You are depicting the local people as helpless morons with no freedom of choice.

When local people asked if they could barter crops for meat the conservancy agreed.6

It is important at this stage to note that out of the 21 properties that today form the Save

Valley Conservancy, only one – Sango Ranch – owned by Wilfried Pabst is protected under

BIPPA, through the German government.  To date, this property has not been allocated to any

indigenous person yet its owner is in the forefront of demonising the whole process.  This is fact

not fiction.

Pabst has complied with the investment requirements demanded by the Government

of Zimbabwe, in return for which government grants certain guarantees for the security

of the investor’s capital.  It is significant that Guvamombe regards Pabst’s defence of

his rights as ‘demonising the whole process’.  Most normal human beings about to

robbed would be expected to put up a show of resistance.
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At the dawn of the Land Reform Programme, all land in Zimbabwe ceased to belong to

individuals and reverted to the State.  Remember all the wild animals are still State property and

National Parks and Wildlife Management Authority only gives one permission.

As stated earlier, under Zimbabwe law wild animals are not State property.  The

default situation under the most recent wildlife legislation is that lessees or occupiers

of State land continue to remain the Appropriate Authorities for that land unless the

Minister has placed a restricting order on the land under Section 60 of the Act.  If this

has not been done, the National Parks and Wildlife Management Authority does not

have jurisdiction over the relevant Appropriate Authorities.

After the formation of Save Valley Conservancy, the area became an island surrounded by

a sea of poverty, thus maintaining the Rhodesian scenario.  It became isolated, secluded and a

no-go area for blacks to the extent that no one from villagers to journalists and Government

officials would easily get access to it and its happenings.

Guvamombe implies that the formation of the Conservancy became a causal factor

of the ‘sea of poverty’ – which is patently untrue.  Before the Conservancy was formed,

the SVC land was degraded as a result of a half a century of cattle farming – as is

most of the adjacent communal land.  The transition to wildlife allowed the land to

recover – but the lesson from this has not entered Guvamombe’s thinking. 

As stated on page 2 at the end of the ‘General Comment’, Zimbabwe has a serious

problem – that of too many people for the available natural resources.  But the

destruction of the SVC is not going to solve this problem.  SVC is a show case which

demonstrates the restoration of habitats under wildlife management.  Ironically, the

war veterans who have invaded SVC immediately set about destroying those restored

habitats to pursue the traditional land use that is responsible for Guvamombe’s ‘sea

of poverty’ in the adjacent communal lands.

Guvamombe’s description of SVC as a no-go area for blacks is incorrect.  Any person

can enter the SVC on the provincial road which passes through it.

Several airstrips became dotted where private jets landed and did business without national

security scrutiny.  There has always been suspicion of underhand dealings and the latest refusal

to allow black players to partner with the former owners further strengthens this suspicion.

All aircraft landing in SVC which originate from foreign countries are required to clear

customs and immigration before flying to the conservancy.  It is doubtful whether the

airstrips in Save Conservancy could accommodate jet aircraft.

It is easy to make statements such as ‘... suspicion of underhand dealing ...’ but,

unless they are backed up with specific evidence, they remain hearsay.

SVC has not in principle objected to the concept of black partners.  But in what society

would business partners be foist upon individuals without freedom of choice or

selection?  Moreover, these politically selected ‘black players’ are not arriving with any

collateral investment.  They fall in the category of ‘free-riders’.
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It must be interesting to note that Save Valley Conservancy is not the only one affected by the

land reform programme.  There is Bubi and Bubiana in Matabeleland South, there is Gwayi in

Matabeleland North and there is Sebakwe in Midlands, among others yet the noise is coming

from Save Valley only.  The reason is simple, being the largest European island in Africa, Save

Valley Conservancy was the capital of the last vestige of hard core Rhodesians and is using the

German BIPPA to leverage resistance.

Guvamombe gives the impression that these other conservancies came like lambs to

the slaughter.  Bubiana, Sebakwe, Chiredzi River and Gwayi conservancies were

destroyed early in the land reform process.  Bubye Valley is conducting its own

dialogue with Government.  The noise coming from Save Valley is understandable –

it is entirely reasonable self-defence.  However, the accusation that SVC is a bastion

of Rhodesian hard-core resistance is slanderous.

What the Save Valley Conservancy has done is to use the hosting of forthcoming United

Nations World Tourism Organisation 2013 General Assembly to hold the nation’s wildlife-based

land reform programme at ransom.

When the wildlife-based land reform policy was adopted in 2006 the issue of the hosting of

the UNWTO was nowhere in the picture and when the leases were subsequently allocated in

2007, the hosting of the UNWTO General Assembly was still not even thought of.

To link the two is therefore political mischief on the part of the former white owners who are

not being evicted but are being told to co-exist with new players.

The adverts being flighted in newspapers about emaciated blacks, whose ribs one can count

but trying to take over Save Valley and destroying wildlife are ironic and racist.  They are typical

of the Rhodesian propaganda scare tactics and should be condemned with the contempt they

deserve.7

Is the nation’s ‘wildlife-based land reform programme’ so lacking in a sound foundation

that it cannot weather the scrutiny of the UN General Assembly?

Guvamombe sees it as reasonable that ‘the former white owners ... are being told to

coexist with new players’.  Article 21 of the Zimbabwe Constitution provides for the

freedom of association of individuals ... which, in this case, is being contravened.

In the last paragraph above, Guvamombe accuses the SVC of being ‘racist’ and using

‘Rhodesian propaganda scare tactics’ ...  it is a moot point who is being racist and

using scare tactics.

Since the wildlife-based land reform programme was promulgated in 2006 and the 25-year

leases given to the indigenes in 2007, there has been fierce resistance by the former white owners

so much that without resistance from them, this country would be past that phase.

I would expect the members of SVC to use every legal and democratic avenue open

to them to resist the ill-conceived takeover of their wildlife resource access rights and

businesses.  When Guvamombe talks about ‘the country being past that phase’ as if

the SVC members are recalcitrant opposers of a popular movement, he is perhaps

overlooking the fact that there are many genuine Zimbabwean patriots in SVC –  their

white skins notwithstanding.
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Until two weeks ago, National Parks and Wildlife Management Authority has been

withholding, since 2007, hunting permits, demanding that there be order between the political

leadership in Masvingo, the new farmers and the old farmers.  The reason was simple: Parks did

not want to be part of the selection criteria and also the brewing conflicts.  If anything the new

lease holders have been too patient to remain on the sidelines with papers in their hands instead

of moving in to do business.

The primary wildlife legislation does not provide for the National Parks and Wildlife

Management Authority (ZNPWMA) either to issue hunting permits or withhold them

in the case of another Appropriate Authority.  In this case, ZNPWMA is justifying its

action under Statutory Instrument No.26 of 1998  – a regulation which would not8

stand up to scrutiny in the Supreme Court because it attempts to alter the fundamental

rights provided for in the primary legislation and undermine the intent of the Act.

It is difficult not to manage a wry smile when Guvamombe paints a picture of Parks not

wanting to be involved in the selection criteria and the brewing conflicts.  It would

appear that the recently deceased Director-General of Parks was on the list of

beneficiaries from SVC.9

Then comes the issue of the beneficiaries.  It is fact not fiction that some of the beneficiaries

own land elsewhere and that cannot escape scrutiny.  But the selection of beneficiaries was done

by the Chiredzi District land committee and endorsed by the Masvingo provincial land

committee.  If there is a problem with the criteria then that is Masvingo’s problem.  But on

further investigation the 25-year leases have no guarantee of being extended and therefore one

might need another piece of land as a fall- back position.

Early this year National Parks and Wildlife Management Authority refused to renew 10-year-

leases that had expired and those were for some of the most senior service chiefs, among other

senior citizens. So that example means one would need somewhere to fall back on.  This is unlike

the 99-year leases for the other land reform component.

Examining the list of beneficiaries  which includes government ministers, senior army10

officials, members of parliament and ZANU PF officials, it is difficult to believe that the

Chiredzi District land committee and the Masvingo provincial  land committee operated

in a vacuum whilst making their selection.

Exactly what is Guvamombe trying to say when he observes ‘... one might need

another piece of land as a fall-back position’ ?  Is he putting himself in the shoes of the

‘looters’ and suggesting that the proposed slice of Save Conservancy is not enough?

By and large, the new beneficiaries have to really invest in cash into conservancies because

in order to harvest the wildlife, one needs to employ a professional hunter, erect hunting camps,

drill artificial water holes and market their quota.

Indeed, the proposed new beneficiaries should be investing in the conservancies.  But

the costs are far higher than those needed for a quick ‘harvest’ of wildlife as outlined

by Guvamombe.
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The investment needed in SVC by any prospective ‘partner’ begins with the basic

maintenance costs – the costs of maintaining the peripheral fence (a requirement of

the Department of Veterinary Services in government), the costs of maintaining the

roads, firebreaks and existing water supplies, the costs of running and maintaining

lodges and hunting camps and the costs of protecting the wildlife in the conservancy

against illegal hunting which entails a staff of hundreds, especially because the

Conservancy contains the largest remaining population of black rhino in Zimbabwe.

In my final paragraph, I discuss the potential of the Conservancy to generate income

– a potential which is not being realised at the moment because of political factors.

The issue at Save Valley Conservancy is that of the last resistance to indigenisation of the

wildlife sector, forever, the preserve of whites in Rhodesia and the first two decades of Zimbabwe.

Following independence in Zimbabwe in 1980, Murphree (1988)  reviewed11

indigenisation policy.  Recognising that there were numerous issues that had

disadvantaged blacks in Rhodesia’s colonial history which needed to be redressed, he

saw it as reasonable that affirmative action should be taken to achieve this.  At the

same time he pointed out that indigenisation entailed suspension of the Zimbabwe

Constitution which promises equal rights and opportunities for all Zimbabweans

regardless of race.  He argued that a finite time should be attached to any affirmative

action programme with a set of defined objectives to be achieved by a stated date.

After this date the country should return to being a constitutional, multiracial society.

It is a sad fact of Zimbabwe’s history that Murphree’s recommendations went

unheeded.  Far from affirmative action being a discrete operation in the early stages

of Zimbabwe’s development where we could now claim in comfort that ‘this country is

past that phase’ (to use Guvamombe’s own words), indigenisation has become a

chronic ongoing ailment.

There has never been resistance to indigenisation of the wildlife sector in Zimbabwe

and men like Marshall Murphree and Clive Stockil in the Save Conservancy

contributed significantly to the genuine development of communal peoples’ capacity

to manage their own wildlife.

When the dust eventually settles, the former white farmers will have to come to terms with

the reality that Save Valley Conservancy cannot remain an island in Zimbabwe, feeding the

pockets of one race.

Guvamombe and, apparently, the beneficiaries listed by Karimakwenda (Endnote #10)

appear to believe that the Save Valley Conservancy is a cornucopia of wildlife wealth.

This is not the case.12

In its developing stages most of the farmers involved in the SVC bordered on

bankruptcy having lost most of their cattle in the 1991-92 drought.  As habitats and

wildlife populations in the conservancy improved and as the general climate for tourism

in Zimbabwe became favourable in the mid 1990s, the landholders began to break

even and make small profits.  Much of this income came from non-hunting tourism

and, ultimately, this is where most of the wealth of the Conservancy should lie (not in

‘wildlife harvests’ a la Guvamombe).
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Tourism was expanding vigorously in 1995 when the first whiff of land reform began

to cause its decline and collapse.  There is now virtually no photographic tourism

taking place in the SVC and the members have survived through high-quality safari

hunting since 2000 (not through ‘wildlife harvests’ a la Guvamombe).   However, with13

the current uncertainty surrounding the future of the SVC and with the ZNPWMA

withholding hunting quotas, this income is denied to them.  This means that, apart

from the farmers having no livelihoods, it will become impossible to protect the wildlife

in the conservancy.

‘When the dust eventually settles’ the SVC may well be an empty shell with no pickings

for the vultures circling the carcase.

________________

Notes in the text


