Privatization of African national parks, wildlife

Dear colleagues and friends,

While people’s movements and particularly Indigenous Peoples across the world have been fighting the corporate take over of public lands and natural heritage, the privatization of Africa's national parks and their exploitation for tourism purposes has found the approval of, among others, the US State Department, the World Bank and even the former South African president Nelson Mandela. A glaring example for the new business approach to protected areas management are the activities of Dutch multi-millionaire Paul van Vlissingen who is set to take over national parks throughout Africa – i.e. in South Africa, Zambia, Malawi, Uganda, Kenya and Mozambique. 

This Clearinghouse issue includes the following articles:

(1) Africa’s wildlife ‘to be privatized’   

http://newsvote.bbc.co.uk/mpapps/pagetools/print/news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/world/africa/2994568.stm
(2) Zambia: Government is a handmaid to corruption - MP Sikota

http://www.barotseland.com/news6.htm
(3) South Africa: Bigger, better Marakele Park

http://www.safrica.info/ess_info/sa_glance/fauna_flora/marakelepark_010903.htm
(4) South Africa: Concessions ensure a profitable heritage

http://free.financialmail.co.za/report/worldparks03/cworldparks.htm
Yours truly,

Anita Pleumarom

Tourism Investigation & Monitoring Team (tim-team)
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AFRICA’S WILDLIFE ‘TO BE PRIVATISED’ 

By Martin Plaut, BBC, London

A South African private company has said that it has plans to take over a string of national parks throughout Africa. Sub-Saharan countries said to benefit from the plan are Zambia, Malawi, Uganda, Kenya and Mozambique. The scheme, which is the brainchild of a Dutch multi-millionaire and nature conservationist, Paul van Vlissingen, has won the support of an extraordinary range of groups and individuals, including former South Africa president Nelson Mandela, the US State Department and even the World Bank. The plan came about after Paul van Vlissingen had a discussion with Mr Mandela in 1998.

Neglected

Mr Mandela told him that Africa had so many other priorities, including education, social services and treating HIV/Aids, he says, that there were few resources left over to provide for the continent's wildlife.

As a result many game parks are being badly neglected, offering little to nature conservation or to the people of Africa.

The Dutch tycoon, whose family runs the Makro chain of wholesalers, came up with an initiative designed to save Africa's ailing game reserves.

Many, he argues, exist only on paper, with underpaid rangers looking after parks that have been hunted bare by poachers.

Expertise

The scheme was to found a private company, African Parks Management and Finance Company, to take them over.

Although it is a company, it is designed to bring together public and private resources, says Mr van Vlissingen.

"The state could bring in expertise, scientists, animals from other national parks and land, and I could bring in management expertise and the drive to make it go," he explains.

Mr van Vlissingen claims the Marakele national park which the company runs north of Johannesburg has been a success, with a number of rare species now well established.

Now he is looking further afield and he already has a contract to run two parks in Zambia, Sioma Ngwezi and Liuwa Plains.

Sioma is described by the Zambian tourists authorities as "completely undeveloped and rarely visited", and there is clearly much for the company to do.

Critics

But the plan has not been without its critics. In April a Zambian opposition member of parliament declared the deal as "ill-conceived, null and void".

Speaking at the press conference in Lusaka, Livingstone MP Sakwiba Sikota said people behind the proposed management of the parks by African Parks should be exposed and investigated.

"This is an ill-conceived agreement, it borders on theft and plunder of the resources of the people of Barotseland and should be thrown out.

No company should be given absolute rights over the people's natural resources unless it is owned 100% by the people of Barotseland themselves," he said.

In Malawi the company has a 25 year management agreement to run the Majete, a government owned reserve in the south of the country.

Here again the park is in a poor state.

Poaching

Malawi tourism authorities say that the park recorded many species, including elephant, sable, kudu, hartebeest, waterbuck, bushbuck and duiker

"But few remain owing to heavy poaching, so it is best to forget about mammals and appreciate the reserve simply as a beautiful wilderness area," the authorities say.

African Parks is currently negotiating to take over other nature reserves in Mozambique, Uganda and Kenya. Mr van Vlissingen accepts that his plans are not only radical, but stir up controversy.

But he promises that although his company will be run along commercial lines, profits will be ploughed back into the countries in which they operate.

He believes that unless a radical approach to game conservancy is adopted, Africa's wildlife will be wiped out in less than a generation.
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http://www.barotseland.com/news6.htm
GOVERNMENT IS A HANDMAID TO CORRUPTION - MP SIKOTE

(shortened version)

THIS government is a handmaid to corruption, opposition UPND Livingstone Member of Parliament Sakwiba Sikota has charged.

Reacting to African Parks chief executive Paul van Vlissingen's statement that he was a wealthy man, Sikota yesterday said government has betrayed Zambians over the parks.

Sikota said until the last minute, government had denied nothing had happened to the two national parks - Liuwa and Sioma-Ngwezi, in terms of leasing. He said what was more annoying was that only last week, tourism minister Patrick Kalifungwa assured members of parliament that nothing would happen over the matter and told them not to listen to what was being reported in the press about the two parks.

"The handmaid to corruption is secrecy. We have just seen this government is a handmaid to corruption," charged Sikota. He said people had all the time wanted to be consulted over the parks and to understand exactly what it was Vlissingen wanted from the parks.

Sikota wondered who had received favours from Vlissingen and decided that the people from Western Province did not matter. Sikota said what transpired over the two parks was the crime of the century and that the investor must know he was most unwelcome by the nature of his dealing. "He should have consulted the people and their representatives.

The Zambian people also want the Task Force to go in to see who received what from the investor, all must be interviewed," he said. Sikota said government must explain why it saw it fit that people's heritage should be given away just like that.

Sikota said Vlissingen should be aware that everything he was doing in the two national parks were in bad faith because if they were not, all could have been conducted in a transparent manner.

He said Vlissingen should take his riches elsewhere because the people of Barotseland were more concerned about their heritage and natural resources. "He is even insulting us when he talks about his riches and what he is going to give. He probably got his riches by exploiting Africa's natural resources. This is not a thing to even brag about," Sikota said.

He said this was modern day re-colonisation and exploitation of Zambians and that the project should be resisted by all. "This is a fight I am not going to relent on. It's just the beginning. If it means taking this to the international courts, we will do just that because people have a right to their heritage," he said. Vlissingen on Sunday said he wanted to give part of his wealth back to Africa.

Kalifungwa dismissed Sikota's reaction as wild because he had not consulted him. He said he had instituted a technical committee to carry-out consultations in the national parks but that the initial report they brought was not satisfactory and had to return to them.

----------------------
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BIGGER, BETTER MARAKELE PARK 

(shortened version)

A new enlarged Marakele National Park has been launched in Limpopo province as part of SA National Parks' (SANParks') programme to increase South Africa's protected areas to 10% of land mass by 2010. 

The 110 000 hectare park is the result of a private- public deal, the first of its kind in the country and a potential model for future biodiversity management in SA. 

Marakele National Park incorporates the original Marakele park in the Waterberg Mountains in the western part of Limpopo Province, the 34 000 hectare Welgevonden private game reserve, and the 20 000 hectare Marakele contractual park owned by Dutch businessman and conservationist Paul van Vlissingen. 

Limpopo Premier Ngoako Ramatlhodi, speaking at the launch of the park in Thabazimbi, said the land consolidation plan would help complete the province's "golden horseshoe" of protected areas along its northwestern, northern and northeastern boundaries. 

The consolidation plan was funded mainly by Van Vlissingen. The enlarged park will be run by a management company, Marakele (Pty) Ltd, set up by Van Vlissingen. The company will be responsible for the development of the park, particularly in respect of fencing, rehabilitation and the introduction of new game. 

According to The Citizen newspaper, SANParks will receive 4% of turnover on all commercial operations on its land, increasing to between 6% and 8% as this land is bought back. SANParks will also receive 50% of the entrance fee paid by all visitors to the contractual park. 

Van Vlissingen, who bought up farms in the area for twice their market price, will remain the owner of the contractual park until it is bought back by the state at the price he paid for it plus inflation. 

Van Vlissingen told The Citizen that he was "looking to give something back to Africa. I am not looking for wealth. I want to do something that is good for the planet and for the people". 

Van Vlissingen plans to draw in private investors to build exclusive, upmarket lodges in the reserve, as well as to provide accommodation more affordable for local visitors. 

--------------------------
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CONCESSIONS ENSURE A PROFITABLE HERITAGE

By Sven Lünsche

As recently as four years ago the SA National Parks Board (SANParks) managed

everything in its reserves - from doing the laundry to fixing the roads and, of course, providing hospitality services. And it did so, often badly, at a significant financial loss.

In 1999, under extreme financial pressure, the organisation adopted an innocuous- sounding policy called "commercialisation as a conservation strategy". SANParks, and with it conservation in SA, has not looked back.

What began with the outsourcing of its notoriously bad restaurant services in the Kruger National Park (KNP) in 1999 has grown at breakneck speed. Over the next few years income from its concessioned lodges, restaurants and stores could more than double SANParks' bottom-line profits, says outgoing CEO Mavuso Msimang.

Underlying this policy is a re-evaluation of what SANParks considers its core function - the management of biodiversity in protected areas and providing only the foundation for tourism and recreation. The rest, the commercial and tourist operations, are left to those who do it best - the private sector.

To date, SANParks has awarded 12 commercial concessions to private operators, seven of which are in the KNP, two each in the Addo Elephant and Cape Peninsula national parks and one at Golden Gate.

Over the 20-year concession period of these lodges, SANParks is guaranteed a minimum income stream of R263m (at current values) in terms of the revenue-sharing model entered into with its private-sector partners. But Msimang predicts that the actual amount paid will be closer to R667m (at current prices). In addition, tax receipts will total about R60m/year once all lodges are operational, which will exceed the current annual subsidy received from government.

The capital investment by the concessionaires totalled R270m and almost 700 permanent jobs have been created - nearly two jobs for every potential guest in the mostly up-market lodges. "So far, the concessions have been a resounding success," Msimang says.

The provinces have followed suit. The list of concessions that have been awarded or are out for tender is headed by eight concessions to be assigned over the next few weeks by the the Greater St Lucia Wetlands Park, described as having some of the most lucrative ecotourism sites in the world.

The Eastern Cape Tourism Board recently awarded three concessions on the previously undercatered Wild Coast and along the Fish River system, which is expected to attract more than R120m in investments. A second round of concessions is planned for 2004.

In the North West the conservation authorities have outsourced all hospitality services in the booming Madikwe game reserve.

The contractual national parks - SANParks areas managed by outsiders - have followed suit. The Makuleke community, who own a large part of the Pafuri area in the northern KNP, have awarded four sites to private-sector operators. And the management board of the Marakele National Park in the Waterberg is looking at a couple of concessions.

Outsourcing does not stop at building and running lodges. SANParks has also outsourced the running of KNP's shops, picnic sites and restaurants for 10 years, while a third of its maintenance contracts are outsourced and the vehicle fleet is run by the private sector.

Concessions have been awarded only to bidders with a strong empowerment component. Msimang says three of the seven KNP lodges are owned by consortia controlled by black-owned groups.

All the concessionaires have committed to a minimum 79% local employment level to benefit communities that live on the fringes of the parks, he says.

The concession period varies from 20 years, in the case of the KNP, to 35 years, for the recent Eastern Cape concession. Most are likely to be outsourced again when the period expires.

The concession process has not been without its critics. Wildlife groups have argued that it could have adverse environmental effects, as the elite lodges are offering off-road trips. "Most of these concerns have been addressed," says Msimang. "We are solely responsible for environmental management and regular environmental audits are being undertaken ," he says.

Conservation groups are also worried that the national parks are being "plundered" in pursuit of profit and they object to encouraging lodge prices beyond the reach of most South Africans.

They have something to back their argument. Most of the concessioned lodges are aimed at the overseas tourist market. For example, a night at Nwanetsi in the KNP, built at a cost of about R70m, could cost more than R5 000. For the remainder, R2 000/night is the minimum.

Wilderness Safaris SA MD Peter Anderson explains that the competitive bidding process that private operators have to enter "makes it difficult to go for the more common market". However, he stresses that lodges do not necessarily have to cater to up-market clients only. "You have to ensure you provide good value without compromising the bottom line," Anderson says.

SANParks commercial development head Peter Fernhead says his organisation still runs more than 5 000 beds aimed at the "average" South African.
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