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Community conservation in Namibia has been internationally re-
cognized as a leading model for successfully integrating rural devel-
opment and wildlife conservation. During apartheid, poaching and
Namibia's war for independence nearly led to the extermination of
wildlife, particularly in the country's northern regions. Since in-
dependence (1990) the growth of Namibia's communal conservancy
system has been central to wildlife population recoveries. Within
communal conservancies local people are guaranteed qualified rights
over wildlife, including monitoring and management responsibilities,
and subsequent benefits. Since 2000 northwest Namibia conservancies
have been executing the world's largest and longest-running annual
road-based game count, during which local people tally the region's
wildlife population to help set government and community manage-
ment policy. These counts report that between 2000 and 2010 indicator
prey species increased 5- to 6-fold on northwest Namibia communal
lands. From the late 1990s to 2015 the number of lions on communal
land increased from approximately 20 to 150 and, though current
numbers are not publicly available, black rhino in the region recovered
from the brink of extinction in the 1980s to more than 250 individuals
by 2013. Though wildlife numbers have declined due to drought since
2011, Namibia's communal conservancies are also proving their mettle
as sustainable public enterprises. In 2018 conservancies generated N
$150 million (US$9 million), were responsible for 5300 new rural jobs,
and were contributing an estimated N$1 billion (US$61 million) to
Namibia's national economy. By comparison, community conservation
in neighboring countries such as Zimbabwe and Zambia have been
unable to maintain initial successes and South Africa has shown little
interest in implementing community conservation, favoring the ‘for-
tress conservation’ model instead (Dressler et al. 2010).

In her new memoir, Life is like a Kudu Horn, Dr. Margaret Jacobsohn
tells the story of how a small group of conservationists partnered with
local traditional authorities to create Namibia's community conserva-
tion system as well as address some of the subsequent challenges to
ensure that system's success. These pioneers, who Jacobsohn writes
were considered the “lunatic fringe” in conservation during the 1980s,
have since spent decades developing community conservation in
Namibia, including training the next generation of local conserva-
tionists and wrestling with the tensions of maintaining their vision
while adapting to new challenges.

For Jacobsohn the process of building and maintaining relation-
ships, along with local, community ownership of resources, are the
foundation of community conservation. It is worth noting that local
ownership of wildlife and its ties to development have been criticized in
certain settings for commodifying wildlife and environments (e.g.
Dowie 2009; Dzingirai 2003). Such challenges remain a source of dis-
agreement and discussion within conservation policy and practice, for

example around the monetization of ecosystem services. However,
criticisms surrounding local ownership have not generally been levelled
at Namibian conservancies and are not addressed in the book. Ja-
cobsohn's emphasis is on using her own experiences to illustrate the
importance of social relationships to the foundation and successful
execution of community conservation.

A self-described, “Western, sedentary, city-dwelling, alienated ca-
pitalist, post-feminist, white-skinned, southern African woman,”
Jacobsohn moved permanently to northwest Namibia in the late 1980s.
Beginning with her anthropological research examining the material
culture of the Himba, Jacobsohn draws the reader into a series of un-
familiar stories concerning the lives of seminomadic pastoralists in the
arid Kaokoveld. This initial unfamiliarity is used to challenge the reader
to rethink some of his or her own assumptions about issues that are
central to community conservation in the developing world, including
biases behind such terms as ‘traditional’ and ‘modern,’ educated versus
uneducated, and rich versus poor. The Himba have a concept, tanauka,
meaning to turn around or turn over. Jacobsohn's book is filled with
examples of how her thinking, and the thinking of others, was over-
turned, and the positive effects for conservation in Namibia, such as the
increase in many key species' populations. In certain cases, something
as seemingly small as a cigarette, a borrowed jacket, or cattle dung, can
be the catalyst for an important lesson about how people's dissimilar
perspectives can create invisible barriers that frustrate understanding
and cooperation. Overcoming barriers such as culture, economics, and
politics is shown to be central to forging common cause around unified
rural development and wildlife conservation goals among diverse sta-
keholders. In one chapter, Jacobsohn tells the story of how a group of
bushmen from eastern Namibia and white government conservationists
were forced to confront their stereotypes and propensity to demonize
one another. By examining their prejudices and with no small amount
of shared humility, these seemingly dissimilar people were able to
overcome their animosities and find common cause. The resulting
workshops helped forge what became Namibia's communal con-
servancies.

Jacobsohn's key lesson for community conservation practitioners is
that durable community conservation is predicated on human re-
lationships. In communal settings the temptation to undermine con-
servation efforts for personal gain, such as killing wildlife for food or
income, can be great. As Muntifering et al. (2015) have shown, in
northwest Namibia a key challenge for community conservation is re-
conciling individual and community needs. Nobel Prize-winning econ-
omist Elinor Ostrom (2000), whose work has been linked to the theories
undergirding Namibia's communal conservancies, has argued that sus-
tainable management of common-pool resources, such as wildlife, re-
quires collective action based upon shared relationships, norms, and
values. Jacobsohn provides a blueprint for how shared relationships,
norms, and values among communities and between communities and
outside conservationists are created. She writes that, “the first step in
community-based conservation is forging a relationship of trust and
respect with local people which means being concerned about their
needs and issues, not just your own conservation aims.” This cannot be
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done hakahona, (“in a hurry”), as the Himba would say. In Namibia, the
need to overcome the legacies of apartheid's divisions required con-
servationists to see the perspective of others, which primarily occurred
through constructive dialogue. This is most memorably evoked when,
following independence, Namibia's first Director of Nature Conserva-
tion is challenged to bypass the ‘old guard’ who served under the co-
lonial government. Wouldn't it be better, argue the rising generation of
independent conservationists, to simply dismiss the older generation
and their outmoded ideas? The Director, a black Namibian who was
tortured under the apartheid regime, gives an impassioned speech
about reconciliation as an important part of wildlife conservation in the
new government. This enables a new era to begin on a foundation of
mutual respect and fellowship, rather than repeating the antagonisms
of the past. Such approaches have been central to programs where local
trackers team with researchers to monitor lions, or with military per-
sonnel to prevent rhino poaching. As different societies come to re-
cognize their own past injustices such lessons are increasingly perti-
nent.

Throughout her 35-year career, community conservation goals in
Namibia have had to grow and adapt in response to successes and new
challenges, such as increased incidents of human-wildlife conflict from
rebounding lion and elephant populations, and the increasing lifestyle
desires of a rising generation of Namibians. Yet Jacobsohn has distilled
a list of enduring practical approaches for implementing community
conservation across different settings and project types. These include,

• developing relationships of mutual trust and respect, including
among different groups of locals and between locals and outside
conservationists, that address livelihood as well as conservation
needs;

• nurturing a mutual vision of how wildlife survival (or other re-
sources) can benefit local communities and the country;

• negotiation, not consultation;
• local ownership of programs requires local ownership of resources;
• local people must be directly involved in implementation and ac-

tion;
• building-upon local structures and institutions when possible,

creating new ones as needed;
• leveling the playing field among differently positioned people, in-

cluding locals and outside conservationists, whenever possible to
facilitate partnerships;

• equitable benefits come last but must be generated by and linked to
natural resources.

The unifying thread of these practical approaches is that successful
community conservation begins with engagement at the local level to
define (and over time redefine) goals that are shared among community
members and conservationists. A variety of projects, such as community
monitoring of wildlife, sustainable harvesting of plant products, high-
tech human-wildlife conflict interventions, and other cutting-edge ap-
proaches have all been successful in Namibian conservancies, but all
have been built on this social foundation of community conservation.
(Some of this is left to the reader's interpretation and the book would
benefit from more detailed examples of how these principles fed into
specific project outcomes and perhaps from instances where projects
failed due to an inadequate social foundation.) Jacobsohn's implicit
argument is that such a diverse set of projects can be implemented only
once the outlined practical approaches have created a foundation of
trust and reciprocity. In contrast, if these principles are ignored, no
amount of technical innovation will suffice to keep communities en-
gaged and working towards positive conservation outcomes. The book
may thus be an odd fit on many conservationist's shelves, but that is
part of the point Jacobsohn is making: community conservation is
primarily a social endeavor and here is a blueprint for increasing the
likelihood of success.

Jacobsohn has been a witness to, and a key player within, the

transformation towards rural development and wildlife conservation in
Namibia. As of 2019, 86 communal conservancies have been registered,
encompassing more than 20% of Namibia's land, with more than
227,000 people participating. Along with her partner, the late Garth
Owen-Smith,1 Jacobsohn founded Integrated Rural Development and
Nature Conservation (IRDNC), which remains instrumental in securing
Namibia's place as a conservation success story. This book is highly
recommended for all readers interested in learning more about the
practice of community conservation, the Himba people, and the recent
history of conservation in Namibia. Though the episodic approach
glosses over some of the difficulties of implementing the conservancy
system and the reader would benefit from a map and timeline to clarify
occasionally confusing geographic details, these difficulties are minor.
The lessons Jacobsohn has derived from her work and life remain
pertinent as conservationists search for new ways to address emerging
challenges in an increasingly interwoven, badly degraded biosphere.
Conservationists are not exempt from contemporary pressures for their
work to be better, faster, bigger, more easily quantified, and more
broadly communicated to a global populous whose time and attention
are increasingly divided. In this race the lessons of long-serving prac-
titioners can fade if not revisited. Some processes, and I believe durable
conservation programs are among them, still require the time needed
to, as Jacobsohn writes, “[start] seeing people as people and not as
symbols.”

1 Owen-Smith passed away on 11 April 2020 and was buried with full Himba
honors at his home in Wêreldsend, in northwest Namibia. His memoir, An Arid
Eden: A Personal Account of Conservation in the Kaokoveld, (Johannesburg:
Jonathan Ball, 2010), is highly recommended for anyone wanting to know more
about the history of community conservation in Namibia.
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