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Figure 1: USAID/Africa Natural Resource Management Epochs, Early 1980s to Late 1990s, from Hecht et al, 20008
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 The past 30 years have seen an evolution of approaches to conservation within USAID and in the variety of partners 

with which the agency works, in particular non-governmental organizations.  During the same 30 years the brands of 

non-profit conservation organizations grew in worth to 10 billion dollars, 1/3 of which is estimated to be from Afri-

can conservation initiatives1.  African conservation organizations have emerged and are beginning to prosper too, but 

not at the level of the US and European based organizations.  There has been a tremendous growth in civil society 

participation and environmental action in Africa. In fiscal year 2008, Congress earmarked $195 million dollars for 

biodiversity conservation in USAID’s budget (out of $250 million recommended by conservation organizations).  

With these resources, USAID is a leader in biodiversity conservation within the official development assistance com-

munity.  Current work focuses on cross cutting issues – marine/freshwater, landscape-level approaches, policy, and 

partnerships. 

Key needs and opportunities for biodiversity conservation identified in Protecting Hard-Won Ground include globali-

zation, climate change, conflict, population growth, and linkages between health and conservation.

Ongoing needs include the identification of appropriate scales for interventions, the interrelated and self-reinforcing 

nature of issues such as climate change and globalization, and the continued need to demonstrate the value of biodi-

versity and the means of integrating biodiversity considerations into decision-making.  

Drivers of Change

The history of conservation in Africa is tied to colonial policies.  In some quarters, conservation was seen as a form of 

economic and cultural domination especially when conservation was based on the intrinsic value of nature. The ro-

mance of nature that drove much of the modern conservation movement and the establishment of national parks and 

modern wildlife protection is arguably alien to the African experience.   This doesn’t make the intrinsic value of wild-

life and of biodiversity irrelevant, but it does frame some of the difficulties that persist in conserving biodiversity in 

Africa.  

The concept of protected areas has evolved from a romantic impulse to pre-

serve relicts of an antediluvian and uncorrupted world to a vastly more 

complex initiative to create landscape linkages for biological resources and 

the protection of critical ecosystem services. And yet, rarely have credible 

alternatives to the exclusion of human use from specific fixed areas for the 

protection of biodiversity caught on.  Fifty years ago, 90 percent of wildlife 

was outside of protected areas in Africa; today that figure is estimated to be 

20 percent. 

Our challenge today is to communicate the astonishing enterprise of 

conservation in Africa, in all its complexity, to a world preoccupied with economic purposes.   One lesson from thirty 

years of biodiversity conservation in Africa is that the dichotomy between conservation and development is a false 

one.  Tourism in national parks and protected areas in some countries of East and Southern Africa, for example, has 

become a huge source of income for some countries.  

A B C G" F u t u r e  o f  B i o d i v e r s i t y  i n  A f r i c a

3

1 Weatherly, P. 2008 Presentation on “Entrepreneurship and Sustainable Use” at 15 May 2008 Africa Biodiversity Col-

laborative Group Meeting on Mapping Future Trends and Interventions in Africa In the Next Ten Years. 
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In a recent informal survey2 of African views of security, four con-

cerns were prominent:

• Public security sector (the police and military appara-

tus of government) itself and the need for reform

• Health and the freedom from disease

• Poverty and the freedom from want, and 

• The environment.

Security, the freedom from arbitrary and uncontrollable forces that 

bring chaos into human lives, is a core driver of governance, in 

areas of economy, community, health, and the environment.  Na-

ture, raw in tooth and claw, can be threatening and even lethal, but 

the environment, understood in the context of ecosystem services, 

can be repositioned as a force for stability and security.   It is essential that the value of conservation is communicated 

and discussed widely with the public and promoted to other sectors.

True security requires unconventional partnerships to get to the drivers of entropy and chaos. Today’s challenges call 

for a systems approach; a concatenated chain in which all links must be mutually reinforcing.  When a link breaks it 

becomes a security issue.  Many partners working together are required to keep the chain long.

But large mammal populations and vast tracts of forest and savannas don’t have the time that the conservation com-

munity is taking.  Time is running out and urgent action is required on a number of fronts.  This section discusses 

some of the drivers of change; subsequent sections will discuss prospects for the future and the leverage points for 

intervention.

Hunger, Poverty and Globalization

After a period of falling inflation and growing economic output in the 1990s and early years of the 2000s, the eco-

nomic outlook for Africa has dimmed significantly.  Gains are at risk due to falling demand for African products, 

slackening of remittance flows, tighter credit, and softening foreign investment (IMF 2009).  Debt burdens on donor 

countries are likely to limit the availability of official development assistance well into the future. As a result, there 

are recently documented increases in malnutrition, and stagnation in the rate of poverty reduction.  The situation 

threatens to reverse the gains made in the past decade.  Food insecurity is a major concern.  At the same time, rising 

commodity prices may return farming to an economically viable occupation, a condition that the globalized economy 

has made very difficult.  In our Internet-mediated economy, farmers in Africa compete with producers in every cor-

ner of the globe. After a decade of sinking food costs, the weak dollar and high energy costs have driven up the cost 

of basic commodities.

There is an overlap between poverty and biodiversity.  Inhabitants of remote rural areas have less access to markets 

and services, so their direct dependence upon ecosystem services, including biodiversity, has conservation implica-

tions.  Most rural poor near highly biodiverse areas are small-scale farmers, dependent upon charcoal and wood for 

energy, and wildlife and wild plants to supplement the food that they grow.  They are also consumers of land - and 

are often competitors for conservation land.  
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